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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how the early stages of the innovation process unfold in collaborative
energy transition projects. This is done by understanding how innovation opportunities are
identified, how ideas are generated and what factors enable and constrain collaborative
innovation projects within this context. Drawing on a qualitative multi-case study design,
including twelve interviews across three cases in Western Sweden, complemented by an
expert interview. The theoretical framework combines open innovation and stakeholder
theory, connected through knowledge management. The findings reveal that opportunity
identification combines active preparation with responsiveness to external conditions, where
opportunities emerge when external triggers connect with internalised needs. Organisational
type and identity function as decisive filters for what is perceived as relevant and actionable
and environmental scanning is consistently person-dependent and displaced by operational
demands. Idea generation is characterised by iterative refinement of existing knowledge,
concentrated among few individuals. Cross-sector knowledge transfer emerges as a
mechanism in rapidly evolving technological domains. External actors involvement is
indispensable but structurally challenging as the capacity and readiness to contribute varies
among partners. Several enabling and constraining factors emerged from the findings.
Genuine need and contextually specific trust are foundational prerequisites, and individual
drive is the most consistently enabling factor. External timing is critical but largely beyond
organisational control which can therefore act as an enabling or constraining factor depending
on context. The gap between partners’ initial commitment and their actual behaviour is a
structural feature of collaborative innovation that constrains collaboration. The study extends
the application of open innovation and stakeholder theory to collaborative energy transition
contexts, contributing several empirical findings that existing frameworks do not explicitly

address.

Keywords: collaborative innovation, energy transition, Fuzzy Front End, open innovation,

stakeholder theory, knowledge management, opportunity identification, idea generation
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

The energy discussion has been on the global agenda for the last decades and has become
more prominent with time. In the last couple of years there have been two main reasons for
this development. Firstly, the increased geopolitical insecurity, with Russia's invasion of
Ukraine in 2022 (International Energy Agency, n.d.) and the crisis in the Middle East in the
beginning of 2026 has created global market disruptions and energy crises (European
Commission, n.d.). This has led to countries around the world to adopt new policies to favour
investments in clean energy and efficiency (International Energy Agency, 2022) to increase
resilience and minimise the dependence on fossil fuels and unstable contexts European
Commission, n.d.). Secondly, the pressing need for countries to lower their greenhouse gas
emissions (GHG) to fight climate change (IPCC, 2018) is a common global battle. In line
with the Paris Agreement, greenhouse gas emissions must decline radically to limit global
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius (United Nations, 2015). Around 94% of the required
emission reductions to stay within the limits of the Paris Climate Agreement can be realised
through the combined effects of renewable energy, increased energy efficiency, and the
electrification of end users (Gielen et al.,, 2019). Such GHG reduction necessitates a
significant structural transformation of the energy system, often referred to as the energy

transition (Smil, 2010).

Data suggest that renewable energy could supply up to two-thirds of global primary energy
demand by 2050 (Gieklen et al., 2019); Hassan et al., 2024). Globally, there is an increasing
progress towards an energy transition, although disparities between nations, shaped by
geopolitical, technological, and economic factors affect the progression for different
countries. The need for targeted policies, investments, and collaboration to accelerate the
transition is prominent (Hassan et al., 2024). Innovation in renewable energy technologies
and energy efficiencies is expected to play a key role in enabling the energy transition (Gielen

etal., 2019).

The European Union is leading the energy transition through extensive wind energy

integration and a strong overall renewable energy mix (Hassan et al., 2024). Only in



2025-2026 has the European Union allocated almost €2 billion in funding to support
cross-border energy projects (European Commission, n.d.). Several EU funding programmes,
such as Interreg (Interreg, n.d.) and the LIFE Clean Energy Transition sub-programme, aim to
facilitate the transition towards renewable and efficient energy solutions (European Climate
Infrastructure and Environment Executive Agency, n.d.) through cross-border cooperation

between organisations in the European Union Interreg, n.d.).

Sweden is the leading innovation country among the countries in the EU according to the
European Innovation Scoreboard 2025. Particularly relevant in this context is Sweden's
position as a forerunner in SME collaboration. Almost a third of innovative SMEs
collaborate with others, which represents 238.9% of the EU average in 2025. This
collaborative tendency 1is further reflected in the high number of public-private
co-publications, reaching 402.0% of the EU average in 2025 (Landes, 2025a). Western
Sweden is one of the innovation leader regions in Sweden and the region reflects the general
innovation characteristics of Sweden from the European Innovation Scoreboard 2025

(Landes,2025b).

1.2 Problematisation

The energy transition requires a coordinated strategy that emphasises both the integration of
sustainable energy sources and advancements in energy efficiency. Achieving this transition
ultimately depends on collective efforts and cooperation between policymakers, industry
leaders, and society at large (Hassan et al., 2024). However, two connected gaps in the

existing literature limit our understanding of how this collaboration unfolds in practice.

Firstly, research has primarily focused on individual stakeholder groups, such as governance
(Emelianoft, 2014) or citizen-driven projects (Kooij et al., 2018; Hewitt et al., 2019), lacking
a comprehensive understanding of how multiple stakeholders are involved, interact and
collaborate in energy transition projects. Secondly, the early phase of innovation processes in
collaborative energy transition projects remain largely unexplored in the literature. This
initial phase, also called the Fuzzy Front End, is recognised to have the greatest impact on the
innovation process and its outcome (Herstatt & Verworn, 2004). The early phase of
innovation processes is also recognised as the hardest part to manage (Kim & Wilemon,

2002), especially with more actors involved in the process (Ehn et al., 2021). This suggests



that the gaps are inherently connected in this context, as understanding how the early phase of
innovation unfolds in collaborative energy transition projects is inseparable from
understanding which actors are involved and how they interact from the outset. Without a
multi-stakeholder perspective, it is difficult to fully examine how opportunities are identified,
how ideas emerge, and how collaboration is structured in the early phase of the innovation
process in collaborative energy transition projects. The lack of such research represents a gap
that needs to be addressed, particularly regarding how diverse actors can be effectively

involved in the early stages of the innovation process.

Another gap in current innovation literature is the chosen level of analysis. Most research
focuses on studying innovation at the organisational-level perspective, instead of at the
project-level perspective (Cheah & Ho, 2021; Markovic et al., 2021). This leads to an
incomplete understanding of collaborative innovation projects (Markovic et al., 2021) and the
characteristics affecting their performance (Cheah & Ho, 2021). There is therefore a need to
study collaborative innovation in the contextual level it operates in, the project-level. It is
especially important in contexts where collaborative innovation is essential for the

development of a sector, such as the energy transition.

1.3 Purpose and research question

This thesis aims to bridge the gap in existing literature by examining how the early phase of
innovation processes unfolds in collaborative energy transition projects. While existing
research has examined individual stakeholder groups in the energy transition, considerably
less attention has been given to how multiple actors collaborate and interact, particularly in
the early phase of the innovation process. How actors are identified, engaged, and involved in
ideation, and what enables or constrains this process, remains largely unexplored. To address
these connected gaps, this thesis applies stakeholder theory and open innovation as analytical
frameworks, as understanding the early phase of innovation in this context is inseparable
from understanding which actors are involved and how they interact. By focusing on both the
collaborative dynamics and the early innovation phase simultaneously, this thesis seeks to
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of how energy transition projects are

initiated in practice.



To study this meaningfully, a context characterised by a high degree of collaboration and a
well-established innovation system is particularly suitable. Western Sweden represents such a
context as a proven leader of innovation together with the geopolitical advantages as part of
the European Union, making it an ideal starting point for examining how collaborative
innovation projects unfold in practice. A deliberate choice was made to focus only on
projects in order to contribute to the lacking understanding of collaborative innovation at this

level.

The aim is to identify recurring patterns, enabling and constraining factors, and thereby
derive implications for how cross-organisational collaboration in the energy transition can be

strengthened. To fulfill this purpose, the following research question has been formulated:

How does the early phase of the innovation process unfold in collaborative energy transition

projects?

To answer this research question, the following sub-questions have been formulated:
e How are innovation opportunities identified in collaborative energy transition?
o How are ideas generated in collaborative energy transition projects?
® What factors enable or constrain the early phase of collaborative innovation in

energy transition projects?

1.4 Delimitations

This study is deliberately bounded in several ways that reflect conscious choices made in the
design of the research. Firstly, the study focuses exclusively on the early stages of the
innovation process, specifically the ideation phase as conceptualised within the Fuzzy Front
End. Later stages of the innovation process, including evaluation, concept development,
testing, implementation and commercialisation (these steps may be presented differently in
different models but follow the same principle), fall outside the scope of the study. This
delimitation was made because the early phases represent a distinct and underresearched area

of collaborative innovation.

Secondly, the study is further delimited to collaborative innovation projects, meaning projects

that involve multiple organisations working together. This choice reflects the specific interest

10



of the study in how the early innovation phases unfold when multiple actors with different

interests, mandates and capacities are involved.

Thirdly, the empirical material is drawn from three cases situated within a single innovation
hub in Western Sweden. This institutional delimitation was made to ensure contextual
consistency across the cases and to enable meaningful cross-case comparison. The study does
not aim to represent the full diversity of collaborative energy transition projects across

different nations and therefore the geographical delimitation was made.

Fourthly, the analysis is conducted through two theoretical lenses, open innovation and
stakeholder theory, connected through Lichtenthaler's (2011) framework for knowledge
management. Other theoretical perspectives that could offer complementary insights are not
engaged within this study. This delimitation reflects a deliberate choice to develop a focused

and coherent theoretical framework between two complementary theories.

Finally, the study adopts a qualitative approach and does not attempt to quantify or
statistically generalise the empirical material. This delimitation reflects the exploratory nature
of the study and allows for a contextual richness that qualitative methods make possible,

which aligns with the aim of this thesis.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter presents the two main research areas relevant for the purpose and scope of this
paper, ‘Innovation Management’” and ‘Stakeholder theory’. The chapter starts with
‘Innovation Management’, with a definition of innovation and description of the Fuzzy Front
End, followed by a summary of the development in innovation management research and
relevant models and frameworks, continuing with an illustration of open innovation. The
chapters follow with ‘Stakeholder theory’, explaining the theory, its effect on competitive
advantage, and the role of stakeholder legitimacy, continuing with describing stakeholder

management and relevant framework.
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2.1 Innovation

Innovation, the process from idea generation to implementation, is a source from competitive
advantage (Anderson et al., 2004). It is essential for any firm’s performance and long-term
survival (Anderson et al., 2014). OECD (2010, p. 9) highlights that innovation goes beyond

the firm’s boundaries and can also “...helps address social challenges”.

Innovation involves the introduction and implementation of ideas that are relatively novel to
a particular organisation. These ideas may not be entirely original, as they can be adopted and
adapted from other organisations but are considered innovative because they are new to the
unit implementing them (Anderson et al., 2004). The perception of something being new is
equally as important as the originality of the idea. This means that existing knowledge can be

an important component of innovation (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

Jiménez-Jiménez & Sanz-Valle (2011) highlight that most definitions of innovation in
research define it as a developed idea that has been commercially successful and useful.
Nevertheless, there has been a lack of agreement among researchers on an exact definition
(Anderson et al., 2014). The Oslo manual 2018 presents a definition of innovation that
follows the guidelines presented by Gault (2018) for an inclusive definition: “An innovation
is a new or improved product or process (or combination thereof) that differs significantly
from the unit’s previous products or processes and that has been made available to potential
users (product) or brought into use by the unit (process).” (OECD & Eurostat, 2018, p. 20).
The benefits of using an inclusive definition of innovation in research for all economic
sectors is that it supports coherence of data and consistency of analysis. It also provides an
opportunity for cross-sector analysis and contributes to the development of the innovation
research in economic sectors that have been neglected (Gault, 2018). Therefore the inclusive

definition of innovation will be used in this study.

2.1.1 The Innovation Process

Innovation is generally viewed as a process in academic literature (Tidd & Bessant, 2024). It
is often described as “the process from idea to a successful product in the market” (Du Preez
& Louw, 2008, p. 546), i.e. “the process of turning ideas into reality and capturing value from

them” (Tidd & Bessant, 2024, p. 23). The innovation process is often described as an

12



innovation funnel (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017), with four main phases; search, select,

implement and capture (Tidd & Bessant, 2024).

In the beginning of the process, there is a big number of ideas generated, both internally and
externally, and then filtered out throughout the process as they are measured against different
requirements. Ideas that pass through the next phase are developed to concepts where the
ideas potential are assessed, e.g. the size of the potential market, the best way to design the
innovation, investment requirements and estimating potential returns, and then advanced to

projects that will be tested in the market (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

To have a shared understanding of how we envision innovation is important as it shapes how
we manage it. We adapt our actions based on how we view innovation, and to see it as a

process has been the general understanding in this discipline (Tidd & Bessant, 2024).

2.1.2 The Fuzzy Front End (FFE)

The beginning of the innovation process is defined as “the period between when an
opportunity is first considered and when an idea is judged ready for development” (Kim &
Wilemon, 2002, p. 269). It is seen as hard to manage and is therefore often called the Fuzzy
Front End (FFE), as it is perceived as fuzzy because it is inherently complex and ambiguous.
The FFE is about exploring the unknown and managing uncertainty that comes with it
(Cheng et al., 2007). The goal in the FFE is to reduce uncertainty and learn what
opportunities and restrictions exist within the innovation area (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). The
FFE is described as the stage where identification of customers’ problems, clarification of
their nature, generation of solution ideas and the development of concepts for products,
services or business models (Eling et al., 2014). The ability to develop new ideas in the FFE

is essential for the success of the new products (Im et al., 2013).

The FFE is seen as a dynamic stage where ideas are generated, evaluated and then either
rejected or developed into concepts (Kim & Wilemon, 2002; Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). It
must be flexible and open-minded, to enable changing direction if needed as new knowledge
is analysed (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). The FFE consists of three tasks needed to be defined,
(1) the problem definition, (2) the idea generation and (3) the concept development (Reid &
De Brentani, 2004). It is important that the scope of the idea generation is kept wide and
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includes external sources. The Voice of the Customer (VOC) is a fundamental part of the FFE
and managing innovation as understanding customer needs are essential for a potential

product to succeed in the market (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

The goal of the FFE is to develop creative and new concepts (Eling et al., 2014). Effective
ideation, which is generating high quality ideas, requires creativity, knowledge, deep
customer insights, and involving the user. The idea generation can come from customer
insights, and involving the user. The idea generation can come from internal brainstorming or
open innovation (collecting ideas externally). Open innovation is the most popular way to
manage innovation in recent years. Creativity should not be based on spontaneous ideas of
inspiration, but managed to capture both internal and external knowledge. Management needs
to support and enable a creative environment through creativity techniques and understanding

the market and customers, both on the individual and team level (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

The initial ideation phase focuses on learning and experimentation, which means that the
designated team and the organisational culture needs to possess the skills and tools required
for an effective ideation. It is also important to set clear targets and innovation ambitions in
this stage, as well as communicating them to the people involved to generate higher quality
ideas (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Early decisions made in the FFE are often essential and
defining for the project’s outcome, content, cost and timing (Cooper, 2008), but still efforts
and costs from management are small at this phase (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Even though
the introduction of formal processes in this stage enables a better selection process (Goffin &
Mitchell, 2017), the selection is sometimes based on intuition (Eling et al., 2014), which

increases creativity (Dayan & Di Benedetto, 2011).

2.2 Innovation Management

Innovation Management is the practice to manage innovation through a number of phases
before it is commercially viable (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). The management of the
innovation process, from idea to product, is essential for the successful result of the
innovation. Good innovation initiatives need to be managed and developed correctly to

generate competitive advantages (Boston Consulting Group, 2006).
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The innovation must be planned carefully and proactively to enable it to be used as a tool for
creating competitive advantages. Efficient innovation should develop, together with a
combination of structure and flexibility to successfully distribute the elements needed for an

effective and efficient innovation process (Du Preez & Louw, 2008).

2.2.1 Innovation Process Model

Innovation management models are often referred to as ‘Innovation Process Model’ and
versions have evolved from early innovation research to be in line with the present literature
(Du Preez & Louw, 2008). Early generations of the model presented either a technological
push or a demand pull as the basis for the innovation process. The following generation (third
generation) explained innovation as an ongoing interaction between technological push and
demand pull. The model is a linear and sequential model with feedback loops, but with
limited functional integration, i.e. it is still mainly a linear, step-by-step process, with only
limited coordination between different parts of the organisation (Rothwell, 1994). The fourth
generation of innovation process models focuses on improving the lack of functional
integration by applying an interactive approach in its model structures. By seeing the
innovation process as parallel activities across organisations functions enables a more
interactional structure. The fifth generation of innovation process models focuses on the
influence of, and the communication with, the external environment. Models from this
generation are called network models and are usually closed networks. Fundamental in these
models is that innovation happens within a network of internal and external stakeholders, and
the links between these are highly important. The sixth generation of innovation process
models are called open innovation models and unlike the fifth generation, they extend beyond
internal idea generation by integrating both internal and external ideas and multiple pathways

to market to support new technology development (Du Preez & Louw, 2008).

2.2.2 Trends in Innovation Management research

The discipline of innovation management is relatively new, and has therefore not any
well-accepted and proven tools, techniques and methods that can be expected to be solutions
when applied to organisations. Due to the newness of the research area, the different groups
of innovation process models are researched separately from another, which has created a
discrepancy in the knowledge about these different angles of incidence and the links between

them. This means that the relationship between these focused topics are ambiguous (Goffin &
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Mitchell, 2017). Nevertheless, understanding the different developments and their popularity
in the research literature throughout time gives us an opportunity to interpret the important
elements affecting the innovation process, something Goffin & Mitchell (2017) has

summarised in their book “Innovation Management: effective strategy and implementation”:

Since 1995, different groups of innovation process models have been more or less prominent
in the research literature. The linear and sequential Stage-Gate model has had generally stable
importance, but with a slight decrease throughout the years. This indicates that there is a need
for an evident process with clear phases and definitions of responsibilities of different
functions. Voice of the customer models (VOC) focus on different ways of generating insights
from customers, several models have been developed from this notion or have included this
in their models. This model type had its peak in 1999 and 2006 and has in later years
decreased in importance. This indicates that the importance of understanding your customer
and markets was early understood by the field, and the later downfall can be due to later
models incorporating this in theirs. Portfolio Management is a collective description of the
models focusing on the formal and informal processes used by organisations to select ideas.
This is seen as an highly important dimension of the innovation process, but has not
generated many research papers throughout the years, with a similar trend movement and
cause as VOC. The model Diffusion of innovations takes into consideration another aspect of
the innovation process, and that is the fact that people’s adoption makes the innovations
flourish, the adoption of an innovation by the public can be seen as an equally important part
of the success as the process itself. Disruptive technology follows the mindset that every
technology researches a limit and will be overtaken by a newer technology. This model
reached its peak in 2006 and has become less prominent in the following years. The Business
Model Innovation (BMI) has been heavily researched in the later years and shows the
increasing importance of understanding that innovation processes go beyond product
innovation. It is a model focusing on how companies can create value for their customers
through innovation in the business model, link their business with key stakeholders and also
create value that locks out competitors in the process. Finally, the most researched innovation
process models between 1995 and 2015 is the Open Innovation Model. Open innovation is
the notion that companies gather innovative ideas by going beyond their own organisation
(Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). To summarise, innovation research and developed models have
evolved from simple linear models to the more complex integrated networks models (Du

Preez & Louw, 2008).
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2.2.3 Prominent innovation process frameworks

There are several frameworks within innovation management that try to capture the different
dynamics of the phenomenon. To include all in this section would be impossible, just the
different research trends can give an indication on the vast number of frameworks created.
Therefore the frameworks that have had an impact on the framework created in chapter 3 will

be presented below.

The network model The Creative Factory Systems Innovation Model, places the firm at the
centre of innovation, with particular emphasis on knowledge creation as the starting point of
the process. Knowledge is generated through public and industrial research, which feeds
directly into ideas generation within the firm. This knowledge base provides the foundation
for innovation activities by supplying the inputs from which new ideas emerge. The
subsequent processes of new product design and development, and product success in the
market build on this foundation, transforming knowledge into products and market outcomes.
Throughout the process, knowledge creation and its use are influenced by the firm’s internal

factors and by conditions in the external environment (Galanakis, 2006).

The 4I-framework presents an integrative framework with four faces, initiation, ideation,
integration and implementation. The three first phases represent the designing and the last
phase represents commercialisation of the innovation. The framework can be misunderstood
as linear, but it is fact iterative with multiple steps and forth, to capture systematic innovation,
showing the need of a dynamic framework. What distinguishes this model from others is that
it divides the first step into two, initiation and ideation. The initiation phase describes the
activities that focus on understanding and monitoring the stakeholders, e.g . suppliers,
competitors, customers, institutions, affecting the firm, also expressed as the ecosystem the
firm operates in. Here the focus is on understanding the needs and moves of key players, and
identifying change drivers and responding to them. The ideation phase focuses on how the
company generates ideas and transformation of opportunities from the information retrieved

in the initiation phase (Frankenberger et al., 2013).
The Innovation Pentathlon Framework has a similar structure like the many models

following the innovation funnel, with ideas as the first step including idea generation,

selection as the next step where the best ideas are chosen, and implementation as the final
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step where the new products are developed. What differentiates this model from many others
is that it also includes two aspects that affect the entire model at once; (1) innovation strategy
and (2) people, culture and organisation. Implementing and communicating the right
innovation strategy is related to management’s understanding of the external environment
they are operating in and adjusting their capabilities, technology, and the role of innovation
accordingly. Creating a culture of innovation which motivates employees to continuously
innovate relates to the organisation’s ability to create effective organisational structures that
enable innovation is essential for a successful innovation process. The people and culture an
organisation has is essential for the development of innovation. To have an established
innovation culture that you continuously foster is important, giving people the

encouragement, and the means to take ownership of innovation (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

Open innovation, which will be further presented in the next section, introduces a new logic
centered on collaboration and openness. Within this paradigm, linear and coupled processes
can be leveraged in combination according to specific needs. This shift, however, requires
new forms of collaboration among firms, even as they continue to compete simultaneously

(Du Preez & Louw, 2008).

2.3 Open Innovation

Open innovation is when organisations seek innovative ideas outside their own boundaries
and ways to exploit their own ideas (Chesbrough, 2003). The context in which the
organisation operates has a strong influence on the innovation process. This indicates that an
organisation must look outside its boundaries, which invites the concepts of open innovation
where ideas are retrieved from external parties. Open innovation is the most popular way to
manage innovation in recent years (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). There are two modes of open
innovation, (1) outside-in, where organisations seek outside their own boundaries for
innovative ideas to adopt in their own business model, and (2) inside-out, where an
organisation enables others to use their innovative ideas or technology. These two modes can
also work together in a coupled manner where organisations work together by sharing ideas
and resources to produce value for both companies. There are many different levels of open
innovation that a company can take part in. Either they use outside-in, inside-out or coupled
open innovation and the inclusion of external parties can extend to individuals, single

companies, several parties and multiple parties (Enkel et al., 2009).
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Open innovation changes the view of the innovation funnel. Previously the boundaries of the
funnel were set, the only way to enter the funnel was in the initial idea generation phase.
Now, with open innovation, the funnel is seen as porous, where ideas and technology can
enter and exit the funnel at any point in the process (Chesbrough, 2003). This enables
innovation to benefit from a much larger pool of ideas and technologies, and is seen as a

strategic tool to explore new growth opportunities at a lower risk (Du Preez & Louw, 2008).

Organisations seeking ideas or partnerships with open innovation typically follow a four step
process, (1) orientation, (2) exploration, (3) selection, and (4) engagement. The orientation
stage relates to clarifying needs and formulating them to better suit a search. In the
exploration stage, is where the search for solution providers to engage with are made. Lastly,
in the engagement stage, is where agreements with partners occur. A dimension that is
prominent in the aspects of partnership is the motivation of the parties involved, and how it is
handled by the organisations. There are many different variants of how the value creation for
each party is perceived, where some situations include financial inducements and others have

different value understandings (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

There are some fundamental issues with open innovation: (1) how to manage the partnership,
especially when intellectual property is involved, (2) absorptive power, how well can the
organisation absorb and apply knowledge they receive. The loss of control when
implementing open innovation process can also become a problem in the long run (Goffin &

Mitchell, 2017).

2.3.1 Conceptual Framework for Open Innovation

Lichtenthaler (2011) presents a conceptual framework for open innovation that highlights the
different capabilities and skills firms must develop internally at multiple levels to
successfully organise open innovation. It underlines the importance of cross-level
interdependencies for managing different open innovation processes. The author also
highlights the importance of adapting the framework based on the firm’s situation: “... a

successful open innovation program requires fit among a firm’s strategy, organisational

capabilities, and their determinants at multiple levels.” (Lichtenthaler, 2011, p. 85). Lastly, it
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is important to balance both the development of capabilities at different levels, as well as

keeping a balance between internal and external capabilities (Tidd & Bessant, 2024).

The framework builds on the notion that an integrative knowledge management includes
three distinct processes that can be organised internally and externally; knowledge
exploration, retention, and exploitation (Lichtenthaler, 2011). These knowledge capabilities
are fundamentally tied to an organisation’s ability to drive innovation, where strategies for
knowledge exploration and exploitation rely on retaining both internal external knowledge as
strategic resources 8Shin et al., 2018). Internal knowledge exploration involves creating new
knowledge within the firm, whereas external knowledge exploration focuses on acquiring
knowledge from external partners. Internal knowledge retention concerns the storage of
knowledge over time, while external knowledge retention refers to knowledge preserved
through interorganisational relationships. Internal knowledge exploitation entails applying
knowledge to a firm’s own products and processes, whereas external knowledge exploitation

involves transferring knowledge beyond the firm (Lichtenthaler, 2011).

Each of these knowledge distinctions can be divided in organisational level, project level and
individual level. These organisational capabilities are the base for dynamic capability of
managing open innovation. The organisational-level perspective highlights the importance of
developing organisational capabilities that shape a company’s strategic decisions across
individual innovation projects. The project-level perspective highlights how firms draw on
these organisational capabilities to manage innovation projects and make key project-specific
decisions (Lichtenthaler, 2011). The individual-level perspective highlights the role of
employees’ underlying attitudes, which influence project-level decisions and serve as critical
microfoundations of innovation capabilities (Ahn et al., 2017). See figure 1 below for an

llustration of the framework:

Knowledge exploration

Knowledge retention

Knowledge exploitation

Organizational level

Inventive capacity

Transformative capacity

Innovative capacity

Individual level

Buy-in attitude

Relate-out attitude

Internal Project level Make decision Integrate decision Keep decision
Individual level | Not-invented-here attitude | Not-connected-here attitude Not-sold-here attitude
Organizational level Absorptive capacity Connective capacity Desorptive capacity
External Project level Buy decision Relate decision Sell decision

Sell-out attitude

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for Open Innovation (Lichtenthaler, 2011)
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Organisational-Level Capabilities:

Regarding knowledge exploration, internal and external processes are critical for developing
the right capabilities for open innovation (Lichtenthaler, 2011). The inventive capacity is the
ability to explore knowledge internally, which is the ability to generate knowledge inside the
organisational boundaries (Smith et al., 2005). The absorptive capacity is the ability to
explore knowledge externally, going beyond the organisational boundaries to obtain
knowledge generated from the external environment (Tidd & Bessant, 2024). Regarding
knowledge retention, transformative capacity is the ability to internally allocate resources to
actively manage knowledge to maintain it overtime (Garud & Nayyar, 1994). Connective
capacity is the ability to externally maintain knowledge retention, where sustaining
interorganisational relationships (e.g. alliances) ensures access to external knowledge without
acquiring it (Gulati, 1999). Regarding knowledge exploitation, innovative capacity refers to a
firm’s internal ability to align inventions with the requirements of their target markets. Even
with a substantial and well-maintained knowledge base, a firm may struggle to translate it
into effective innovation, while producing multiple innovations from relatively little new
knowledge. Desorptive capacity refers to a firm’s external technology transfer,
complementing innovative capacity. Once opportunities are recognised, a firm proceeds to

transfer its knowledge to external recipients (Lichtenthaler, 2011).

Project-Level Decisions:

Regarding knowledge exploration, managers are faced with the make-or-buy decision, which
is the decision to either perform the essential knowledge management processes internally or
externally. Regarding knowledge retention, managers are faced with the integrate-or-relate
decision, which concerns whether to embed knowledge into the internal knowledge base or
rely on external interorganisational relationships. Regarding knowledge exploitation, the
decision at hand is the keep-or-sell, which relates to whether the knowledge should be
applied internally or transferred to external partners, either exclusively or alongside internal

use (Lichtenthaler, 2011).

Individual-Level Attitudes:

Regarding knowledge exploration, there are both positive and negative attitudes towards
knowledge exploration (Lichtenthaler, 2011). The buy-in mentality represents a positive
attitude towards externally exploring knowledge (Lichtenthaler, 2011), while the

not-invented-here or not-sold-here mentality shows negative attitudes (Burcharth et al.,
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2014). Which attitudes are prominent in organisations comes from experiences of
benefits/drawbacks from exploring knowledge externally or incentives created by the firm to
highlight or diminish it. Regarding knowledge retention, not-connected-here represents the
negative attitudes of external knowledge retention. These attitudes may be shaped by
concerns about confidentiality, as well as by low trust in potential partners and an increased
focus on the difficulties of interfirm collaboration. On the other hand, relate-out attitudes
represent the positive attitudes towards external knowledge retention, that may be shaped by
flexibility and internal focus on core competencies (Lichtenhaler, 2011). Regarding
knowledge exploitation, not-sold-here attitudes refers to a negative viewpoint on external
knowledge exploitation that is derived from fear of strengthening competitors, often due to
lack of experience in external knowledge exploitation and inefficiencies in technology
markets (Lichtenthaler, 2011). In contrast, sell-out attitudes relate to positive attitudes that
capture both the aim to imitate leading firms in active licensing and financial pressures on

R&D and intellectual property activities (Lichtenthaler, 2011).

2.4 Stakeholder theory

Stakeholder theory is the understanding that organisations should include more stakeholders,
1.e. organisations, groups and individuals who can be affected or affect the firm, than just
shareholders in decision making. It highlights the importance of generating value for multiple
stakeholders to achieve long-term success (Freeman, 1984). The theory emphasises value
creation, exchange, and the effective management of business activities (Freeman et al.,
2010). Stakeholder theory is descriptive, normative and instrumental and has a strong
managerial focus (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). It aims to help managers understand and
address how value is created and traded, and how ethics and capitalism are connected

(Parmar et al., 2010).

Stakeholder theory is a framework that originated as a reaction to the idea that companies
cared little about ethics in chase for higher profits. It emerged after corporate and financial
crises highlighted the fact that managerial decisions affected more than just the company
itself. Stakeholder theory is more than just a theory that is used for one purpose, and is better
understood as a genre of management theory where it brings value to more than just one
business idea and discipline. Environmental policy, healthcare, and ethics are some of the

many disciplines where stakeholder theory has been applied (Parmar, et al., 2010). Even
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though prior research of stakeholders theory has mostly had an emphasis on the social aspect,
which has steered away the focus from efficient management for performance to managing
social interests (Harrison et al., 2010). Building on this notion, stakeholder theory should not
be confused with being the same as corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Harrison et al.,
2010). Corporate social responsibility is a theory that aims to broaden the definition of firms’
obligations and goals to go beyond financial considerations and include other value aspects.
The issue with CSR is that it separates the social aspect to the financial, by creating a
dynamic that social responsibility is added to the financial responsibilities of a company. This
viewpoint entails that firms do not view the social aspect as part of the core value creation

activities, and may therefore be excluded for decisions (Parmar et al., 2010).

Traditionally, strategic management has seen stakeholder theory as non-economic dividing
social and financial aspects. Even though the theory includes stakeholders, like customers and
suppliers, that are directly relevant to a firm’s economic performance, which is the primary
variable in strategic management (Parmar et al., 2010). Stakeholder theory enables having a
description of management that goes beyond the boundaries of the firm, where attention is on
nurturing stakeholders relationships, helps managers to create value and avoid moral failures
(Post et al., 2002). Including the stakeholder perspective, enables business to handle
questions with the understanding that decisions not only concern the survival and thrive of
the company, but also how decisions affect broader groups and individuals including aspects
of values and potential harm or benefits (Phillips, 2003). Research shows that serving
multiple stakeholders is associated with higher financial performance (Sisodia et al., 2007). It
can, among others, enhance the organisation’s adaptability (Freeman & Evan, 1990),
flexibility (Harrison & St. John, 1996) and reputation (Fischer & Reuber, 2007), mitigate
risks and negative effects (Graves & Waddock, 1994) and be a source of competitive
advantage (Harrison et al., 2010). It is worth noting that investing in stakeholder relationships
will not automatically lead to higher financial performance. Firms can overinvest in their

stakeholder relationships if they invest unwisely (Harrison et al., 2010).

2.4.1 Stakeholder theory as a competitive advantage

Harrison et al. (2010) highlight the role stakeholder theory can have in developing a firm’s
competitive advantages by incorporating a broader stakeholder perspective in strategic

decisions. Managing stakeholder relationships enables a firm to gain detailed insight into
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stakeholders’ preference and value perceptions, which can ultimately create competitive
advantage. Firms that derive competitive advantage from managing stakeholders do so not
only by creating and sharing value with stakeholders, but also by building a reputation around
it. These firms can create core competencies by developing expertise in managing
stakeholders and acquiring information from them that later will be embedded in the
company culture. What makes this approach rare, and therefore able to create competitive
advantages, is that it is not inherently used by firms, as the short-term maximising value
benefits from only including stakeholders that are financially beneficial at the moment.
Another rarity is the nuanced information that is essential for further value creation, which
can only be obtained directly from stakeholders actively sharing it (Harrison et al., 2010).
According to Foo (2007), the importance of institutional context needs to be taken into
consideration when firms seek to develop competitive advantages. The author emphasises the
need to evaluate and balance diverse stakeholder cultures and to adapt stakeholder
management strategies across institutional environments. Firms need to take context-specific

approaches to managing local stakeholders.

Harrison et al. (2010, p. 58) also argues that these types of competitive advantages can be
seen as sustainable competitive advantages: “Competitive advantages stemming from a
managing-for-stakeholders approach are argued to be sustainable because they are associated
with path dependence and casual ambiguity.” To determine whether these types of
competitive advantages should be considered sustainable, the question of imitability must be
addressed. To answer this, the stakeholder management approach should be analysed by its
dependence and casual ambiguity. Path dependence refers to a firm’s stakeholder
relationships and reputation developed cumulatively from its past interactions, making its
competitive advantage hard for others to replicate because it is rooted in a unique history of
reciprocal behavior and trust. Casual ambiguity refers to the benefits of managing for
stakeholders arising from complex, intertwined relationships and interactions, making it
difficult for competitors to identify exactly which stakeholder practices caused the advantage
and therefore hard to imitate (Harrison et al., 2010). Firms must develop a wide network of
relationships and nurture them (Perrini & Tecati, 2006) to benefit from durable and

sustainable relationships (Freeman, 1999).
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2.4.2 Stakeholder legitimacy

An important question to consider with stakeholders theory, is considered a legitimate
stakeholder (Parmar et al., 2010) as it clarifies who should be included in the
decision-making process. Most research within this domain still follows Freeman (1984, p.
46) definition of who is a stakeholder: “any group or individual who can affect or is affected
by the achievement of the organisation’s objectives”. This includes parties that directly or
indirectly affects or gets affected by the company’s business activities, e.g. communities,
financiers, employees, customers and suppliers (Parmar et al., 2010). Later discussions have
distinguished two groups of stakeholder, primary and secondary stakeholders. Primary
stakeholders are groups essential to the firm’s survival and toward whom it may have distinct
responsibilities. Secondary stakeholders have no direct stake in the firm and require no
special attention from management, yet the firm still bears general ethical responsibilities

towards them (Gibson, 2000).

When discussing who is a legitimate stakeholder, the question about the level of treatment of
each stakeholder is raised. Distributional justice indicates that stakeholders tend to cooperate
fully only when they believe the value they receive is fair relative to what other stakeholders
obtain. Distributional justice does not mean that all stakeholders should be treated equally.
Stakeholders that are contributing more to value creation should also receive more benefits

(Harrison et al., 2010).

2.5 Stakeholder management

The foundation of stakeholder management (SM) lies in Freeman (1984) formalisation of
stakeholder theory. Freeman (1984) strengthened stakeholder management by framing the
firm as a convergence of stakeholder interests and expectations that should be considered and
embedded in strategic decision-making. He argued that the job of the managers is to manage
these relationships in order to create and distribute as much value as possible for their
stakeholders. Harrison et al. (2010, 58) defines stakeholder management activities as “A firm
that manages for stakeholders allocates more resources to satisfy the needs and demands of
its legitimate stakeholders than would be necessary to simply retain willful participation in
the firm’s productive activities.” Stakeholder management suggests that satisfying both

stakeholder and shareholder can be complementary and not conflicting (Berman et al., 1999).
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Harrison et al. (2010) highlight that stakeholder management creates trusting relationships
between the firm and stakeholders. These conditions facilitate stakeholder sharing nuanced
information about their needs and expectations, i.e. their utility functions, which increases the
firm’s ability to best satisfy by more efficiently allocating resources. This nuanced
information can also improve the firm’s innovation processes and adjustment to changes in
the environment. Building on this reasoning, trust encourages stakeholders to share sensitive
information, which can create value, but trust alone is insufficient. Fair distribution of value,
fair processes and respectful interactions (justice) are also needed to motivate stakeholders to
share knowledge (Harrison et al., 2010). Therefore, the success of stakeholder management
also depends on how effectively managers communicate the benefits of intended actions or
projects to stakeholders (Olander & Landin, 2008). There are three ways that a firm can
translate the obtained and nuanced information from its stakeholder into an increased value
creation, (1) higher demand and efficiency, (2) greater innovation, (3) and an improved
capacity to respond to unforeseen environmental changes. Higher demand and efficiency can
be achieved by using the information to shift the demand curve by fine-tuning their products
to better satisfy different stakeholders. Greater innovation can be achieved by using the
information to create new ways to satisfy different stakeholders. This can also happen in an
innovation network where the hub firms identify valuable knowledge and distribute it to
where it does most good. Responding to unforeseen environmental changes can be achieved
by using the information to better adapt to changes of the stakeholders needs (Harrison et al.,

2010).

The scope of stakeholder management is important because it clarifies the organisational
domains in which stakeholder considerations should be integrated to improve performance
(Walley, 2013). Walley (2013) emphasised the importance of clearly defining the scope for
initial engagement from stakeholders and allocating resources to handle resistance. Five main
stakeholder management scopes have been identified: (1) corporate communication, (2)
decision-making, (3) innovation, (4) relationship management, and (5) risk management
(Pedrini & Ferri, 2019). Communication studies have mainly examined channels and
techniques for sharing information with stakeholders (Pedrini & ferri, 2019), where Helin et
al. (2013) advocated a shift toward genuine dialogue instead of one-way communication.
Decision-making research has explored how stakeholder management supports managerial
choices (Pedrini & Ferri, 2019), from using stakeholder information to improve decisions

(Harrison & Qureshi, 2000) to processes and tools for identifying stakeholder needs and
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expectations (de Colle, 2005). Another stream links strong stakeholder relationships to
successful innovation (Pedrini & Ferri, 2019), with Watson et al. (2018) highlighting the
importance of dynamic capabilities to better adjust to stakeholders’ contrasting perspectives.
Relationship.management studies emphasise balancing stakeholder interests (Pedrini & Ferri,
2019) and show that weak stakeholder management can contribute to project failure (Walley,
2013). Finally, stakeholder management has been examined as a risk-management
mechanism (Pedrini & Ferri, 2019), helping firms anticipate stakeholder expectations
(Madsen & Ulhei, 2001) and mitigate crises (Alpaslan et al., 2009). An internal perspective
examines whether organisational culture shapes the formation of stakeholder management
strategies. In this context, Bourne (2011) emphasised the importance of transforming
managerial mindsets to develop stakeholder management approaches that sustain strong

stakeholder relationships.

Pedrini and Ferri (2019) systematic literature review indicates a need to anchor stakeholder
management in established management theories to strengthen understanding of its
contribution to corporate practice and value creation. Although stakeholder management has
long been recognised, the literature remains at a relatively early stage of development, with a
limited number of studies and a need for stronger scholarly engagement. Important gaps
persist, including communication practices, stakeholder management performance and
impacts, the role of institutional context, and firm size implications. Significant gaps concern
learning and competence development in stakeholder management, while prior research has
examined how stakeholder management contributes to resource development, it has largely
overlooked whether and how stakeholder information is actually used in managerial
decision-making and what role stakeholder management plays in innovation processes.
Addressing these questions would advance understanding of stakeholder management as a
managerial tool that supports strategy development and value creation (Pedrini & Ferri,

2019).

2.5.1 Stakeholder management - a comprehensive framework

Leonidou et al. (2020) proposed a multidimensional framework of stakeholder engagement
that highlights stakeholder engagement as an important antecedent to innovation

management. The framework allows for a more comprehensive understanding as today’s
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research is characterised by considerable complexity, fragmentation and the focus on only

one stakeholder category.
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Figure 2. A conceptual framework of stakeholder engagement for innovation management and

entrepreneurship development (Leonidou et al., 2020)

Figure 2 presents the conceptual framework illustrating the role of stakeholder engagement in
innovation management and entrepreneurship development presented by Leonidou et al.,
(2020). At the center of the framework is entrepreneurship development, which is influenced
by the interaction of fourteen identified stakeholder groups. These stakeholders include
academia, customers, government, community, service intermediaries, suppliers, friends and
family, business networks, start-up teams, innovation intermediaries, social media, university
peers, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and industry clusters. Each stakeholder
contributes different resources, knowledge, and capabilities that support innovation
processes. For example, stakeholders can provide access to capital, technology, information,
and human resources, as well as opportunities for knowledge transfer, product testing,
networking, and training. Intermediaries and academic institutions further support innovation
through research, capacity building, and innovation management processes, while

governments and NGOs may facilitate institutional change and provide supportive policy
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environments. The framework also acknowledges contextual factors, such as the country
setting and the presence of business networks, which influence how stakeholder engagement
operates. Overall, the model demonstrates how the collaboration and contributions of various
stakeholders create the conditions necessary for effective innovation management (Leonidou

et al., 2020).

2.6 The connection between the two theories

Taken together, open innovation and stakeholder theory converge on a shared underlying
logic. Both perspectives emphasise that organisations that actively engage with their external
environment, going beyond their own boundaries to understand and involve the actors that
affect and are affected by their activities, are better positioned to create value and drive
innovation. In open innovation, this outward orientation is captured through the concept of
knowledge management, where the exploration, retention and exploitation of knowledge
from external patterns are described as critical capabilities for innovation success
(Lichtenhaler, 2011). Based on Chesbrough (2003) reconceptualisation the traditional
innovation funnel is porous rather than closed, allowing idea and knowledge to enter at

multiple stages of the innovation process.

In stakeholder theory, the same outward orientation is understood through the lens of
relationships. Managing a broad and diverse set of stakeholders generates the nuanced
information and trust that improve innovation processes and enable organisations to respond
to changes in the environment. This nuanced information can only be obtained directly from
stakeholders who actively share it, which requires trusting relationships built through fair
processes and respectful interactions (Harrison et al., 2010). Pedrini and Ferri (2019)
reinforce this by identifying innovation as one of the five core scopes of stakeholder
management, and by noting that strong stakeholder relationships have been linked to
successful innovation. Leonidou et al. (2020) extend this further by showing that a wide
range of stakeholder groups, each contribute distinct resources, knowledge and capabilities

that together create the conditions necessary for effective innovation management.
The two perspectives are therefore not competing explanations, but complementary ones.

Open innovation describes the knowledge processes through which external engagement

creates value, while stakeholder theory describes the relational conditions that make such
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engagement possible and productive. Together, they suggest that the capacity to identify
opportunities and generate ideas in the early stages of innovation depends not only on what
an organisation knows, but on how effectively it builds and maintains relationships with the

multiple actors whose knowledge, resources and perspectives shape what becomes possible.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter presents the theoretical framework developed for this study. It presents how the
framework was constructed, the contextual structure that the framework is based on and the
fully developed framework that integrates open innovation, and stakeholder theory through

the contextual framework for knowledge management.

3.1 Development of framework

As presented in the literature review, the innovation management research discipline is still at
an early stage and has therefore no established or widely recognized tools, techniques, and
methods that have been demonstrated to offer effective solutions when implemented in
organisational contexts (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). For this reason, the development of the
framework will include elements from several previously presented frameworks that
highlights different aspects of the phenomenon needed to be captured to understand the

process.

3.1.1 The structure of the framework

To start, the innovation funnel is the most common starting point for innovation management
frameworks (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017), and will therefore also be used in this framework.
The scope of this study is to investigate how organisations operate in the early stages of the
innovation process, the Fuzzy Front End, therefore, only the initial stage of the funnel will be

shown in the framework.

The FFE is understood as inherently complex and ambiguous (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017), and
to capture its essence a structured approach is needed. For that reason, several frameworks,
that capture different aspects of the process, will be used. Open innovation reconceptualises
the traditional innovation funnel by viewing it as porous rather than closed, allowing ideas

and technologies to enter and exit at multiple stages of the innovation process (Chesbrough,
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2003). As only the earliest step of the innovation funnel, ideation, is of relevance for this
study, is it the only step visible in this framework. To better capture the complexities of this
step, the framework divides this step into two, initiation and ideation, equal to the
41-framework presented by Frankenberger et al. (2013). The initiation phase involves
activities aimed at understanding and monitoring stakeholders that influence the firm, and
institutions within the broader ecosystem in which the firm operates. This phase focuses on
identifying the needs and actions of key actors, as well as recognising and responding to
drivers of change. The ideation phase focuses on generating ideas and transforming
opportunities based on the insights gathered during the initiation phase (Frankenberger et al.,
2013). This conceptualisation allows several trends to be captured: the need for structured
and sequential processes, incorporating customer insights, selecting and prioritizing ideas and
the integration of external ideas and collaborations (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). See figure 3

below for the structure of the framework:

The Fuzzy Front End
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Initiation Ideation

Figure 3. the structure of the development framework

3.1.2 The developed framework

Furthermore, the next steps of the development of the framework is to identify what variables
affect the innovation process, according to the theory. In open innovation, innovation can be
affected both by internal factors and external factors (Chesbrough, 2003), it is therefore
needed to to include both aspects in the framework. Goffin and Mitchell (2017) presents in

their framework the Innovation Pentathlon Framework that the innovation process is affected
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by two internal factors (1) innovation strategy and (2) people, culture and organisation. An
effective innovation strategy requires management to understand and communicate the
external environment and align organisational capabilities, technology, and innovation efforts
accordingly. At the same time, fostering a supportive culture and organisational structure that
encourages employees to take initiative and participate in innovation is essential for
sustaining continuous innovation. Externally, the factors affecting are the stakeholders in the
organisation’s external environment. Following the multidimensional framework of
stakeholder engagement presented by Leonidou et al. (2020), the inclusion of all 14 groups of
stakeholders and their activities are included in the framework (presented as grey circles
around the innovation funnel). Finally, to capture both the internal and external factors, and
how they affect the innovation process is the conceptual framework of Lichtenhaler (2011)
for open innovation be used. It captures the main connecting variable between innovation and
stakeholder theory: knowledge management. In stakeholder theory, knowledge and
information about stakeholders is what makes stakeholder management a competitive
advantage (Harrison et al., 2010). In innovation management, knowledge and information
enables an organisation to create effective and efficient innovative solutions. Lichtenthaler
(2011) framework highlights the importance of aligning a firm’s strategy with its internal and
external capabilities to successfully manage open innovation. It is based on two of the three
key knowledge processes: exploration and retention, which can occur both within the
organisation and through external partners. These processes operate across organisational,
project and individual levels, where organisational capabilities shape strategic decisions,
project-level capabilities guide innovation activities, and individual attitudes influence the
effectiveness of innovation efforts. Note that the last key knowledge processes, exploitation,
is not accounted for, because this process happens in later stages of the innovation process.
Overall, the framework stresses the need to balance internal and external capabilities while
coordinating activities across different organisational levels. See figure 4 below for the final

framework:
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Figure 4. Final framework

4. METHODOLOGY

This chapter presents the methodological foundations of the study and describes the choices
made in designing and conducting the research. It begins by outlining the research approach,
explaining the rationale for adopting an abductive and qualitative approach and a case study
design. The chapter then describes the data collection process, covering the collection of
literature, the qualitative interviews conducted and the selection of cases and participants.
This is followed by an account of how the data was analysed. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of ethical considerations and an assessment of the study’s quality in terms of

trustworthiness and validity.
4.1 Research approach

4.1.1 Abductive and Qualitative Approach

An abductive approach was used for this study. It is a combination of both deductive and
inductive approach (Suddaby, 2006), where data is collected to examine a phenomenon, and
develop or refine theories that can later be tested through additional data collection (Saunders
et al., 2023). An abductive approach allows the study's purpose and theoretical framework to

evolve in response to the empirical material. Empirical and theoretical insights that arise
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during the research process can provide a deeper and more realistic understanding of the
subject under study (Dubios & Gadde, 2022) and is an approach that is often used in
qualitative research (Bell et al., 2022). This approach was particularly suited for this study as
the early stages of the innovation process in collaborative energy transition projects are not
well understood in existing literature. Additionally, while the relevant theoretical frameworks
of open innovation and stakeholder theory are already established in the literature, the
connection between the theories are not equally understood. The abductive approach allows
the study to move iteratively between theory and empirical material, where empirical findings

continuously inform and deepen the interpretation of the theoretical frameworks.

Additionally, the study adopts a qualitative research approach, as it emphasises understanding
the social world by examining how individuals interpret it (Bell et al., 2022; Patel &
Davidson, 2019). This aligns with the study's focus on how the collaboration between
stakeholders in early innovation stages affects the energy transition projects they operate in.
This approach allows the study to understand how individuals perceive and interpret their
context (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019), using these insights to develop theory,
which aligns with the study's goal to extend existing understanding of the early phases of

collaborative innovation projects within the energy transition.

This study also adopts an interpretivist epistemology grounded in a social constructionist
ontology, which views reality as shaped through human action and meaning-making (Bell et
al., 2022; Yin, 2018). Accordingly, the study seeks to explain how social actions occur, as
well as the processes through which they develop. This study also adopts an action research
approach , as the study aims to work with participants to produce useful knowledge on issues
of mutual concern and therefore contribute to social or organisational change (Bell et al.,

2022).

4.1.2 Case study design

The study adopts a qualitative case study design, as it is well suited to provide a
comprehensive examination of a specific phenomenon (Patel & Davidson, 2019). It allows
the study to investigate the process of how stakeholders are identified and included in the
early stages of innovation within collaborative energy transition projects, as well as for

identifying factors that influence their success or failure. Given the complexity and
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context-specific nature of this phenomenon, a case study approach was considered an
appropriate methodology (Stake, 1995; Bell et al., 2022). The case study design allows for
highlighting unique or common features of the projects included in the study and to gain a
deep understanding of their complexities (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019).
Additionally, according to Yin (2018) a case study is the appropriate approach when the
research questions asked are “how” and/or “why” questions, where the researcher has little
control over the behaviours being studied and where the phenomenon is contemporary. This
is precisely what this study focuses on, understanding how stakeholders are identified and
what affects the collaborations and outcome of the projects, which reinforced the choice of

method.

This study follows a multiple-case study design where more than one project is included to
more extensively explain the phenomenon being studied (Stake, 1995; Patel & Davidson,
2019; Yin, 2018), allowing the study to more comprehensively understand the early stages of
innovation processes within collaborative innovation projects in the energy transition. In this
study, three collaborative innovation projects within the energy transition sector are included.
The purpose of conducting a multiple-case study is to examine similarities and differences of
the findings from the different cases to promote further theoretical reflection and better
understand the phenomenon studied (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). By first
analysing every project individually and the analysing across the individual projects allows
for more robust and compelling findings (Yin, 2018). This multi-case study follows literal
replication logic, where the aim is to find similarities between the cases. It is also taken into
account that differences may exist and a theoretical replication logic is therefore also

incorporated in the analysis to find contrasting results (Yin, 2018).

4.2 Data collection

4.2.1 Literature collection

A thorough literature collection was initially conducted to better understand what is already
known, who are the key contributors as well as used theories and concepts. The aim was to
know what is known (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019), to understand what gaps
existed (Patel & Davidson, 2019), and to formulate sharper and more insightful research

questions (Yin, 2018). Only peer-reviewed literature was included to ensure a high level of
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academic rigor. The Scopus database served as the primary source for literature search and
identifying relevant literature. However, for literature not listed in Scopus a thorough
evaluation of the publisher was conducted to maintain the quality and credibility of the
sources. The literature was obtained through a systematic search based on both relevant
keywords and the filtering for most cited articles. This allowed for a search that prioritised
the relevant literature and highlighted the most prominent publications in the research area
(Bell et al., 2022). The study focused on literature published within the past 20 years,
however, this timeframe was extended to include earlier studies considered essential to

understand the development of the field.

The keywords used were variations of innovation, innovation process, innovation
management, open innovation, stakeholder theory, stakeholder management and energy
transition, which provided an understanding of the importance of innovation in the energy

transition as well as an overview of the open innovation and stakeholder research.

4.2.2 Qualitative interviews

The study employs qualitative interviews as the main method for primary data collection.
Conducting interviews are especially helpful when the research asks “how” questions (Yin,
2018), which is in line with this study. Interviews enable an understanding of participants’
insights to the studied phenomenon (Yin, 2018). It allows for a flexible approach where the
interviewees have a possibility to speak more freely, which allows for a deeper and broader
understanding of the topic (Bell et al., 2022). It also enables the interviewer to adapt to the
answers of the respondent and ask relevant follow-up questions, which allows for even
deeper understanding (Patel & Davidson, 2019). This method also allows for adjustments of
the research emphasis if needed (Bell et al., 2022), in line with the abductive approach of the
study.

Additionally, the interviews followed a semi-structured design, keeping the questions related
to the research question and allowing the interviewee to have considerable freedom in how to
respond (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). The semi-structured interview design is
suitable for multiple-case studies where some structure is needed to ensure cross-case
comparability (Bell et al., 2022). The interviews broadly followed the developed interview

form for respondents and expert respondents (see appendix 1 and 2). The form was created
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based on adapting the right amount of structure and standardisation in accordance with the
aim of the study (Patel & Davidson, 2019). Some structure was needed to guide the
respondents toward the topic being studied, while still enabling the respondent to speak
freely. Some standardisation was needed to be able to compare the different cases, while still
allowing for adaptation during the course of the interview to capture uniqueness. The
interview forms included background and context questions before the specific interview
questions. Open questions divided in three themes in relation to the subquestions (i.e. the
initiation phase, the ideation phase and success/challenging factors), follow-up questions
were asked if suitable during the process, and a final neutral question allowing additions, in
accordance with Patel and Davidson (2019). Other relevant questions arising during the
interview process were also asked. This flexibility of the qualitative interview method allows
the interviewer to cover the focus of the study while understanding how the interviewee
perceives and conceptualises issues and events, and how patterns, and forms of behaviours
are recognised (Bell et al., 20222; Patel & Davidsson, 2019). The interviews were conducted
via Microsoft Teams, ensuring convenience for interviewees, as well as cost and time savings
for the interviewer (Bell et al., 2022). A pilot interview was conducted prior to the official
interviews as preparation method to test the interview form and adjust it if needed (Patel &

Davidson, 2019). The pilot interview was not part of the analysis of the study.

It 1s important to acknowledge that qualitative interviews involve a degree of reflexivity,
where interaction between the researcher and the participant may lead to subtle mutual
influence. The researcher’s perspectives may unintentionally shape participants’ responses,
while participants’ answers may in turn influence the direction of the inquiry. This interaction
can result in a potential bias in the data (Yin, 2018). To minimise this risk, the
semi-structured interview guides were followed to ensure consistency across interviews, and
neutral, open-ended questions were employed throughout. In addition, continuous reflection
on the researcher’s role and potential influence during both data collection and analysis was
undertaken to ensure that interpretations remained as grounded in the empirical material as

possible.

4.2.3 Selection of cases and participants

In a case study, the selection of cases and respondents should be grounded in the expectation

of potential learning opportunities (Stake, 1995: Bell et al., 2022). Therefore, the selection
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process for the cases follows a purposive sampling approach, which is a commonly used
sampling method for qualitative studies, where cases directly relevant to the research
questions are chosen (Bell et al., 2022). Sampling guidelines were formulated to establish
what type of cases were relevant for this study. Firstly, the case needed to be projected within
the energy sector, focusing on new solutions for the energy transition. Secondly, the project
needs to be a collaboration between different actors in the business sector. The three cases
were selected from the same innovation hub located in western Sweden, which specialises in
facilitating collaborative innovation projects across multiple domains. One of the hub’s
primary areas of specialisation is energy transition, making it a particularly relevant setting
for studying collaborative innovation in this context. The selection of cases from a single
innovation hub ensures a degree of contextual consistency across the cases, while the
variation in organisational types in each project provides the breadth needed to identify

patterns and differences across the cases.

The number of cases was considered sufficient to enable in-depth analysis while still
allowing for comparison across cases, thereby supporting the robustness and credibility of the
findings. The chosen cases were all holistic, i.e. there was only one level of analysis (Yin,

2018). See table 1 below for an overview of the cases:

Table 1. Overview of chosen cases

Project Description

X The project is a collaborative European initiative
aimed at strengthening municipal energy planning
through integrated approaches to support the
transition toward climate-neutral and sustainable

energy systems

y The project is a cross-border collaborative initiative
aimed at supporting the electrification of maritime
transport through the development of charging
infrastructure,  technological innovation, and

sustainable business models.

z The project is a collaborative initiative aimed at

developing future energy systems by addressing
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challenges related to electrification through the
implementation of flexible solutions, with a focus on
governance, the transformation of existing industrial

areas, and the planning of new developments.

Following the identification of the cases, it was essential to determine which actors were
involved in the early stages of the project. This was done in collaboration with the identified
contact persons (from the innovation hub) for the chosen projects. A specification of what
type of actors that should be part of the study was deemed irrelevant, as part of the study is to
understand the identification of relevant stakeholders. This entails that the number of relevant
participants varied between the cases as the projects included different amounts of
stakeholder in the early stages of the innovation process. The selection process for
participants also follows a purposive sampling approach. The sampling participants are made
in reference to the relevance for the study’s focus and research question, i.e. part of the early
phase of the innovation process for the specific project. This process also follows a sequential
sampling approach where an initial sample was made of the cases, and then, in collaboration
with a relevant contact person, the list of relevant participants was extended (Bell et al.,

2022). See table 2 below for an overview of the interview respondents:

Table 2. Overview of interview participants

Project | Interviewee | Role at organisation Organisation type Date Duratio
n (mins)
X 1 Innovation leader Innovation hub* 25th of March | 53:30
2 Expert advisor Regional  energy and | 23rd of March | 33:00

climate agency

y 3 Project leader Innovation hub* 27th of March | 67:10
4 Business developer Business development | 23rd of March | 59:37
office
5 Senior mobility consultant | Sustainable mobility | 30th of March | 49:08
consultancy
6 Business area manager Municipal energy company | 2nd of April 69:04
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z 7 Innovation leader Innovation hub* 10th of April | 58:59
8 Innovation strategist Innovation hub* 23rd of March | 51:32
9 Business developer Electrical installation | 30th of March | 53:20
company
10 Strategist Municipal association 8th of April 69:59
11 Business developer Municipal energy company | 1st of April 50.20
12 Property manager Municipally owned real | 9th of April 42:52
estate company

* Participants from the same organisation

The participant of the pilot interview followed similar selection criteria as the other
participants, with the exception that the person should not be involved in any of the specific
projects that were part of this study. This was deemed as relevant selection criteria as the goal
of the pilot interview was to test the interview form and format, but would not be part of the
actual analysis. Therefore, the pilot interview participant needed to be involved in the same
context as the actual participants, but not part of the chosen projects. See table 3 below for an

overview of the pilot interview respondent:

Table 3. Overview of pilot interview respondent

Project | Interviewee | Role at organisation Organisation type Date Duration
(mins)
n.a. n.a. Innovation leader Innovation hub* 17th of March | 49:12

* Employee at the same innovation hub as the participants in the study

In addition to the case participants, one expert within the energy transition was interviewed to
complement the findings with an external perspective of the studied phenomenon. The
interview form used for this interview (appendix 2) followed the same development process
as the interview form for the participants (appendix 1), but differed in how many questions
were asked and how broadly they were asked. The expert respondent was selected to
complement the empirical material. The selection of the expert followed the same underlying

principle of purposive sampling, where the participant was chosen based on relevance to the
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research focus and their potential to contribute valuable insights (Bell et al., 2022). However,
in contrast to the case-based sampling, it was important that the expert was not directly
involved in the selected projects. The primary criterion for inclusion was extensive
experience and knowledge within the energy transition sector. This enabled the inclusion of
broader perspectives on stakeholder engagement and innovation processes beyond the
specific project contexts. The expert selection aimed to capture insights from an individual
with diverse roles and backgrounds within the sector, thereby enriching the understanding of
the phenomenon under study and strengthening the analytical depth of the findings. See table

4 below for an overview of the expert respondents:

Table 4. Overview of expert respondents

Interviewee | Role at organisation Organisation type Date Duration
(mins)
13 Program manager Innovation hub 15th of April 49:48

This research followed the rule of thumb for sample size, for the amount of cases,
interviewees and experts, in qualitative research presented by Bell et al., (2022). The rule of
thumb states that the required amount of interviews should be based on the scope and number
of comparisons, i.e. the broader the research question is and the bigger the amount of
comparisons is, the more interviews need to be conducted. Based on this reasoning, the initial
sample size was decided to be three projects with the relevant partners included. More cases
within this context were deemed to not contribute to more unique empirical data than the
already included cases would. After the initial sample size was interviewed and analysed, it
was confirmed that theoretical saturation was achieved and that no more cases were needed to
be included in this study (Bell et al., 2022), The number of experts relevant for this study was
instead based on the amount of different external perspectives deemed relevant for the study.
In this case, it was decided that the perspective from the general business sector was the most

relevant one, therefore one expert was chosen.

4.3 Data analysis

The study employed one of the most common methods for qualitative data analysis, the

thematic analysis method (Bell et al., 2022). Braun and Clarke (2006) presented a six step
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framework to conduct a thematic analysis. The framework allows for an interactive approach
where the production of codes and themes happens when following the steps as well as when
steps are redone (Bell et al, 2022). The steps included in the framework are: (1)
Familiarisation with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4)
reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes and (6) producing final report (Braun and

Clarke, 20006).

1. Familiarisation with the data: The analysis began with a thorough engagement with
the empirical material. All interviews were transcribed, after which the transcripts
were read multiple times to develop a comprehensive understanding of how
participants described stakeholder identification and engagement in the early stages of

innovation processes. Initial observations and reflections were noted during this stage.

2. Generating initial codes: The data were then systematically coded across all
transcripts, focusing on relevant aspects related to stakeholder involvement,
collaboration mechanisms, and knowledge exchange. Codes were assigned to
meaningful segments of the data, and similar extracts were grouped to capture

recurring patterns.

3. Searching for themes: The identified codes were subsequently examined and
organised into broader themes. Particular attention was given to patterns related to the
initiation and ideation phases, with a focus on internal and external dimensions of
stakeholder engagement and knowledge process, as well as on enabling/impeding

factors.

4. Reviewing themes: The emerging themes were critically reviewed by comparing them
both to the coded data extracts and to the dataset as a whole. This step ensured that the
themes accurately reflected the empirical material and that clear distinctions between

themes were maintained.

5. Defining and naming themes: Through iterative analysis, each theme was further
refined to clarify its scope and meaning. The themes were defined and named in a
way that reflected their relevance to the study’s theoretical framework, stakeholder

theory and open innovation.
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6. Producing final report: In the final stage, illustrative data extracts were selected to
support each theme. The findings were then interpreted in relation to the research
question and the theoretical framework, allowing for the development of analytical
insights into stakeholder engagement and innovation processes within the energy

transition.

The thematic analysis followed Ryan and Bernard (2006) recommendations for what signals
to focus on when conducting the analysis. They propose looking for, among other things,
recurring patterns, metaphors and analogies, transitions, similarities and differences, and
theory-relevant material for generating a comprehensive and accurate thematic analysis.
These elements are analysed to identify how participants construct meaning, shift between
topics, and converge or diverge across cases, while theoretical concepts guide the
identification of themes relevant to the research question (Bell et al., 2022). Braun and Clarke
(2006) suggests that when analysing a dataset the criteria of prevalence, i.e. what features

repeat and how frequently they occur, should be enforced.

The strategy employed for this thematic analysis was to ongoing and iteratively analyse the
data retrieved. The analysis started before all interviews were conducted, initiating after the
pilot interview, to ensure that emerging aspects of the studied phenomenon were captured
along the process (Patel &Davidson, 2019). See Table 5 below for an overview of the themes
and codes identified from the thematic analysis. Note that the expert interview is not part of
the thematic analysis and only aspects from the experts interview that reinforced the findings
of the cases is presented in the cross-case analysis. Also note that participants from the same
organisation, but in different projects, were accounted for having overlapping contributions,

which has been accounted for in the cross-case analysis.

Table 5. Thematic Analysis Framework™

Project Themes Codes
X Initiation Internalised needs and external | 1. Structural gaps and unmet needs as
phase conditions as the dual foundation for | the primary driver for initiation
opportunity identification 2. Experience  and  stakeholder
knowledge as the foundation for
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opportunity identification
3. External funding and environmental
scanning as governing frameworks for

opportunity identification

Opportunity  identification as a
relational and person-dependent
practice

4. Networks and partner relationships as
the primary arena for identifying and
capturing opportunities

5. Opportunity identification as a largely

informal and person-driven process

Ideation

phase

Iterative and experience-based idea
generation with concentrated internal

participation

6. Idea generation as iterative refinement
of an established core idea

7. Experience and knowledge as the
primary foundation for idea generation
8. Limited and concentrated internal

participation in idea generation

Relational foundations as prerequisites
for knowledge contribution and idea

generation

9. Partnerships as an arena for
knowledge contribution and idea
generation

10. Long-term relationships and internal
knowledge sharing as prerequisites for

idea generation

Success and

Experienced partners, shared vision and

11. Project structure, experience and

challenging | real needs as prerequisites for project | engagement as success factors

factors success 12. Grounding in real needs as a
foundation for successful innovation

Initiation External conditions and organisational | 1. External triggers and environmental

phase context as enablers and constraints for | conditions as initiating factors

opportunity identification

2. Organisational strategic direction,
mandate and culture as framework for
opportunity identification

3. External funding, political governance
and resource constraints as structural

boundary conditions

Active processes and interactions for

identifying and validating opportunities

4. Active stakeholder dialogue and

environmental scanning as methods for
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opportunity identification

5. Identified knowledge and competence
gaps as confirmation of project
relevance

6. Internal processes for opportunity
but

identification, formalised

underutilised

Ideation

phase

Iterative and experience-driven idea

generation navigating concentrated

participation and technological change

7. Idea generation as an iterative and

needs-driven  process anchored in
stakeholder dialogue

8. Cross-sector transfer and existing
experience as the primary mechanism
for idea generation

9. Concentrated internal participation in
idea generation

10. Rapid technological development as

a driver and challenge for adaptive idea

generation
External dialogue as a driver and | 11. External dialogue and actor
uneven engagement as a structural | involvement as a driver for idea
challenge in idea generation generation

12. Uneven engagement and

differentiated capacity among

stakeholders as a challenge in idea
generation
13. Long-term partnership and network

maintenance as a structural challenge

Success and
challenging

factors

Personal engagement, timing and shared

goals as decisive success factors

14. Personal engagement, champions
and internal drive as decisive success
factors

15. Project maturity level, timing and
external conditions as influencing factors
16. Networking, visibility and concrete
deliverables as the primary value of the
project

17. Shared understanding of goals and
critical

economic  prerequisites  as
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success factors

Commitment gaps and structural

barriers as recurring challenges in

collaborative innovation

18. Gap Dbetween initial partner
commitment and actual behaviour

19. Structural barriers in collaboration:
competence gaps, mandates and staff
turnover

20. Lessons about partnerships, focus
choices and consortium building for

future projects

Initiation

phase

External triggers and organisational

identity as the primary filters for

opportunity identification

1. External triggers, regulations, political
mandates and funding calls, as initiating
factors

2. Organisational mandate, culture and
strategic direction as framework for
opportunity identification

3. Environmental scanning: from
informal intuition to systematic strategic
analysis

4. Reactive participation: opportunities
identified through invitation rather than

active search

Formalised processes and active
stakeholder dialogue as mechanisms for

opportunity identification

5. Formalised internal processes and role
structures for opportunity identification
6. Active stakeholder dialogue and

network-based partner recruitment

Ideation

phase

Iterative idea generation driven by

stakeholder dialogue and existing

knowledge

7. Idea generation as an iterative and

needs-driven  process grounded in
stakeholder dialogue

8. Existing knowledge and experience as
the primary mechanism for idea
generation

9. Concentrated internal participation in

idea generation

External involvement, long-term
relationships and structural assessment

as conditions for idea generation

10. External actor involvement and
practical testing as drivers of idea

generation
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11. Long-term partner relationships and
network maintenance as a structural
prerequisite

12. Feasibility, viability and desirability
as a framework for idea assessment, and

structural barriers to idea generation

Success and | Individual  qualities, timing and | 13. Trust, confidence, courage and
challenging | relational capital as decisive success | personal qualities as decisive success
factors factors factors

14. Timing, external conditions and
individual orientation as influencing
factors

15.  Networking,  visibility = and
knowledge sharing as the primary value

of the project

Structural  barriers and financing | 16.  Structural and organisational
limitations as persistent challenges in | barriers: resource constraints, knowledge
collaborative innovation gaps and expectation gaps

17. Project financing as an insufficient

model for long-term challenges

*Aggregated subcodes in appendix 3

In line with case study research, the aim of this analysis is to achieve analytic rather than
statistical generalisation (Yin, 2018). Through the thematic analysis, identified patterns are
interpreted in relation to the theoretical framework, contributing to the development and
refinement of theoretical insights. The findings are therefore not intended to represent a
broader population, but to extend existing theory by illustrating how stakeholder engagement

and early innovation processes unfold within the energy transition context.

4.4 Ethical considerations

The aim of academic research is to produce knowledge that is both valuable and useful for
society, as well as trustworthy enough to be applied. It is therefore essential for researchers to
take responsibility for the research they decide to conduct and how they conduct it (Patel &

Davidson, 2019). Ethical considerations are rigorously used in academic research, but should

47



also be applied for thesis studies (Patel & Davidson, 2019) and are therefore applied for this

study as well.

This study was conducted in accordance with established ethical guidelines for research
involving human participants, to help minimise ethical risks being realised throughout the
study. It followed the four main areas for ethical consideration: (1) if there is a risk of harm to
participants, (2) if the study lacks informed consent from participants, (3) if there is risk of
invasion of privacy, (4) if there is a risk of deception (Bell et al., 2022). Firstly, the risk of
harm to participants was assessed. The risk of harm can be both physical and psychological,
and both present and future harm (Bell et al., 2022). There were no identified risks in relation
to this study when examining the scope and the research focus. To ensure confidentiality and
to minimise potential unrecognised risks, all participants were anonymised in the final report,
and only limited background information, such as role, organisation (for industry
classification), and country (not used in the final report), was collected. Secondly, the
principle of informed consent ensures that participants are given enough information to make
an informed decision about their participation, including the recording and observation
techniques used (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). Participants were informed via
email that participation was voluntary, detailed information about the purpose of the study,
the nature of their involvement, and the use of the collected data prior to the interviews. All
collected data will be used solely for this study and will be deleted upon completion of the
thesis, upholding the usage rights of participants (Patel & Davidson, 2019). They were also
informed that the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for research purposes, with
all data stored securely and handled in accordance with university ethical standards. Informed
consent was obtained verbally before each interview. Thirdly, to ensure the rights of privacy
were upheld during the study, participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the
study or request the removal of the data at any time without providing a reason (Bell et al.,
2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). Lastly, to prevent deception, the presented description to the

participants was revised with one of the study’s supervisors (Bell et al., 2022).

In recent years, ethical issues regarding digital storage of data have become of major
importance. The collection, storage, and potential sharing of digital data raise important
considerations related to confidentiality and data protection (Bell et al., 2022). Participants
were informed about the duration of data storage, the intended use of the data, and that data

would not be accessible to any secondary users. Particular attention was given to ensuring
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that all data were protected from unauthorised access or misuse, especially in cases where
personal information could be involved. Therefore, the data were stored through Microsoft
services, which provide secure storage and data protection in accordance with established
security standards. All data handling procedures were conducted in accordance with
applicable data protection regulations, including the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), ensuring that personal data were handled responsibly and protected from

unauthorised access.

4.4.1 Considerations of Al

Artificial Intelligence was used as a supportive tool at several stages of the research process.
Specifically, Claude, developed by Anthropic, was used to improve formulation and the
clarity of written text, to assist in understanding more complex theoretical literature, to
support the development of descriptive labels for codes in the thematic analysis, and to
translate Swedish interview quotes into English. In all instances, the analytical judgements,
theoretical interpretations and conclusions presented in this thesis are the author’s own. Al
was not used to generate findings, conduct analysis or produce content that is presented as
original intellectual contribution. All Al-assisted text was critically reviewed and revised by
the author before inclusion. The use of Al in this study is understood as comparable to the use
of other supportive writing and comprehension tools, and is disclosed here in the interest of

transparency and research integrity.

4.5 Quality criteria - Trustworthiness and Validity

Assuring the quality of a study is essential for the value and usefulness of the derived
knowledge (Patel & Davidson, 2019). In business and management research reliability,
replicability and validity are three of the leading criteria to ensure quality of research.
Reliability refers to the extent to which the results of a study can be reproduced. Replicability
concerns the extent to which a study can be reproduced by other researchers. Validity refers
to the credibility and integrity of the conclusions drawn from a study (Bell et al., 2022).
Although these criteria are applicable to both quantitative and qualitative research, their
direct application in qualitative studies is problematic, and requires adaptation and
reformulation to suit the nature of qualitative inquiry (Patel & Davidson, 2019). The main
issues with qualitative studies are that they are seen as too subjective, difficult to replicate,

hard to generalise, and lacking transparency (Bell et al, 2022; Yin, 2018). Qualitative
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research may be considered overly subjective, as findings often rely on the researcher’s
interpretations and close interaction with participants (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson,
2019). In addition, its flexible and unstructured nature makes it difficult to replicate, as there
are few standardised procedures to follow. Furthermore, the generalisability of qualitative
studies is often questioned due to the limited number of cases, However, the aim is typically
to achieve theoretical rather than statistical generalisation. Finally, qualitative research may
lack transparency, as it can be challenging to clearly trace how data were analysed and how

conclusions were derived (Bell et al., 2022).

Some qualitative research scholars think that these criteria and mentioned issues are not
relevant for the purposes of most qualitative studies, and should not be applied for that
reason. Even scholars that believe that the criteria are relevant, recommend changing the
meaning to better suit the conditions of qualitative research (Bell et al., 2022). There is
therefore a consensus between viewpoints that there are issues with the formulation of the
criteria. The issues are often related to the salience of measurements that the conventional

quality criteria requests (Bell et al., 2022).

To manage the issues related to qualitative research and the conventional quality criteria,
trustworthiness was applied as the guiding for assessing research quality (Bell et al., 2022),
which was first proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Using trustworthiness as a quality
criteria allows for a better assessment for qualitative studies, while at the same time assessing
aspects of the traditional criteria. There are four aspects of trustworthiness that are
correspondent: (1) credibility regards how believable the findings are, i.e. internal validity,
(2) transferability refers to if findings can be applied to other contexts, i.e. external validity,
(3) dependability regards the likeliness that findings will occur if it is measured at another
time, i.e. reliability, and (4) confirmability regards how much the researchers own values has
affected the study, i.e. objectivity (Bell et al., 2022). How these four aspects of

trustworthiness are achieved are presented in the four following paragraphs.

In qualitative research, multiple interpretations of social reality may exist, making the
credibility of the researcher’s account central to its acceptance, i.e. internal validity (Bell et
al., 2022; Yin, 2018). To enhance credibility, this study was conducted in accordance with
established principles of good research practice, including a transparent and systematic

approach to data collection and analysis (Bell et al., 2022). The use of semi-structured
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interviews allowed participants to express their perspectives on stakeholder engagement and
innovation processes in the energy transition in their own terms, contributing to a rich and
nuanced understanding of the phenomenon. Another technique for achieving credibility is
triangulation (Bell et al., 2022). Triangulation can be created in different ways (Patel &
Davidson, 2019) and this study has created a form of triangulation where information has
been retrieved in three different perspectives; literature collection, three different cases and an
external expert. This has allowed the study to formulate richer and more credible

interpretations of the findings.

The issue of external validity, i.e. generalisability, is often raised in qualitative study as it is
many times hard to generalise from qualitative research in the same way as with quantitative
research (Bell et al., 2022). This is the case for this study as well, as only three cases are
studied. The contextual uniqueness and significance of the social phenomenon was under
study, with a strong focus on depth rather than breadth in the findings. What makes
qualitative studies valuable for research is their contribution to advancing and refining
theoretical understanding, i.e. analytic generalisation (Yin, 2018) and for future quantitative
studies to statistically generalise their findings (Bell et al., 2022). Case study findings support
the development of theoretical concepts and propositions that may be tested in subsequent
research across different settings, which can then be further generalised (Bell et al., 2022).
Therefore, external validity is not directly achieved in this study, but can rather help achieve
it in a secondary setting, as it allows others to build on these findings and generate
generalised findings (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). To ensure that there is a
possibility to use these findings for generalisation of future research, is a thick description,
i.e. described in detail, of the findings presented in chapter 5 (Bell et al., 2022). This is how
the study as closely as possible achieves the transferability criteria for reaching a

trustworthiness study.

Dependability refers to the consistency of the research process, i.e. reliability. To ensure
dependability, this study followed a systematic and well documented research design, where
all stages of the research process were carefully recorded, allowing readers to make an
informed assessment of the study’s quality. This included the formulation of the research
problem, the selection of participants, the development of the interview guide, the
transcription of interviews, and the procedures used for data analysis (Bell et al., 2022; Patel

& Davidson, 2019; Yin, 2018). By maintaining clear documentation of methodological and

51



analytical decisions, the study enables an audit trail that allows others to assess the rigor of
the research process (Bell et al., 2022; Yin, 2018). Furthermore, ongoing reflection on
analytical choices and their alignment with the theoretical framework helped ensure that
interpretations were consistently grounded in both the data and relevant theory (Bell et al.,

2022).

Confirmability refers to the extent to which the findings are grounded in the data rather than
influenced by the researcher’s personal values or theoretical preferences, i.e. objectivity (Bell
et al., 2022). While complete objectivity is not achievable in qualitative research, efforts were
made to ensure that the study was conducted in good faith and that interpretations were
consistently supported by the empirical material. This was achieved through a transparent and
systematic analysis process, where findings were explicitly linked to interview data and
relevant theoretical concepts. Additionally, the documentation of methodological and
analytical decisions, together with peer review, enabled an assessment of whether research

process and conclusions were conducted in an unbiased manner.

Authenticity represents an additional criterion for assessing the quality of qualitative research
(Bel et al., 2022). It emphasises the responsibility of the researcher to provide a fair and
balanced representation of the different perspectives present within the research setting (Bell
et al., 2022). In this study, authenticity was addressed by ensuring that the view of
participants from various stakeholder groups involved in different energy transition projects
were accurately and respectfully represented. By capturing diverse experiences and
viewpoints, the study aims to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of
stakeholder engagement in innovation processes, thereby enabling participants and relevant

actors to better reflect on their roles and potentially improve future practices.

5. FINDINGS

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, presenting each case individually.
Each case is examined across three dimensions: the initiation phase, the ideation phase, and

the enabling and contrasting factors that shaped the collaboration.
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5.1 Analysis on Case X

5.1.1 The initiation phase

5.1.1.1 Internalised needs and external conditions as the dual foundation for opportunity

1dentification

In both interviews for this case, the initiation of the project was driven by the recognition of
structural gaps in existing energy planning practices. Interviewee 1 describes how
municipalities were found to be working with outdated and fragmented planning documents,
treating energy planning as an isolated issue rather than as part of broader spatial planning. At
the organisational level, this gradually led to an understanding that a more comprehensive
approach was needed. As interviewee 1 notes:

“Everyone was doing their own thing, and it was also a very isolated issue, one

could say, in spatial planning. So from the thesis we have developed, we can

see that energy planning in municipalities needs to become considerably more

comprehensive. The traditional energy plan enabled and required a shift in

perspective within municipal spatial planning, linked to the energy question. So

one could say that this was essentially the fundamental opportunity we saw in

this project, that it could provide us with a platform together with

municipalities to find new ways forward in energy planning.” - Interviewee 1

Interviewee 2 describes a more direct recognition of the same fundamental problem, where
local and regional authorities possess the capacity to create plans but lack the mandate and
capacity to ensure implementation. At the project level, this gap between planning and
implementation became the explicit foundation for the project. As interviewee 2 notes:
“This was basically a direct response to challenges that we see local and
regional governments had. So the problem was that in many cases, local and
regional governments, so meaning cities, municipalities, counties, regions,
often have the capacity to create plans, but they dont really have the capacity

to implement them.” - Interviewee 2

Both interviewees emphasise that the ability to identify these opportunities was grounded in

accumulated experience and direct knowledge of primary stakeholders. Interviewee 1
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emphasises how sustained engagement with municipal actors over time created a contextual
understanding of where needs were unmet. At the individual level, Interviewee 2 describes
opportunity identification as an intuitive process shaped by years of direct experience
working with cities and regions. Personal motivation and established networks are
highlighted as the central enabling factors that made it possible to recognise and act on
emerging opportunities. As interviewee 2 notes:

“This was basically the direct results of years of experience that we’ve had

with working directly with our primary stakeholders, which are cities, regions,

counties, municipalities. - Interviewee 2

The identification of opportunities was also shaped and constrained by external conditions.
At the organisational level, Interviewee 1 describes environmental scanning and monitoring
developments locally, nationally and in Europe, as a structured and ongoing part of
opportunity identification. This process is selectively filtered through the organisation’s
strategic priorities and the practical constraint of dependency on external funding. This
creates a skewed view of the external environment where strategy and practicality directs
external monitoring at the expense of a broader awareness of the outer context. Interviewee 2
describes a similar structural condition in which EU finding calls is the primary governing
framework for which opportunities can be realistically pursued. As interviewee 2 notes:

“Due to the way we are funded, which is we have a small amount of funding

that we receive directly from our founders. [...] Most of the funding for the

company came from EU projects. So the innovation, so any project, any

innovation, any action that we wanted to implement had to be backed up

usually by some form of external funding.” - Interviewee 2

5.1.1.2 Opportunity identification as a relational and person-dependent practice

Both interviewees describe networks as the primary channel through which opportunities are
identified and captured, with similar approaches. At the organisational level, Interviewee 1
highlights a broad multilayered network with regional, national and international
relationships. Here is strategic collaboration with municipalities, regional partners, national
energy agencies and European counterparts all sources of opportunity. Importantly, at the
project level, participation in these networks is outlined as a combination of deliberate

strategic positioning and openness for random encounters and opportunities. The interviewee
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retells how entry into this specific project came as a result of sustained broader engagement
with contacts across Europe rather than active searching. As interviewee 1 notes:

“That we ended up in this particular project was perhaps a little by chance,

but it was also the result of a broader effort to look out across Europe and

build the contacts we needed in order to be present in the right contexts where

these opportunities could be found.” - Interviewee 1
Interviewee 2 describes a more explicitly managed approach at organisational level, where
partner networks are actively monitored for signals about upcoming initiatives. The selection
of partners is strategic and based on their practical experience and geographic relevance. In
both cases, being present in the right contexts and maintaining the right relationships emerges

as a prerequisite for opportunity identification.

Both interviewees also describe opportunity identification as a mainly person-driven process,
though the degree of formalisation differs between them. Interviewee 1 describes a dedicated
role for environmental scanning and internal structures at the organisational level as a
recurring part of the organisation’s work, showing a degree of organisational formalisation
around external monitoring. However, specific tools outside of dedicated team meetings are
notably absent and the process is rather shaped by an open organisational culture in which
diverse perspectives are included and open discussions among colleagues serve as an
enabling condition. As interviewee 1 notes:

“There was a quite open and progressive culture where, partly, there was quite

a large diversity in terms of background and such among the people working in

the organisation.” - Interviewee 1
Interviewee 2 describes an even more explicitly informal arrangement at both the
organisational and individual level. Their process is characterised by a complete absence of a
formal innovation strategy and a reliance on informal coordination between a small number
of senior individuals. As interviewee 2 notes:

“So I can speak primarily from the perspective of the department that I was

working on. [...] And most of the ideas came from myself and from my boss.” -

Interviewee 2
Management involvement is described as largely passive, with leadership rarely overriding
the directions proposed by the senior colleagues. Together, the interviews suggest that while

some organisational structures may support the scanning of external developments, the actual
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identification and pursuit of opportunities remains fundamentally dependent on the individual

competence, motivation and relation capital.

5.1.2 The ideation phase

5.1.2.1 Iterative and experience-based idea generation with concentrated internal participation

Both interviewees describe idea generation as an iterative process of refinement rather than a
process of creating something entirely new. However, the two interviewees describe this
iterative character from notably different starting points. At the project level, Interviewee 1
describes the idea generation process as exploratory, long and gradual, with workshops
driving a stepwise deepening toward core questions through an iterative process of working
directly with municipalities. As interviewee 1 notes:

“There have been lots of meetings and workshops with the municipalities in

different constellations. So to speak, they have been the central driving factors

for our results.” - Interviewee 1
Interviewee 2 describes a contrasting starting point at project level starting with a simple and
clear core idea followed by a similarly iterative process of successively refining how that idea
could be practically and realistically achieved within the project’s resource constraints. As
interviewee 2 notes:

“So the core idea, as I said, is, in my opinion, exceptionally simple. So the core

idea was from the start using spatial plans to facilitate the implementation of

energy and climate plans. And then basically the advancements of these ideas

were iterative.” - Interviewee 2
Guiding principles of implementability and transferability across national contexts served as
the governing framework within which iterative choices were made. The case proposes that
regardless of whether the starting point is exploratory or clearly defined, idea generation in

both organisations is characterised by iterative processes rather than a linear development.

The interviewees highlighted the focus on experience and knowledge as the primary
foundation for idea generation. Interviewee 1 brings to the project a specific and
well-developed understanding of Swedish energy planning, which at the project level
functioned as a direct starting point for idea generation and shaped the direction of the

interviewee’s engagement with the topic. As interviewee 1 notes:
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“We tried to bring that perspective [knowledge about the Swedish context] into

the project, and we also tried to ensure that there was flexibility in the setup so

that we could also work based on our Swedish conditions.” - Interviewee 1
At the organisational and individual level, Interviewee 2 describes a similar pattern in which
accumulated practical experience from direct work with cities and regions together with
lessons from previous projects constituted the primary knowledge base. This included
methodologies for stakeholder engagement transferred directly from earlier work.
Importantly, at the individual level, this included a deliberate effort to avoid repeating
previous mistakes, suggesting that idea generation is not only experience-based but also
reflective and self-correcting. As interviewee 2 notes:

“And I mean, there’s always lessons learned when it comes to writing of

projects. Every time you write a proposal, you learn something, try not to

repeat mistakes and so on.” - Interviewee 2

At the organisational and individual level, both interviewees reveal that internal participation
in idea generation is limited and concentrated among a small number of actors within both
organisations. Interviewee 1 describes the innovation leader role as central within this process
and often solitary in driving idea generation within the organisation, but there were three for
this project. Interviewee 2 emphasises a similar concentration at the project level, with idea
generation remaining in the hands of the same limited group of senior individuals who
identified the opportunity. Interviewee 2 also highlights, at the organisational level, the
possibility of using a multilayered system of coordination between horizontal and vertical
meetings within the organisation. As interviewee 2 notes:

“So in this company, we had regular coordination meetings, we had several

layers of coordination meetings. There were meetings that were held at the

management level with all of the heads of the departments, there were topics

that were handled horizontally across all of the departments in the company.

[...] And also within each department, we had meetings where we discussed all

the projects specifically. So in those times we exchanged on things that are

going well, things that aren't going well, and any needs that we might have,” -

Interviewee 2
Interviewee 2 explains that this internal structure provides an ongoing forum for knowledge
sharing, experience exchange and need identification. It ensures that knowledge generated in

one project remains available across the organisation rather than staying within individual
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teams. These formal structures broadening internal participation were not used in this project,
and the process is described as essentially bilateral between two senior colleagues. These
findings suggest that in both organisations, idea generation is not always a broadly
participatory internal process, but one that relies heavily on the judgement and initiative of a

small number of key individuals.

5.1.2.2 Relational foundations as prerequisites for knowledge contribution and idea

generation

Both interviewees highlight partnerships as central for knowledge contribution and idea
generation, though the nature and structure of these partnerships differ considerably between
the two. Interviewee 1 describes, at project level, a close and sustained collaboration with a
selected group of municipalities, where idea generation emerges through shared workshops
and iterative working processes. As interviewee 1 notes:

“We had quite a long time in this project to work with them, which was very

advantageous, so they also got a lot of time to work on internal anchoring and

to test some new methods. It was quite a long process of identifying challenges,

and one that was also iterative.” - Interviewee 1
At the project level Interviewee 2 describes a more explicitly structured partnership model, in
which a stable core group of partners, based in geographic coverage and practical experience,
formed the foundation for idea generation. Within this structure, the core group retained
decision-making authority while broader partner participation was encouraged for knowledge
input, such as contextual information, technical support and administrative inputs. At the
project level, this balance between inclusive participation and concentrated decision-making
is emphasised as deliberate strategic choice to preserve the clarity of the core idea. As
interviewee 2 notes:

“Because if you have too many partners putting in too many ideas, the core

concept gets muddled and it becomes very difficult to maintain focus on the

core ideas.” - Interviewee 2

The individual and project-level dimensions of idea generations are, for Interviewee 2,
equally dependent on long-term relationships with recurring partners. These relationships are
built through shared project experiences and meeting forums, and sustained through personal

and informal interactions. These relationships are described as the conditions that make idea
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generation possible in the first place, rather than something that develops as a consequence of
it. As interviewee 2 notes:
“So once you find partners that you work well with together and that work on
similar topics, the cooperations usually continue on new applications and new
projects. So yes, this is maintained mostly through such cooperation. And of
course, throughout the years, as you work with people, you make personal
connections with them also. So you have people that you like to work with as

well in a personal basis” - Interviewee 2

5.1.3 Enabling and constraining factors

5.1.3.1 Experienced partners, shared vision and real needs as prerequisites for project success

Both interviewees describe how the success of the project was underpinned by a combination
of structural clarity, experienced actors and genuine commitment among participating
partners. At the project level, Interviewee 1 describes how experienced project leadership and
an experienced EU partner reduced the administrative burden and allowed the work to focus
on substantive issues rather than procedural ones. Clear expectations and a well-defined
working structure are described as creating a working environment free of ambiguity, where
interactions and collaboration could drive the project forward. At the organisational level, this
structure was complemented by a genuine and long-term commitment among participating
partners. As interviewee 1 notes:

“The openness of the municipalities we worked with was very decisive, that

they both made time for and committed themselves to working with the issue,

and that they were also very open to having a more long-term process.” -

Interviewee 1
Openness, willingness to invest time, and an absence of pressure for quick results are all
described as enabling conditions that allowed the project to focus on doing the work properly
from the outset. At the project level, Interviewee 2 describes a similar pattern, emphasising
how shared vision and problem understanding among partners, combined with consensus
around methodological choices, functioned as a decisive success factor. As interviewee 2
notes:

“I think that one of the key points was that everybody shared the same vision.

Everybody understood the same challenges. So it was the challenge of helping
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local and regional authorities actually implement measures. And they all saw

the benefit of using spatial plans to do this.” - Interviewee 2

There is also a convergence between both interviewees regarding the importance of
grounding the project in a genuine and concretely identified need. At the organisational level,
Interviewee 1 describes how a favourable external environment with growing political
prioritisation of energy planning in Sweden created conditions in which the project’s
relevance was broadly recognised and supported. As interviewee 1 notes:

“It was also very important that they had, so to speak, a grounded mandate to

drive the issue from their managers and their elected politicians. That was also

important, that energy planning was a prioritised issue. And one should also be

honest and say that we were a little lucky with our timing. Energy planning

became a very, very hot topic quite quickly after this project started, at the

Swedish level.” - Interviewee 1
This alignment between the project’s focus and the prevailing policy context is described as a
significant enabling factor. Interviewee 2 is more explicit, describing the project as
fundamentally motivated by a real and pressing need. At the individual level, personal
motivation rooted in a genuine belief in the project’s societal relevance is highlighted as a key
driver of quality and commitment. The interviewee also explicitly warns against the risk of
constructing solutions to invented problems, emphasising genuine need identification as a

universal prerequisite for successful innovation.

5.2 Analysis on Case Y

5.2.1 The initiation phase

5.2.1.1 External conditions and organisational context as enablers and constraints for

opportunity identification

Across all four interviews, the initiation of projects was shaped by a combination of external
triggers and internal organisational conditions that together determined both what

opportunities could be identified and which could realistically be pursued.

At the project level, the triggering conditions for opportunity identification varied

considerably across the cases. Interviewee 3 describes how the project emerged from a
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combination of ambitions for climate transition and prior project work. Earlier projects also
generated both knowledge and relationships that made the new opportunity visible. Weak
signals from the environment, i.e. emerging startups, early investments by global actors, and
the installation of fast charges along the coast, aggregated into a feasible opportunity.
Interviewee 4 describes a more direct trigger at the organisational level, where a political
mandate to develop an electrification strategy for the city created both the legitimacy and the
urgency to act. A broadly favourable external climate around electrification at the time of
initiation i1s described as amplifying this effect, as it created conditions where the question
felt both timely and politically supported. As interviewee 4 notes:

“We had just received the mandate from our politicians that we should work

with the transition to electrification for the entire city’s transport system. So

when we started, and that mandate came in 2020, [...] at that time it was like

this is what applies right now. Now we need to start this work, so it was

incredibly positive when everyone was talking about electrification.” -

Interviewee 4
Interviewee 5 highlights a similar dynamic at the organisational level, where a political
commission led directly to the identification of maritime electrification as an underexplored
area. The opportunity was identified not through active searching but through the systematic
mapping of gaps in the city’s electrification potential across all sectors. As interviewee 5
notes:

“But then we also saw that we have the maritime sector. We have a very large

domestic market for leisure boats. We actually have shipyards, we have the

technology, and the same applies along the entire coastline.” - Interviewee 5
At the individual level, Interviewee 6 emphasises a more entrepreneurial form of initiation,
where the opportunity was identified before any formal mandate existed, through ongoing
strategic work within the organisation and an awareness of an emerging market gap in

charging infrastructure for leisure boats.

At the organisational level, all four interviewees describe how strategic direction, mandate
and culture of their respective organisations functioned as a defining framework for which
opportunities could be identified and pursued Interviewee 3 emphasises the role of domain
knowledge and individual competence, noting that the organisation’s existing expertise in
energy systems and its strategic focus on regional energy transition created the lens through

which opportunities were perceived. As interviewee 3 notes:
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“The teams [business units] quite quickly steer things toward which areas we

are looking for opportunities in, and where we have our mandate and where we

have our knowledge. And then I think individuals are very decisive. Like who

has ideas about things and who picks up on something.” - Interviewee 3
Interviewee 3 also describes persistent balancing between the organisation’s systematic
internal project process and the external factors, such as funding calls, regional priorities and
invitations from external actors, which often determine which projects are actually pursued.
Interviewee 4 describes a more formalised internal process at the organisational level, with
dedicated strategic groups responsible for environmental scanning and trend analysis to
understand where the organisation could make an impact. As interviewee 4 notes:

“We also need to somehow map and analyse. Is this correct? How many

companies? Do we make a difference if we work with this issue, this industry?”

- Interviewee 4
Interviewee 4 also emphasises political governance as a more acute structural condition,
particularly for a public sector organisation where political mandates can rapidly reshape
priorities. Interviewee 5 highlights the combination of a public sector mandate and a business
development perspective where the identified opportunity and the organisation’s core mission
functioning as a prerequisite for engagement. At the individual level, Interviewee 6 describes
a lean internal structure where the formal decision to participate rested primarily with
leadership, and the individual interviewee serving as the primary continuous driver of the

Initiative.

5.1.2.2 Active processes and interactions for identifying and validating opportunities

Across the interviews, the identification of opportunities required active engagement with the
external environment and with potential stakeholders. The nature and degree of this activity
varied considerably, ranging from systematic and structured approaches to more organic and

informal practices.

At the organisational level, Interviewee 4 describes environmental scanning as a continuous
and largely informal practice centred on maintaining an active presence among companies
and in relevant networks. New trends are described as typically emerging in relation to
already familiar areas rather than appearing as entirely new phenomena. Importantly,
companies themselves play an active role in this process, proactively sharing information

about upcoming developments with the organisation. As interviewee 4 notes:
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“I think it is very much about us being out there listening and being among the

companies, that we have these fantastic contacts with the business community

which means that they also get to tell us that this is coming [new project

opportunities].” - Interviewee 4
Social media, particularly LinkedIn, functions as both a communication and a scanning tool,
at the individual level. At the project level, Interviewee 3 describes a more signal-based
approach to scanning, where loose and indirect signals from the environment were gathered
over time into a picture that pointed toward an opportunity. As interviewee 3 notes:

“We had an electric boat company within the incubator, I did not talk to them

specifically then, but of course they were nearby and like in general talking

about the fact that there were electric boats.” - Interviewee 3
Pre-studies functioned as the primary structured tool for converting these signals into
actionable knowledge for Interviewee 3. Interviewee 5 describes the most systematic
approach at the project level, conducting parallel and broad dialogue with both the harbour
side and the technology side of the market to build a comprehensive picture of where the

market was heading and what was needed for it to develop.

The process of engaging with stakeholders in the initiation phase served not only to gather
information but also to validate and confirm the relevance of identified opportunities. At the
project level, Interviewee 4 describes how the response from both public and private actors
was strongly positive, and how confirmation from the EU level of the project's uniqueness
functioned as a significant motivational boost. The interviewee also describes how direct
interactions with stakeholders revealed a consistently low level of knowledge about maritime
electrification, which reinforced the identified gap and the project’s relevance. Interviewee 5
describes a similar dynamic, where interactions with external actors revealed competence
gaps and an absence of strategic thinking about maritime electrification among coastal

municipalities.
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5.2.2 The ideation phase

5.2.2.1 Iterative and experience-driven idea generation navigating concentrated participation

and technological change

Across all four interviews, idea generation was fundamentally grounded in existing
knowledge and experience rather than in the creation of entirely new concepts. The form this

took had some similarities, but also varied considerably across the organisations.

At the project level, the iterative character of idea generation is a common thread across the
interviews. Interviewee 3 describes a project where ideas and focus developed successively
as the work progressed, in an early and exploratory way without an established market for the
solutions. Interviewee 4 describes a more anchored form of iterative development at the
project level, in which ideas were grounded in preparatory interviews and dialogue with
external parties, and where partners were actively asked what they wanted to do. As
interviewee 4 notes:

“The ideas were grounded in the preparatory work we did and the interviews

we conducted with all parties.” - Interviewee 4
Interviewee 4 explains that the project structure was deliberately designed to be inclusive,
with partners able to choose which parts they wanted to contribute to, and the consortium was
consciously assembled to cover research, municipalities, harbour owners and the visitor
industry. Interviewee 5 describes a backwards-linking process starting from an ambitious
long-term vision of a fully electrified coastline, then systematically working backwards to

identify the concrete activities needed.

At the individual and organisational level, the transfer of existing knowledge from related
sectors, particularly the electric vehicle and charging infrastructure market, is the dominant
mechanism for idea generation across multiple interviews. Interviewee 3 describes how
knowledge from industrial work on energy use, capacity planning and cost analysis was
directly transferred to the harbour context. Also Norway’s more advanced experience within
maritime electrification served as both an inspiration and a concrete source of ideas. The
ability to apply existing knowledge in a new context, and to integrate knowledge from
different areas, is described as a central individual competence. Interviewee 5 describes the
same mechanism at the organisational level with greater explicitness, characterising

cross-sector transfer as the central innovation mechanism. Technical similarities between
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land-based and marine electrification formed the basis for knowledge transfer, and
organisational experiences from building electric vehicles networks applied directly to the
maritime context. As interviewee 5 notes:
“And this whole thing with electrification, charging infrastructure and to some
extent the electricity grid, I took the experiences we have from the electric
vehicle side. Both technically, as it is very similar in some ways, but above all
organisationally. How have people worked with building up electric vehicle
networks? Who were the players involved, what is important there?” -
Interviewee 5
Knowledge within the organisation is described as largely personal and experience-based
rather than systematically documented. Interviewee 6 describes the most technically specific
version of this transfer, working from an explicit expectation that the electric boat market
would follow the same development trajectory as the electric vehicle market, with
competence in car charging identified as directly transferable and valuable in the boat
context. As interviewee 6 notes:

“I think the boat will copy everything from the car market.” - Interviewee 6

At the individual level, idea generation across the interviews was concentrated among a small
number of people rather than distributed within the organisations. Interviewee 5 describes a
close and informal collaboration between two people with complementary competencies and
networks, where the combination of different knowledge bases and contacts is described as a
strength in the idea generation process. Interviewee 6 describes an even more concentrated
process, essentially individual, with a strong personal reference for developing a complete
case before involving others, reserving dialogue primarily for the CEO in the early stages. As
interviewee 6 notes:

“It was primarily me. I do not have that many collaborators really. I usually

develop the ideas myself and then, [...] I like to have someone to present it to.

Most often that ends up being my manager who is the CEO.” - Interviewee 6
Collaboration was described as selective, limited to people who could contribute at a

sufficient level.

At the project level, rapid technological development introduced a distinctive challenge for
idea generation and project design. Interviewee 4 describes how continuous learning during

the project regularly revealed that earlier assumptions were no longer valid, requiring
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dynamic reprioritisation and active listening to the industry to stay aligned with
developments. Interviewee 6 describes how the technical specifications in the project
application had already been overtaken by market developments by the time the project
funding was received. This required creative solutions to achieve higher technical capacity
within a budget set against outdated assumptions, by future-proofing ideas through modular

design.

5.2.2.2 External dialogue as a driver and uneven engagement as a structural challenge in idea

generation

External dialogue and the active involvement of stakeholders emerge across all four
interviews as central drivers of idea generation, but the chosen approaches differ between the
interviews. At the project level, Interviewee 3 describes the most structured and varied
approach to external actor involvement. They combined webinars, boat fairs, conferences,
test and demonstration facilities in harbours, and active matchmaking between suppliers, boat
manufactures and harbours as working methods. The organisation used its understanding of
external actors’ solutions as a basis for identifying how to build further. Stakeholder feedback
in meetings functioned as a corrective force of the project’s direction, and the aggregation of
input from multiple actors generated the ideas. Interviewee 4 describes a facilitator role at the
organisational level, in which the organisation’s primary function was to connect business
actors with needs owners rather than to develop solutions itself. Facilitated meetings between
parties are described as a method for surfacing commercial questions that could not be
addressed alone. Interviewee 5 describes a broad initial contact process at the project level in
which external dialogue served both as gathering needs and recruiting project partners
simultaneously. As interviewee 5 notes:

“But we asked quite broadly. We contacted many people as well of course,

since we also needed project partners. So those we contacted, we tried to

understand their situation and so on, and whether they might potentially be

interested in participating.” - Interviewee 5
External actors’ contributions varied from general input to active participation as formal
partners, and partners were involved in formulating the relevant ideas for the project based on
what they themselves wanted to achieve. Interviewee 6 describes a more targeted form of
external dialogue, prioritising direct contact with suppliers over consultants as a faster and

more reliable path to technical knowledge. The interviewee also describes a study visit to
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Norway, with a more advanced process, as the single most valuable element of the project for

idea generation.

At the project level, the uneven engagement and differentiated knowledge and resource
capacity of stakeholders emerges as a recurring and significant challenge across the
interviews. Interviewee 3 describes how some actors had limited ability to contribute due to
knowledge gaps, while other actors were found to be unwilling to explore future possibilities.
Relevant actors who did not see a future need simply did not engage in the project. Financial
barriers also played a role where future demand was uncertain, and this made it difficult to
engage certain categories of actors. Academic actors proved to be particularly difficult to
engage in an area outside their primary focus, and domain knowledge within electric boats
was found to be hard to establish among actors with other primary orientations. Interviewees
5 highlights a similar pattern at the project level, where a gap between partners’ willingness
to participate and their actual readiness to contribute actively was a structural challenge.
Partners showed a lack of understanding that participation entailed their own active
commitments. Interviewee 6 emphasises the challenge from an individual perspective,
meetings frequently involved an uneven knowledge contribution, with the interviewee
providing the majority of substantive input, while many external activities were experienced
as irrelevant to the specific work being done. As interviewee 6 notes:
“I contributed, but they did not give me so much, therefore I think that then the

support from the project actually failed to materialise.” - Interviewee 6

At the project and organisational level, the maintenance of partnerships and networks beyond
the end of a project emerges as a structural challenge shaped directly by the availability of
external financing. Interviewee 3 describes how the partnerships and networks built during
the project dissolved when the project ended, contacts remained but were no longer actively
engaged, and external financing is described as a structural prerequisite for sustaining
network over time. As interviewee 3 notes:

“Holding together and becoming strong together, and perhaps if we seek

funding in some way to try to keep that group involved, otherwise it is difficult

for us without funding to continue driving it. So it can be hard once the project

is over,” - Interviewee 3
Interviewee 5 describes the same structural condition, with the EU project’s clear time and

financing boundaries functioning as a constraint on long-term collaboration. There is an

67



uncertainty about whether the work would continue after the project’s end as an open
question. The hope is that the project has created conditions for partners to continue working

with the question independently, without external funding.

5.2.3 Enabling and constraining factors

5.2.3.1 Personal engagement, timing and shared goals as decisive success factors

Personal engagement and individual drive emerge across all four interviews as the most
consistently cited success factors, cutting across organisational boundaries and project
structures. At the individual level, Interviewee 4 describes personal engagement and
persistence as the core of the project. The project is described as one of the most enjoyable
and engaging the interviewee has worked on, and the project leaders’ personal drive,
stubbornness and listening approach toward external actors are identified as the primary
success factors. As interviewee 4 notes:

“Because of the difficult meetings with the partnership, we have been

persistent and how many times have we also been right in our assertions,

which have actually moved the project forward, and that we have also been,

yes, that we have met the companies and the business community in a positive

and welcoming way and listened to them, been receptive to those who actually

know this, and then tried to remodel it so that it becomes understandable for

those who are actually going to build the infrastructure.” - Interviewee 4
Interviewee 3 describes a similar pattern at the project level, where the most engaged partners
were those who genuinely saw possibilities in boat electrification, who had early insight into
its future potential, or who had prior experience with electrified boats. Partners’ trust in the
organisation’s approach is also described as a foundational success factor. Interviewee 3 also
describes a clear shared understanding of goals and expectations as a critical success factor at
the project level. The interviewee emphasises the need for a common interpretation of what
the activities and targets actually mean. Navigating toward an unclear goal while remaining
structured and disciplined is identified as a challenge, and the combination of openness to
new ideas with hard concrete work is described as a necessary balance. Interviewee 5
describes internal drive and political support as mutually reinforcing at the organisational
level. The project’s natural alignment with the city’s mandate to its own organisations and

companies is described as creating a favourable internal environment. As interviewee 5 notes:
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“It worked out very well with the citys political goals that all municipal
organisations should do something for a clear profile. It fits well within a
mandate that the city has actually given to its administrations and companies.”

- Interviewee 5
Interviewee 6 describes personal drive from a more compensatory perspective on an
individual level, where the interviewee repeatedly was forced to drive their own part of the
work independently when the broader project dynamics were slow. This pattern ultimately

reflected the significant competence gap between the interviewee and other partners.

At the project and organisational level, the timing of the project in relation to the external
environment and actors’ current capacity is highlighted as a critical and largely
uncontrollable factor. Interviewee 3 describes how the project’s early position on the
innovation scale had a polarising effect, where certain actors were deterred by the project’s
future orientation and the absence of immediate commercial activity, while others were
attracted precisely by its future-oriented actors remained engaged. Interviewee 5 describes
timing from a different angle, an actor must also have the resources and capacity to engage at
the specific moment when collaboration is sought. Current priorities and capacity are
described as the governing factors, and long-term relevance of a question does not

compensate for insufficient capacity in the present.

5.2.3.2 Commitment gaps and structural barriers as recurring challenges in collaborative

innovation

A recurring pattern across the interviews is the gap between partners’ initial commitment and
their actual behaviour once the collaboration was underway. This dynamic was manifested
differently across the cases but pointed to the same underlying structural problem. At the
project level, Interviewee 3 emphasised how the value contribution from the project’s actors
was uneven, and a gap between formal expectations in the partnership agreement and actual
behaviour is described as a significant challenge. As interviewee 3 notes:

“The contribution from the actors was quite uneven in terms of value creation.

And in terms of what was actually meant. [...] Because I think they [the

harbours] joined a project they did not really understand what it could lead to.

You have to be much more curious about solutions and the future and so on.

And that was not quite there, even though we talked about it and what the
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expectations were, what was written in a partnership agreement, how one

should act and behave, it never quite became that way.” - Interviewee 3
Partners’ composition and their attitude toward their assignment are identified as critical
factors for success in innovation-oriented projects. Interviewee 4 highlights the same pattern
with some partners withdrawing from commitments despite written agreements, while others
were consistently and actively engaged throughout the process. Interviewee 6 describes the
same gap from a different angle, highlighting the issues of when the project application has
been written by others without sufficient anchoring among all partners who would actually
work with it. These varying levels of inclusion within the earlier phases resulted in a lack of
preparation and understanding among partners, unrealistic optimism about the project’s
feasibility, and recurring frustration from partners who did not feel ownership over the

project’s direction.
5.3 Analysis on Case Z

5.3.1 The initiation phase

5.3.1.1 External triggers and organisational identity as the primary filters for opportunity

1dentification

In all six interviews, the initiation of the project was fundamentally shaped by external
conditions rather than purely internal search processes. However, these external triggers
varied and the degree to which organisations actively monitored and responded to them

differed significantly.

At the project and organisational level, external triggers functioned as the primary initiating
mechanism across the organisations. Interviewee 7 emphasises a combination of three
converging factors that together created the conditions for a project to materialise; a prior
feasibility study, established relationships with regional industry, and a well-timed funding
call from the Swedish Energy Agency. The need had already been identified by the
organisation, but the call created the opportunity to develop a project. Interviewee 8
highlights the same dynamic, in which three parallel approaches to the project opportunity
were at play; network-driven, call-driven, and internally initiated processes. Interviewee 10
describes the most politically embedded form of external triggering, where political directives

and mandates from the national government directly determine which areas the organisation
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must prioritise, which leads to limited internal discretion in this case. As interviewee 10
notes:

“It is not something that we ourselves govern, but it comes directly from the

government or from some ministry.” - Interviewee 10
Interviewee 11 describes a more market-facing form of regulatory triggering, where new
legal requirements for building owners to install charging infrastructure created a concrete
and immediate problem that the organisation recognised as both a customer need and a
project opportunity. Interviewee 12 describes a layered trigger that made the project possible,
in which a municipal directive to increase collaboration between municipally owned
companies created the initial action. At the organisational level, the mandate, culture and
strategic direction of each organisation functioned as the defining framework to determine
which external triggers were perceived as relevant and should be pursued. Interviewee 7
describes an organisation whose entire identity is built around acting as an intermediary
between “needs owners” in industry, with public sector on one side and solutions on the
other. This “needs owner” focus is not just a strategic choice but an articulated cultural
foundation supported by explicit values such as being generous, clear and challenging. Every
potential opportunity is filtered through the question of whether it serves others’ needs. As
interviewee 7 notes:

“Commitment to others’ development. That is our motto.” - Interviewee 7

Interviewee 8 describes the same mission-driven context, in which strategic focus areas
function as a governing framework that channels attention and resources
“Then we have chosen, from a business management perspective, to focus our
operations within three or four areas. So it is, limiting [...] Directed everything
in that way somehow, and within the framework of the business plan.” -
Interviewee 8
The interviewee emphasises that the organisation’s identity as an innovation actor also shapes
project selection. Ethical and value-based filters implicitly screen out projects that conflict
with the organisation’s character. Interviewee 10 describes their organisation with high
strategic advisory capacity, driven by the growing complexity of municipal challenges and
increasing political expectations. The organisation is explained as a regional navigator for
municipalities, existing to help them understand the external environment and identify their

own opportunities.
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Interviewee 11 describes a traditionally target-driven corporate culture that creates tension
with the requirements of innovation work. The interviewee also noted that the organisation
has low tolerance for failure and misaligned KPIs for innovation, which creates struggles for
exploratory work. At the individual level, intrapreneurship, personal drive and leadership
acceptance are identified as more decisive than formal structures within the organisation. As
interviewee 11 notes:

“And that requires quite a lot of understanding and acceptance in the

leadership. But how well it goes [ think is most often about how

solution-oriented a person is. Whether there is intrapreneurship in the

personality and whether there is drive and engagement, so I think those are

very important personal qualities.” - Interviewee 11
Interviewee 12 describes a context in which the organisational identity as a property
management company creates a fundamentally conservative culture that is structurally
incompatible with agile innovation methods. The long timescales of property development
reinforce a preference for sequential, stable processes. The interviewee highlights that
innovation work tends to arrive as an externally imposed task rather than an internally
generated ambition. This leads to that the capacity for innovation is heavily dependent on
specific individuals who carry the competence and motivation largely alone. Interviewee 9
describes the most commercially constrained context at the organisational level, where
economic targets and market logic are the primary governing factors for what projects are
taken on. Innovation is deprioritised in favour of operational delivery, and the organisation

tends to wait for others to take the first steps before engaging in innovation.

5.3.1.2 Formalised processes and active stakeholder dialogue as mechanisms for opportunity

1dentification

Across the interviews, opportunity identification was not solely shaped by external conditions
but also by the degree to which organisations had developed internal scanning processes to
capture, evaluate and act on potential opportunities. The extent to which active stakeholder
dialogue and network-based partner recruitment played a role in the early phases of project

Initiation.

The degree to which organisations actively and systematically scanned their external
environment varied considerably across the interviews, ranging from highly structured

strategic analysis to informal and largely reactive monitoring. Interviewee 7 describes
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environmental scanning as a craft grounded in experience, fingertip sensitivity and active
listening rather than formal tools or methodologies, at the individual level. Scanning
megatrends and EU legislation is part of the work of the innovation leader, but the ability to
aggregate weak signals and assess their relevance depends on accumulated experiential
knowledge rather than systematic procedures within the organisation. As interviewee 7 notes.

“The difficult answer is that it is a bit of fingertip sensitivity and experience

and a craft. So there are many things that affect each other, but a craftsman

also has tools in that sense, so yes, initial dialogue, listening more than talking

to understand needs, and reading up on megatrends and EU legislation.” -

Interviewee 7
Interviewee 8 describes the same approach, but highlighting individual differences in
scanning behaviour, some scan systematically through calls and reports, others through field
presence and informal conversations, but all rely heavily on strong networks as a prerequisite
for effective monitoring. The interviewee also highlights a process at the organisational level,
with regular areas, and regular innovation meetings every two to three weeks to create a
recurring forum for internal knowledge sharing and collegial support. Interviewee 10
describes the most scanning function, with a dedicated strategist role carrying specific
responsibility for systematic analysis of the external environment. The scanning function is
deliberately separated from project-level work, where the strategist handles the
environmental analysis while other roles focus on delivery. At the organisational level, a wide
and varied repertoire of external interactions, including conferences, panel debates, reports
and podcasts is used by the strategist both to gather intelligence and to position the
organisation as a visible and influential actor. As interviewee 10 notes:

“One reads an enormous amount of reports and of course listens to quite a few

podcasts. Then there are meetings, conferences, well it is in all ways possible.

[...] We ourselves arrange meetings and conferences. We participate ourselves

in panel debates or as speakers in various contexts and so on.” - Interviewee

10

Interviewee 9 and interviewee 12 describe the other end of the spectrum. Both organisations
conduct environmental scanning primarily in response to immediate business concerns within
their respective market rather than as a proactive strategy activity. Scanning is also embedded
in specific individuals’ job descriptions, but the depth of analysis is described as sufficient to

follow trends at a comfortable distance rather than to lead them. At the organisational and
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individual level, Interviewee 9 and Interviewee 12 also illustrate a pattern of reactive
participation in which project opportunities arrived through invitation rather than active
search. Interviewee 9 describes their organisation as not seeing itself actively seeking
innovation opportunities. This is partly because there is an organisational cultural tendency to
wait until others have taken the first steps before engaging. As interviewee 9 notes:

“The industry we work in, it’s very fine-tuned. Like, it’s so razor-thin that to

succeed and achieve a good result with such small margins, that you often

push innovation slightly behind you or push it in front of you and hope that

someone else does it. And them we can enter into a calmer phase.” -

Interviewee 9
The decision to participate in this project was driven at an individual level, by a combination
of personal enthusiasm, recognition of future relevance and the appeal of potential long-term
collaboration. Interviewee 12 describes a similar pattern of externally initiated engagement,
where new project opportunities are channelled through the CEO rather than identified
through any structured process or established role description. At the individual level, the
consequence is that innovation capacity becomes concentrated in a very small number of

people.

At the project level, active stakeholder dialogue and iterative partner recruitment emerge
across several interviews as a core mechanism for identifying opportunities, and the early
stages of project proposals. Interviewee 7 describes the most elaborate approach to partner
identification and recruitment. The process starts with open workshops and individual
dialogue to map the field. Then the identified organisations progressively narrowed from a
broad initial group of engaged actors down to a smaller set of formal project partners. Actors
who cannot commit as formal partners are instead included as contributors to specific work
packages, preserving their knowledge contribution without requiring full partnership. This
process involves active decisions to include or exclude actors, and is characterised by an
iterative movement between dialogue, analysis and project development. The process is
described as both a method for information gathering and a source of new ideas, as well as
identifying early synergies through interaction that confirm the potential opportunities
relevance. Interviewee 8 describes a deep understanding of the target group’s obstacles and
challenges as a prerequisite for formulating a project that will be funded and executed,
highlighting the need to analyse two of the closest stakeholders, financers and “need owners”.

As interviewee 8 notes:
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“Obstacles, challenges and such among the target group are extremely

important in order to be able to make a good project. Or is it a problem

formulation, which then lands well with our financiers and demonstrates that

this is a barrier that needs to be addressed in order to reach innovation or

development in an area.” - Interviewee 8
Interviewee 10 describes the broadest and most varied range of external interactions at an
organisational level, from reports and podcasts to national conferences and panel debates, to
name a few. External information is actively packaged and adapted depending on what
political actors are expected to do with it. The prioritisation of stakeholders shifts over time
depending on which questions are currently prioritised politically, and the organisation
deliberately positions itself as a visible and influential presence in relevant arenas.
Interviewee 11 describes a project-level approach in which all involved actors were
considered equally important, each contributing distinct and complementary knowledge that
was necessary for the project’s overall execution. The approach included broad and varied
knowledge gathering through workshops, environmental scanning, supplier interviews and
practical tests. The interactions with external actors is described as generating not only
information but also broadened perspectives and relational capital. As interviewee 11 notes:

“I would probably say that it [the process] broadened perspectives the most

and then it also created a fundamental knowledge and understanding of each

others operations and contributions. So it was very relationship-building” -

Interviewee 11
Interviewee 12 emphasises a more targeted and technically focused form of external
engagement, beginning with independent research to map the supplier landscape before
initiating direct contact for knowledge gathering. Industry events complemented direct

supplier dialogue as a source of broader market intelligence.

5.3.2 The ideation phase

5.3.2.1 Iterative idea generation driven by stakeholder dialogue and existing knowledge

Across all six interviews, idea generation was fundamentally grounded in existing
knowledge, accumulated experience and identified needs, and not the creation of entirely new
concepts. The process through which ideas developed varied in form and structure, but a
consistent pattern emerges if iterative refinement driven by stakeholder dialogue, needs

orientation and the application of prior experience to new contexts.

75



At the project and organisational level, the iterative and needs-driven character of idea
generation is a common thread across the interviews. Interviewee 7 describes a deliberately
outward-facing approach to idea generation. Rather than developing ideas internally first, the
starting point is always the external environment. This allows the organisation to get as close
as possible to the real needs of the actors the project is meant to serve. Internal deliberation
comes later, once this external reality has been thoroughly understood. As interviewee 7
notes:

“I am more of a person who goes much more edge first, or out as far as

possible, as close to the real, real actual operations as possible.” - Interviewee

7
Interviewee 7 describes the process through the lens of design thinking and double diamond
where individual dialogue precedes broader workshops, and where brainstorming and given
structures coexist. Interviewee 8 highlights the same dialogue-centered approach, in which
conversations with stakeholders and concept testing with a range of actors are the primary
methods for developing and validating ideas. Interviewee 10 describes a more structured
version of needs-driven idea generation at the individual level, moving from need
identification to hypothesis formulation. Interviewee 11 describes a technically grounded
approach beginning with a systematic mapping of power needs and an inventory of business
actors’ energy usage patterns. The strength of the identified need governed whether the
project was prioritised at all. Interviewee 12 describes the most collective form of idea
generation at the project level, with open workshops and whiteboard sessions as the primary
method, where ideas were thrown up, tested for feasibility and progressively refined. The
ideas were based on what was achievable given the participants’ different competencies and
organisational conditions and the project group’s regular working meetings functioned as the
primary arena for coordinating and following up on knowledge gathered from external
sources. As interviewee 12 notes:

“We gathered in the group and then we had like a workshop about where we

were heading and we knew approximately where we wanted and then we just

threw up ideas, [...] and saw what is most reasonable and who can do what.

Because we have different competencies, different entry points depending on

the company that was involved. So I would say that it was very workshop

related and adapted based on our conditions, like as persons and

organisations.” - Interviewee 12
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At the individual and organisational level, existing knowledge from previous projects,
accumulated personal experience and established technical competence emerge across the
interviews as the dominant mechanisms for internal idea generation. Interviewee 7 describes
a sequential project logic in which a prior feasibility study and an earlier project with partners
created the knowledge base from which the new project could develop. The idea of managing
energy at the level of an industrial area emerged directly from the knowledge accumulated in
earlier work. The interviewee also highlights tech hearings with a broad range of suppliers
that were used to screen the market. Interviewee 8 continues on the same approach at the
organisational level, with an internal process where the final report from a completed project
is described as the ideal starting point for new ideas, but in practice this transfer of
knowledge is largely underutilised. The organisation also holds a project archive with
searchable history over past projects and ideas as an organisational knowledge base. This
includes documentation of why certain ideas did not become projects, and the system allows
ideas to be retrieved when conditions have changed and they have become “ripe”. As
interviewee 8 notes:

“If it did not become a project then it just lies there. It lies in a database with

comments on why it did not become anything, but when you have completed a

project you should also write a project summary, what did we learn from this?

Then we bring that with us to the next project, and so we have a project

archive.” - Interviewee 8
Interviewee 9 describes the most internal version of knowledge-driven idea generation at the
individual level. It included the existing practical knowledge of a key person electrician
expertise combined with electric car charging experience and was assessed as entirely
sufficient for the project’s requirements. No need to gather new knowledge from external
sources was identified by the interviewee. Interviewee 10 highlights how broad and deep
personal experience within the energy sector functions as the primary knowledge base, which
was complemented by an extensive professional network that brings in new information. As
interviewee 10 notes:

“I have worked with energy issues at both national and European level for a

decade. A little more than that. I have many contacts in the industry of course.

All industries are like a duck pond, everyone knows everyone.” - Interviewee

10
Interviewee 12 describes an internal colleague’s energy knowledge that was treated as

indispensable input to the external project group, with the interviewee functioning as a bridge
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between internal and external idea generation. Personal experience in project management
and agile working methods was directly applied in workshop facilitation, knowledge
transferred from prior individual experience. At the same time, the absence of formalised
processes for documenting and preserving organisational knowledge is identified as a
significant weakness, compounded by an internal culture of prestige and a preference for

solving things independently that further limits knowledge sharing across the generation.

At the project and individual level, idea generation across all the interviews was concentrated
among a small number of people and roles rather than distributed broadly across
organisations. Interviewee 8 emphasises the innovation leader as the primary driving force in
idea generation within the organisation. They are described as operating as autonomous,
seeking support from leadership only when needed. Interviewee 9 describes a process
concentrated on two key people within the organisation. Interviewee 11 describes a small
internal cross-functional team of four as the working unit for idea generation. The team was
composed of sales, communications, grid expertise and the business developer, and they
operated through a combination of joint meetings and individual punctuated contributions
between sessions. Separate smaller meetings with specific external actors replaced large
group meetings, and parallel tracks with different team members to reduce the risk of
participants experiencing meetings as irrelevant or time wasting. Interviewee 12 describes an
internal two-steps process in which internal preparation preceded the presentation to the
external group. This structure concentrated knowledge transfer and idea preparation in a very
small number of people before the ideas reached the broader project group. As interviewee 12
notes:
“I had a colleague who worked a lot internally. We bounced ideas internally

and then I brought it with me to the external group.” - Interviewee 12

5.3.2.2 External involvement, long-term relationships and structural assessment as conditions

for idea generation

Alongside the internal knowledge processes described in the first overarching theme, idea
generation across the interviews was also significantly shaped by how organisations engaged
with external actors, maintained relationships over time, and navigated structural conditions

that either enabled or constrained the depth and continuity of that engagement.
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At the project level, the involvement of external actors in idea generation varied considerably
in both form and quality across the interviews. Interviewee 9 describes the most direct and
concrete form of external involvement, with practical tests conducted with all parties present
functioning as the primary arena for knowledge exchange and mutual learning for idea
generation. A tripartite collaboration between the electricity company, the energy provider
and the innovation hub is described as an effective knowledge sharing model, where each
party contributes from its own domain of expertise and generates insight through
collaboration. Interviewee 11 describes a more strategically structured form of external
involvement at the project level, in which the selection of technology suppliers was
approached as a deliberate design choice rather than an open process. A clear division of
roles between partners was established to prevent competitive overlap. This meant that an
openness in knowledge sharing was maintained except where commercially sensitive
information was involved. As interviewee 11 notes:

“I would say that we never went in and competed in each other’s areas but

rather how we hooked into each other. It was not the case that we had [for

example] two technology suppliers who participated and did the actual project

but we had chosen one.” - Interviewee 11
Interviewee 8 describes the most critical self-assessment of external involvement at the
organisational level, noting that the organisation's tendency to focus on delivery and
dissemination of results comes at the cost of open exploratory dialogue with external actors.
Institutionalising and systematising open dialogue with external actors is identified as a need,

but the resources and focus required to do so are described as the single greatest challenge.

At the individual and organisational level, long-term partner relationships and active network
maintenance emerge across multiple interviews as structural prerequisites for idea generation
and project formulation. Interviewee 8 describes how personal relationships form the
foundation of long-term partnerships, and how established trust with recurring partners
significantly reduces the effort required to engage them in the new project. In-kind
contributions from partners and the target group’s active commitment of their own time are
described as both financial necessities and legitimacy signals to funders. The absence of
formalised structures for network building is acknowledged as a gap. As interviewee 8 notes:

“But we have to count on the target group s own time within the project, and

that is very important for us [...] for the projects to happen so to speak, [...] it

is also about demonstrating that the target group has actively signed on that
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they are interested in working with this. So that is worth it and it is super

important.” - Interviewee 8
Interviewee 9 describes a more individually grounded version of the same dynamic, where
the maintenance of long-term contacts is understood as a personal professional responsibility
rather than an organisational practice. It is driven by the interviewee’s genuine conviction that
building and sustaining relationships is a strategic necessity in today’s environment.
Interviewee 10 describes the most deliberately constructed approach to network maintenance
at the individual level. The interviewee uses broad contact surfaces, such as active use of
LinkedIn and digital networks and a personal brand within the energy field. This functions as
an attractor for relevant contacts and opportunities. Informal signals from funders are
described as valuable input that requires a level of relational closeness to receive. Shared
sense of responsibility for achieving project goals are described as the practical expressions
of this relational foundation. Interviewee 11 describes network building as a core activity for
the business developer role within the organisation. Relationships are maintained through
broad presence at seminars and events, and generating inbound contacts from suppliers and
partners as a direct result. As interviewee 11 notes:

“I work very broadly and attend different types of seminars and try to keep a

network alive.” - Interviewee 11

At the project level, several structural conditions are identified across the interviews as
shaping the possibilities for idea generation in ways that organisations and individuals have
limited control over. Interviewee 7 describes one such condition. Time scarcity among
external actors presents a separate but equally persistent challenge, with many organisations
lacking the capacity to engage in innovation work regardless of whether they recognise its
relevance. Interviewee 12 describes a different form of structural constraint at the
organisational level, the absence of formalised processes for capturing and preserving
knowledge combined with an internal culture of prestige and a preference for solving things
independently. These cultural and structural conditions function as barriers not only to
knowledge sharing between individuals, but to the organisation’s capacity to build on what it

has previously learned.
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5.3.3 Enabling and constraining factors

5.3.3.1 Individual qualities, timing and relational capital as decisive success factors

Across the interviews, trust, personal qualities and genuine engagement emerge as the most
consistently decisive success factors for collaborative innovation work. At the individual and
project level, trust is identified as a foundational prerequisite across the interviews.
Interviewee 7 describes trust as necessary for the willingness to take the risks that innovation
requires. The interviewee also emphasises that a good mix of personalities must be combined
with shared focus and genuine ambition, diversity without direction leads to superficial
encounters rather than real change. Complementary personalities with different tempos are
highlighted as particularly valuable, with the balance between high ambition and sustainable
pace identified as critical for avoiding the risk of losing actors along the way. Interviewee 8
grounds trust in the project’s connection to real needs as an essential success factor.
Stakeholders engage because they want an actual problem solved, and concreteness and
clarity in the early stages are identified as critical for building lasting confidence. A clear and
engaged recipient of the project’s results is described as an equally important condition.
Interviewee 9 highlights the genuine drive and societal motivation of the leading actors
within the project as the primary success factor. The interviewee describes the collaboration
grounded in relevance rather than formal requirements. As interviewee 9 notes:

“One should not look for collaborations, because one has to in some way, but 1

think there should be a good angle that here we have points of connection, even

if they can be very far from each other, but that can become something.” -

Interviewee 9
Interviewee 10 describes established trust and long-term relationships as efficiency-creating
factors that make problem-solving faster and simpler, highlighting that informal contact
beyond formal meetings is identified as a necessary complement. Interviewee 11 describes
decisive individual qualities needed for a successful project. As interviewee 11 notes:

“Everyone had a great commitment. There was a positive attitude, but also

quite a lot of courage.” - Interviewee 11
Interviewee 12 identifies mutual respect and the willingness to learn from each other as the
primary success factor, with the breadth of perspective brought by collaboration described as

what made the project’s value visible.
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At the project level, timing in relation to the external environment is described as a largely
uncontrollable but highly consequential factor. Interviewee 7 emphasises how the project’s
positioning immediately after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine was decisive for its impact,
as energy questions dominated the public agenda. The solution was not technically complex,
but right timing separated the project with lasting impact from one that would have produced
only a brief flicker of attention. Interviewee 10 describes timing as something that depends
on personal orientation where those who succeed in innovation focus on how to get around a
barrier rather than treating it as a stop. Parking an idea temporarily until conditions change is
described as a rational response rather than a failure. As interviewee 10 notes:

“One can come to the conclusion that it was not good, or that the timing was

not wrong and then one has to sort it into the back of one’s head, until another

time when it can be more right.” - Interviewee 10

5.3.3.2 Structural barriers and financing limitations as persistent challenges in collaborative

innovation

Interviewee 8 describes how partners may feel compelled to participate due to established
goodwill rather than genuine interest, and how changed circumstances during the project’s
lifetime lead to declining engagement. Overstated or misjudged commitments from
stakeholders are also described as a structural risk rather than an exceptional occurrence. The
practical consequence is that the organisation must carry a disproportionate share of the work
when partners fail to deliver on their commitments. As interviewee 8§ notes:

“You sometimes almost feel forced to participate because you had so much

goodwill and then the plans change. They have nothing driving it, or [...] the

starting values or the stakes were not that genuine, or simply that one does not

have the energy to go through with it. Then we are left having to solve

something that we were supposed to do together with them.” - Interviewee 8

6. CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS and DISCUSSION

The chapter opens with a summary of key takeaways from the findings, providing a
condensed overview of the most significant observations across the cases. This is followed by
a cross-case analysis that examines the initiation phase, the ideation phase, and the enabling
and constraining factors in a comparative perspective between the cases. It is at this stage

where the expert’s insights are included where relevant. The chapter concludes with a
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discussion that connects the cross-case analysis to the developed framework and its included

theories presented in chapter three.

6.1 Key takeaways from findings

Table 6. Summary of key takeaways from findings

Case

Key takeaway

X

Initiation phase

Fragmented energy planning as the identified opportunity

Years of stakeholder experience as the foundation for opportunity identification

EU funding calls as the primary governing constraint

Broad multilayered networks as the pathway into the project

Opportunity identification as a person-dependent and informally organised

process

Ideation phase

Iterative refinement from two distinct starting points

Domain-specific knowledge and prior project experience as the primary

knowledge base

Idea generation as a reflective and self-correcting process

Concentrated idea generation among a small number of senior individuals

Close municipal collaboration as the primary driver of idea generation

Long-term partner relationships as a structural prerequisite for idea generation

Enabling and
constraining

factors

Experienced project leadership and a well-defined working structure as enabling

conditions

Shared vision and consensus around methodology as a decisive success factor

Genuine partner commitment and willingness to invest time

Growing political prioritisation of energy planning as a favourable contextual

condition

Genuine need identification as a universal prerequisite for successful innovation

Personal motivation rooted in belief in the project’s societal relevance
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Initiation phase

Political mandates and emerging market signals as converging triggers for

maritime electrification

Organisational type and mission as the primary filter for which electrification

opportunities were pursued

Continuous presence in industry networks as the primary scanning practice

Direct stakeholder engagement revealing knowledge gaps as a defining

opportunity shaper

Ideation phase

Iterative idea generation shaped by an exploratory and rapidly evolving market

Cross-sector transfer from the electric vehicle market as the primary mechanism

for idea generation

Idea generation concentrated among a very small number of individuals

Varied external involvement ranging from structured matchmaking to targeted

supplier dialogue

Uneven knowledge capacity among external actors as a persistent structural

challenge

Enabling and
constraining

factors

Personal drive, persistence and a listening approach as the primary success

factors

Partner selection based on genuine interest and future orientation as a critical

success condition

Timing in relation to actors’ current capacity as a largely uncontrollable but

decisive factor

A consistent gap between partners’ initial commitment and their actual

behaviour

Initiation phase

Converging external triggers activating already identified needs

Organisational identity and mission as the primary filter for opportunity

identification

A spectrum of environmental scanning from systematic strategic analysis to

reactive monitoring

Reactive project participation as the dominant pattern among commercially
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constrained organisations

Iterative partner recruitment and stakeholder dialogue as a mechanism for

shaping the opportunity

Ideation phase

External reality before internal deliberation as the governing principle for idea

generation

Prior project experience and accumulated personal expertise as the dominant

knowledge

Formal knowledge management structures existing but consistently

Idea generation concentrated among a very small number of individuals

regardless of organisational context

Long-term partner relationships and active network maintenance as structural

prerequisites for idea generation

Time scarcity among external and absent knowledge management as persistent

structural constraints

Enabling and
constraining

factors

Trust and genuine engagement as foundational prerequisites for successful

collaboration

Personal qualities and individual drive as decisive enabling factors

Favourable external timing as a largely uncontrollable but highly consequential

factor

The capacity to navigate timing as an individual competence

Overstated or misaligned partner commitments as a recurring structural risk

6.2 Cross-case analysis

The cross-case analysis examines patterns, similarities and differences across all three cases,

drawing on the full set of twelve interviews. In addition to the case interviews, insights from

an expert interview are integrated where relevant to provide a broader perspective on the

identified patterns and to contextualise the findings within a wider understanding of

collaborative innovation in energy transition contexts.
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6.2.1 The initiation phase

6.2.1.1 External triggers and the role of pre-existing needs

A consistent pattern across all the cases is that external triggers function as the primary
initiating mechanism, but never in isolation. What distinguishes opportunities that are acted
upon from those that are not is the presence of an already identified need that the trigger can
activate. This logic holds across all twelve interviews, but the nature of both the trigger and

the pre-existing need varies considerably.

In Case X, EU funding frameworks function as the primary governing condition for which
opportunities can realistically be pursued, with funding calls from national and European
bodies serving as the primary triggering mechanism. In Case Z the same dynamic appears,
where Energy Agency calls as a trigger that activates already identified regional needs. In
Case Y, political mandates act as a different form of trigger, where political commissions
created both the legitimacy and urgency to act on needs that were already known. This
pattern reappears in Case Z, where national government directives directly determine
organisational priorities. In Case Z regulatory requirements represent a third form of trigger,
taking two distinct forms. New charging infrastructure legislation created a concrete and
immediate problem recognised as a project opportunity, and a municipal directive to increase

collaboration served as the initial action.

What is notable across all three cases is that none of the interviewees describe a situation
where the trigger alone was sufficient. In every instance, the trigger connected with a need
that was already known, felt or suspected. In Case X, the initiation was driven by the
recognition of two related structural gaps in energy planning, where municipalities treated it
as an isolated issue and existing capacity to create plans was not matched by the mandate to
implement them. In Case Y, the need was already recognised through internal strategy work
and ambitions. In Case Z, pre-existing needs took different forms, e.g. through a prior
feasibility study, established relationships with regional industry, and through customer
dialogue. Even among the more reactive participants, the decision to engage was not driven

by the trigger alone but by a recognition that the opportunity connected with something
already familiar to their own operations. The implication is that opportunity identification is
less about discovering entirely new needs and more about finding the right external

conditions to act on needs that have already been internalised.
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The cross-case finding that external triggers consistently connect with pre-existing needs
rather than creating them from scratch is reinforced by the expert's perspective. The expert
describes opportunity identification as rarely a deliberate or active search process. Instead,
opportunities tend to emerge when organisations encounter problems or challenges they need
to address, when new technology becomes available that opens up previously impossible
solutions, or when external signals from the environment point towards a change that requires
a response. This suggests that the conditions for opportunity identification are shaped less by
structured search processes and more by the organisational capacity to recognise and act on
signals that are already present in the environment. As the expert notes: “I do not think one
actively searches for innovation opportunities. Problems arise, and one has problems and

challenges that one faces, then one looks for opportunities to do something about it.”

6.2.1.2 Organisational context and culture as a filter for opportunity identification

Across all three cases, the mandate, culture and strategic direction of each organisation
functions as a defining filter that shapes which external triggers are perceived as relevant and
which can be pursued. This filter operates differently depending on organisational type. A
first type of filter is visible in the intermediary organisation (innovation hub)found across all
three cases, as well as the organisation of interviewee 2. Strategic priorities and dependency
on external funding create a selective view of the external environment, directing attention
toward areas where there is both organisational relevance and realistic funding potential. The
entire organisational identity is built around serving others needs, which means that every
opportunity is screened through the question of whether it genuinely serves an external
stakeholder, with ethical and value-based considerations functioning as implicit screening
mechanisms that go beyond strategic fit. A second type of filter is visible in politically
governed organisations, found in Cases Y and Z. Here political mandates function as the
primary governing framework, where opportunities are assessed not only against
organisational mission but against the current political priorities. This creates a form of
filtering that is less stable and more subject to rapid change than in other organisational types.
A third type of filter is visible in more commercially oriented organisations, found in Cases Y
and Z, where economic targets and market logic are the primary governing factors. This
creates tension with the requirements of innovation work, including low tolerance for failure
and misaligned KPIs for innovation limiting the capacity for exploratory work. A fourth type

of filter, closely related to the third but more commercially constrained, is found in Case Z.
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Here commercial constraints, economic targets and organisational identity and culture
combine to create a fundamentally reactive stance toward innovation. Opportunities arrive as

externally imposed tasks rather than internally generated ambitions.

The cross-case finding that organisational context and culture function as a filter for
opportunity identification is reinforced by the expert's observation that all organisations
contain an inherent tension between those who maintain existing processes and those who are
open to new methods. Different organisations vary considerably in their willingness and
capacity to change. As the expert notes: “There are always people who work with
preservation [...] who do not want changes. And then there are those who are more open to

new ways of doing things."

6.2.1.3 Environmental scanning: a spectrum from craft to formalised practice

Environmental scanning is present across all three cases and is consistently described as a
practice grounded in individual experience, personal judgement and relational networks. The
degree of formalisation varies considerably, depending on organisational type and individual
role. The most formalised scanning function across all three cases is found in Case Z,
Interview 10, where a dedicated strategist role carries specific responsibility for systematic
environmental analysis, deliberately separated from project delivery work and used both to
gather intelligence and to position the organisation as a visible and influential actor. Another
form of scanning is the approach described by interviewees from the innovation hub, where
scanning is allocated to a specific role. Rather than following systematic procedures, the
process is grounded in accumulated individual experiential knowledge, intuitive judgment
and active listening. Megatrends, funding calls and signals from networks are monitored, but
the ability to aggregate and assess their relevance depends on the individual rather than the
system. In Case Y, a closely related approach appears where scanning is centred on
maintaining an active presence among companies and conducting broad dialogue with
multiple sides of the market. Companies themselves proactively share information about
upcoming developments, building a comprehensive picture of where developments are

heading and what gaps remain unaddressed.

At the other end of the spectrum, in Case X, Interviewee 2, the absence of formal innovation
strategy leads to a reliance on informal coordination between a small number of senior

individuals, which is entirely dependent on individual motivation and competence. Another
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pattern appears in Case Z, environmental scanning is conducted primarily in response to
immediate business concerns rather than as a proactive strategic activity.Scanning is
embedded in individual job descriptions but at a depth sufficient only to follow trends at a

comfortable distance rather than to lead them.

6.2.1.4 networks and relationships as a prerequisite for opportunity identification

Networks and relationships function as a foundational prerequisite for opportunity
identification across all three cases, but the nature, deliberateness and geographic scope of

network maintenance varies considerably.

In Case X, two distinct approaches to network maintenance appear, both illustrating how
network presence precedes and enables specific opportunities. One spans regional, national
and international levels, where entry into specific projects emerges from sustained broader
engagement rather than targeted searching. The other is more explicitly managed, with
partner networks actively monitored for signals about upcoming initiatives and partners
selected strategically based on practical experience and geographic relevance. Similar
patterns appear in Cases Y and Z, though with notable differences in approach. Some
organisations maintain networks through continuous informal presence among companies
and relevant sectors, where information about upcoming developments flows naturally
through proximity. Others take a more deliberate and structural approach, using open
workshops and individual dialogues to map the field and progressively narrow a broad initial
group of actors down to a smaller set of formal partners. A third variant focuses more on
maintaining strategic visibility in relevant political and professional arenas, using a wide
repertoire of external interactions both to gather intelligence and to shape the conversations
of other organisations to maintain the relational and reputational capital that makes

opportunities accessible.

At the other end of the spectrum, for some organisations in Case Z, networks are not actively
cultivated. Being invited into projects by others substitutes for proactive network
maintenance that characterises the more innovation-active organisations across all three

cases, and stakeholder dialogue is used only to gather relevant knowledge about the market.
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6.2.1.5 Stakeholder dialogue as validation and opportunity shaping

The most significant cross-case difference in the initiation phase concerns the role of
stakeholder dialogue in validating and shaping opportunities. In Case X, stakeholder
engagement is described primarily as a means of understanding and confirming needs rather
than a mechanism for actively shaping the opportunity itself. This takes two forms, either
through sustained engagement with municipalities that creates contextual understanding, or
through prior experience that identifies the need with stakeholder dialogue serving to confirm
it. In Cases Y and Z, a more dynamic relationship between stakeholder dialogue and
opportunity shaping is described. Direct interactions with stakeholders revealed knowledge
gaps among external actors, actively shaping the process moving forward. In the most
integrated form of this dynamic, found in Case Z, individual dialogue, workshops, partner
recruitment and project formulation are intertwined processes rather than sequential steps,
with early synergies identified through interaction serving as confirmation that the

opportunity is worth pursuing.

This difference suggests a spectrum in how organisations conceptualise the relationship
between stakeholder dialogue and opportunity identification. For some, dialogue is a
validation tool used after the opportunity has been identified. For others, dialogue is itself the

mechanism through which the opportunity is discovered.

6.2.2 The ideation phase

6.2.2.11terative idea generation grounded in existing knowledge and experience

Across all three cases, idea generation is consistently characterised by iterative cycles, and is
always grounded in existing knowledge and experience rather than producing entirely
original concepts. This pattern holds across all twelve interviews, but the form it takes varies
considerably both between and within cases. The iterative character of idea generation
manifests differently in different organisations. In Case X, two distinct variants appear. One is
exploratory and gradual, where workshops drive a stepwise deepening toward core questions
through direct work with municipalities, and one that starts from a simple and clear core idea
that is successively refined. In Case Y, variations range from ideas generated successively in
an early and exploratory market, to grounding ideas in preparatory dialogue with partners, to

working backwards from an ambitious long-term vision to identify the concrete activities

needed. In Case Z, the same spectrum appears, from approaches that prioritise external reality
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before internal deliberation using design thinking as a guiding framework, to more structured
needs-driven processes moving from need identification to hypothesis formulation, to
collective workshop-based approaches where ideas are tested for feasibility and refined based

on participants' different competencies.

What is consistent across all three cases is that existing knowledge always constitutes the
primary foundation for idea generation. In Case X, a specific and well-developed
understanding of a policy domain functions as a direct starting point, while accumulated
practical experience from direct work with cities and regions, including methodologies
transferred from earlier projects and a deliberate effort to avoid repeating previous mistakes,
constitutes the primary knowledge base. In Case Z, the same pattern holds across a wider
range of knowledge types, from knowledge accumulated through tech hearings, prior
feasibility studies and earlier projects, to practical technical expertise, to broad personal
experience within the energy sector complemented by an extensive network continuously
bringing in new information, to internal colleague energy expertise combined with personal

experience in project management and agile methods.

In Case Y and partly in Case Z, cross-sector knowledge transfer emerges as a particularly
prominent mechanism. In Case Y, knowledge from industrial work on energy use and
capacity planning is transferred to the harbour context. Experiences from building electric
vehicle networks are applied directly to the maritime context, with an explicit expectation
that the electric boat market will follow the same development trajectory as the electric
vehicle market. In Case Z, a similar mechanism appears where electrician expertise combined
with electric car charging experience is transferred directly to the context of industrial area
electrification. Unlike Case X, where knowledge transfer occurs within the same sector
across geographic boundaries, this transfer occurs explicitly across sector boundaries, using

one industry as an analogy and learning source for another.

The expert adds a perspective that extends the cross-case finding on cross-sector knowledge
transfer as a mechanism for idea generation. While the cases primarily describe how
organisations draw on existing knowledge from related sectors to develop ideas, the expert
frames this more broadly as a general principle of innovation. Observing how new
technologies, organisational models or business models are being applied in other sectors and

asking whether the same approach could be relevant in a different context suggests that the
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capacity to look outward and translate across sectoral boundaries is not only a source of
specific knowledge but a fundamental mechanism through which new ideas emerge. As the
expert notes: “It can also be the case that one sees innovations emerging in other areas. One
sees new technology, or new organisations or new business models being applied in other
areas, and then one thinks, maybe there is something to do here too? That can be one way that

ideas arise.”

A related pattern concerns the management of organisational knowledge. Several
organisations across Cases X and Z describe formal structures for capturing and transferring
knowledge between projects, but these are consistently underutilised in practice. In Case X, a
multilayered coordination system existed in one organisation but was not used. In Case Z, a
project archive exists but is largely underutilised in practice, while another organisation
identifies the absence of formalised processes for documenting and preserving knowledge as
a significant weakness, compounded by an internal culture of prestige and a preference for

solving things independently.

6.2.2.2 Concentrated internal participation in idea generation

Across all three cases, internal participation in idea generation is consistently concentrated
among a small number of individuals rather than distributed broadly across organisations.
Across all cases the process ranges from essentially individual to bilateral or a small
cross-functional team. In Case X, the process is described as either solitary, or bilateral
between two senior colleagues. In Case Y, it ranges from an essentially individual process to
a close informal collaboration between two people with complementary competencies. In
Case Z, the patterns hold across very different organisational contexts, from one individual
operating as an autonomous driving force to small teams, in one instance a cross-functional

team, with internal preparation consistently concentrated in a small number of people.

6.2.2.3 External actor involvement: spectrum, unevenness and structural challenges

The involvement of external actors in idea generation varies considerably across all three
cases, both in the degree of outward orientation and in the approaches used. However, uneven
engagement and differentiated capacity among external actors emerges as a recurring

challenge across Cases Y and Z in particular.
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In Case X, external involvement ranges from close and sustained collaboration with a
selected group of municipalities, to a more structured partnership model where a stable core
group retains decision-making authority while broader partners contribute contextual
information, technical support and administrative inputs, in order to preserve the clarity of the
core idea. In Case Y, the approaches to external involvement are more varied, ranging from
structured matchmaking and facilitated meetings between stakeholders, to combining needs
gathering and partner recruitment in a single broad contact process, to prioritising direct
supplier contact and a study visit to better understand already established solutions in other
places. In Case Z, the spectrum ranges from the most explicitly outward-facing approach,
starting from the external environment and working inward, to targeted supplier selection to
prevent competitive overlap. Notably, one organisation in Case Z describes a tension between
focusing on delivery and maintaining open exploratory dialogue with external actors, with the

resources required to institutionalise such dialogue identified as the single greatest challenge.

The cross-case finding that external actor involvement is central to idea generation is
reinforced by the expert's perspective on why stakeholders collaboration is necessary in
complex innovation processes. The expert describes how understanding a system as complex
as electrification requires bringing in both new actors who can contribute perspectives on
emerging solutions and existing actors who understand how the system works today. Without
this breadth of perspectives, there is a significant risk of believing one has found a strong
solution while having overlooked a critical detail. As the expert notes: “If you want to change
a system with an innovative technology, as we can say electrification is, then you need to

bring in all these different parties to understand it.”

Uneven engagement and differentiated capacity among external actors is a significant
challenge in Cases Y and Z, and less explicitly described in Case X. In Case Y, several
distinct challenges emerge. Some actors have limited ability to contribute due to knowledge
gaps, resulting in meetings dominated by uneven contributions where many external activities
are experienced as irrelevant. Others are unwilling to explore future possibilities, and a gap
between partners' willingness to participate and their actual readiness to contribute actively is
a recurring theme. In Case Z, time scarcity among external actors emerges as a persistent
structural challenge, with many lacking the capacity to engage in innovation work regardless

of whether they recognise its relevance.
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The expert adds a perspective on why uneven engagement and differentiated capacity among
external actors emerges as a recurring challenge, pointing to historical context as a key
explanatory factor. Organisations within the energy sector have often operated in stable
environments for many years, with their processes and ways of working shaped by a
fundamentally different context. When the pace of change suddenly accelerates, they can find
themselves structurally unprepared. As the expert notes: “They are used to a stable state
relationship where the electricity system has not changed much for many years. There have
been incremental changes and there has been plenty of time to build out new capacity, and

then suddenly it looks like this. They can be slow to change their processes.”

6.2.2.4 Long-term relationships for idea generation

Across Cases X and Z, long-term relationships with recurring partners are described as a
structural prerequisite for idea generation rather than a byproduct of it, yet formalised
structures for network building are largely absent and acknowledged as a gap. In Case X,
these relationships are described as the conditions that make idea generation possible in the
first place, built through shared project experiences and meeting forums and sustained
through personal and informal interactions. In Case Z, relationship maintenance is described
as a core professional responsibility, taking different forms across organisations. Some rely
on established trust with recurring partners that significantly reduces the effort required to
engage them in new projects, without having a formalised process to maintain it. Others
maintain long-term contacts as a personal professional responsibility driven by genuine
conviction. A more deliberately constructed approach also appears, using broad contact
surfaces, digital networks and a personal brand as attractors for relevant contacts, or by

maintaining broad presence at seminars and events.

6.2.3 Enabling and constraining factors

6.2.3.1 Genuine need and trust as foundational prerequisites for successful collaboration

Across all three cases, the grounding of a project in a genuine need emerges as a foundational
prerequisite for successful collaboration and innovation. This finding is consistent across all
interviewees, though the way it manifests varies. In Case X, genuine need is described as
something made visible and legitimate through a favourable external environment, in this
case growing political prioritisation, and is seen as a universal prerequisite for creating

successful innovation. In Case Y, the most engaged partners are those who genuinely saw
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possibilities in the project’s focus area, with project success grounded in its connection to a
real and pressing challenge where the stakeholders engage because they want an actual
problem solved. In Case Z, the project’s connection to real societal needs, concreteness and
clarity in the early stages are described as critical for building lasting confidence among
partners, with a clear and engaged recipient of the project's results identified as an equally

important condition.

Trust is also an important prerequisite across all three cases, but takes different forms
depending on organisational context. In Case X, trust is described primarily in structural
terms, grounded in experienced project leadership, clear expectations and a well-defined
working structure that creates a working environment free of ambiguity. In Case Y, trust is
more relational, built through partners' confidence in the organisation's approach and through
consistent engagement and a listening approach toward external actors. In Case Z, trust is
described in two distinct ways. One perspective links it to risk-taking as a necessary
condition for the willingness to take the risks that innovation requires. Another describes it as
an efficiency-creating factor in long-term relationships that makes problem-solving faster and

simpler, with informal contact beyond formal meetings identified as a necessary complement.

6.2.3.2 Personal engagement, individual drive and timing as enabling factors

Personal engagement and individual drive are consistently cited as enabling factors across all
three cases, cutting across organisational boundaries. In Case X, personal motivation rooted
in genuine belief in the project's societal relevance is described as a key driver of quality and
commitment. In Case Y, personal drive is identified as a primary success factor by several
organisations, and is also described as mutually reinforcing with political support. A more
compensatory form of personal drive also appears, where one respondent was repeatedly
forced to drive their own part of the work independently when broader project dynamics were
slow. In Case Z, a different form of the compensatory dynamic appears, where the challenge
is not the one person carrying the work alone but balancing high personal ambition against a
sustainable pace, as a mismatch in tempo between partners risks losing actors along the way.

Personal engagement is also described through other qualities, where courage, the experience
of contributing something meaningful, mutual respect and willingness to learn are identified

as what drives individuals to engage and sustain their commitment.

95



Timing in relation to the external environment emerges as a critical and largely
uncontrollable factor across all three cases, but is most explicitly described in Cases Y and Z.
In Case X, timing appears implicitly through the description of a favourable political climate
that amplified the project's relevance. In Case Y, timing manifests in two ways. The project's
early position had a polarising effect, deterring actors without immediate commercial interest
while attracting those with a future orientation. Timing also governs whether an actor can
engage at all, s long-term relevance does not compensate for insufficient capacity in the
present. In Case Z, the project's positioning immediately after the outbreak of the war in
Ukraine is described as decisive for its impact, with right timing separating a project with
lasting impact from one that produces only a brief flicker of attention. Timing is also
described from a more individual and agency-focused perspective, where those who succeed
in innovation focus on how to get around a barrier rather than treating it as a stop, and
parking an idea temporarily until conditions change is described as a rational response rather

than a failure.

The cross-case finding that timing in relation to the external environment is a largely
uncontrollable but highly consequential factor is reinforced by the expert’s perspective.
Changes in the broader environment can fundamentally alter the conditions for innovation
projects, with shifts in energy prices, policy decisions and geopolitical events rapidly
changing the economic logic that underpins a project without any action on the part of the
organisations involved. As the expert notes: “And sometimes the external environment
changes too. We have seen it a few years ago diesel was much more expensive and then they
removed the reduction obligation at the same time as the world market price of oil fell, and
suddenly the equation of making electric vehicles profitable becomes much harder. And now
we have the situation with the Strait of Hormuz and Iran and the US and suddenly prices

spike again. These things affect the projects too.”

6.2.3.3 The gap between initial commitment and actual behaviour as a structural challenge

In Cases Y and Z, a recurring and significant structural challenge is the gap between partners’
initial commitment and their actual behaviour once the collaboration is underway. This
pattern is not described in Case X, where the challenge is rather one of variation in

organisational capacity among partners than a gap between commitment and behaviour.
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In Case Y, the gap manifests in several distinct ways. Uneven value contributions and a gap
between formal expectations in partnership agreements and actual behaviour emerge as
significant challenges. Some partners withdraw from commitments despite written
agreements. Others show varying levels of preparation, unrealistic optimism and recurring
frustration, stemming from insufficient anchoring in the project application process and a
lack of ownership over the project’s direction. In Case Z, overstated or misjudged
commitments are described as a structural risk rather than an exceptional occurrence. Partners
may feel compelled to participate rather than engaging out of genuine interest, and changed
circumstances during the project can lead to declining engagement. The leading organisation
must carry a disproportionate share of the work as a practical consequence. What is notable is
that this gap appears across different types of organisations and projects, suggesting it is a
structural feature of multi-partner innovation rather than a consequence of specific partner

choices or project designs.

The cross-case finding that the gap between partners' initial commitment and their actual
behaviour is a structural challenge is reinforced by the expert's description of how internal
priorities and capacity constraints shape organisations' ability to engage in collaborative
innovation work. When circumstances change, such as strategic reorganisations, budget cuts
or shifting priorities, even projects that partners have committed to can be deprioritised or
abandoned entirely. As the expert notes: “The space for changing things in organisations can

be very small.”

6.3 Discussion

6.3.1 The nature of opportunity identification identification in collaborative

energy transition projects

6.3.1.1 Opportunity identification as a response to external triggers and internalised needs

Opportunity identification in collaborative energy transition projects follows a consistent
pattern across all three cases. While organisations actively scan their environment, build
networks and accumulate knowledge about stakeholder needs, the actual initiation of a
project is typically triggered by an external event, such as a funding call, political mandate,

regulatory requirement or market signal, that connects with a need that is already internalised.
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This suggests that opportunity identification combines proactive preparation with a reactive
response to external conditions, and that the capacity to act on a trigger depends on the

relational and contextual knowledge built beforehand.

This finding both supports and nuances the initiation phase as described by Frankenberger et
al. (2013) in the 4I-framework, where the initiation phase is described as involving activities
aimed at understanding and monitoring stakeholders and responding to drivers of change.
The finding confirms that responding to external drivers is indeed central to the initiation
phase, but adds an important nuance. What distinguishes opportunities that are acted upon
from those that are not is not the nature of the trigger itself, but the presence of a pre-existing
and internalised need (i.e. stakeholder needs that the organisation has internalised) that the

trigger can activate. Without this prior internalisation, the trigger does not produce action.

These findings also connect directly to the open innovation perspective presented by
Chesbrough (2003), where the innovation funnel is understood as porous rather than closed,
allowing ideas and signals to enter at multiple stages. The finding extends the theory and
suggests that the porousness of the funnel is not randomly distributed among external actors,
it is rather selective. This selectivity is consistent with Lichtenthaler's (2011) conceptual
framework for open innovation, where absorptive capacity at the organisational level
describes the ability to explore knowledge from the external environment. The findings
extend this by suggesting that absorptive capacity shapes not only what knowledge
organisations can acquire, but also which external triggers they are positioned to recognise

and act upon.

From a stakeholder theory perspective, Harrison et al. (2010) highlight that stakeholder
management creates trusting relationships that facilitate the sharing of nuanced information
about needs and expectations, which in turn improves the firm's innovation processes. The
finding confirms the literature and suggests that the pre-existing needs described across the
cases are not formed in isolation but are the product of sustained stakeholder engagement
over time. Accumulated knowledge about stakeholders' challenges and priorities creates the
internalised understanding that makes a trigger meaningful. In this sense, both open
innovation and stakeholder theory converge on the same underlying mechanism. The capacity
to recognise and act on an external trigger depends on the quality of knowledge and

relationships that precede it.
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6.3.1.2 Organisational context and environmental scanning as a differentiating factor in

opportunity identification

The study reveals that organisational context functions as a powerful differentiating factor
that shapes both what is perceived as a relevant trigger and how the organisation responds to
it. This finding extends the Innovation Pentathlon Framework presented by Goffin and
Mitchell (2017), which identifies innovation strategy and people, culture and organisation as
the two internal factors that shape the innovation process. The study confirms that these
internal factors are decisive, but shows that they operate in more varied and contextually

specific ways than the framework explicitly describes.

Four distinct types of organisational filter emerge from the material. Intermediary
organisations, filter opportunities through their strategic priorities and dependency on
external funding. This directs attention toward areas where there is both organisational
relevance and realistic funding potential. Politically governed organisations filter
opportunities through political mandates that function as the primary governing framework,
creating a form of filtering that is less stable and more subject to rapid change than in other
organisational types. Commercially oriented organisations filter primarily through economic
targets and market logic, creating tension with the requirements of innovation work. The
most reactive organisations combine commercial constraints with conservative organisational
identities, resulting in opportunities arriving as externally imposed tasks rather than internally
generated ambitions. These findings connect to the Innovation Pentathlon Framework
presented by Goffin and Mitchell (2017), which identifies innovation strategy and people,
culture and organisation as two internal factors that shape the entire innovation process. The
findings extend the existing framework by showing that these factors operate in more varied
and contextually specific ways than the framework explicitly describes. Rather than treating
innovation strategy and culture as generic internal conditions, organisational type and identity
fundamentally shape how these factors manifest, determining not only how organisations
innovate but which opportunities they are able to perceive and pursue in the first place. This
typology also connects to the individual-level attitudes described by Lichtenthaler (2011),
where not-invented-here and buy-in attitudes shape whether organisations are open to
external knowledge exploration. While Lichtenthaler (2011) treats these as individual-level
phenomena, the findings suggest that they are systematically shaped by the type of

organisation and its structural position rather than being randomly distributed across
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individuals.The expert reinforces this observation, noting that all organisations contain an
inherent tension between those who maintain existing systems and those who are open to new
ways of doing things, and that different organisations vary considerably in their willingness

and capacity to change.

Environmental scanning is present across all three cases but is consistently described as a
practice grounded in individual experience, personal judgment and relational networks rather
than in systematic tools or formalised methodologies. While Lichtenthaler (2011) describes
absorptive capacity as an organisational-level capability, the findings challenge this by
showing that in practice this capability is carried by individuals rather than embedded in
organisational systems. The findings reveal a consistent gap between formal structures for
environmental scanning and their actual use in practice. This gap between formal structure
and actual practice is a recurring finding that neither open innovation theory nor stakeholder
theory explicitly addresses, and it suggests that the organisational-level capabilities described
by Lichtenthaler (2011) are more fragile and person-dependent in practice than the

framework implies.

6.3.1.3 Networks, relationships and stakeholder dialogue as prerequisites for opportunity

identification

Another finding concerns the role of networks and relationships in enabling opportunity
identification. Across all three cases, network presence and relationship maintenance emerge
as foundational prerequisites for opportunity identification. This finding connects directly to
both open innovation and stakeholder theory, and represents one of the clearest points of
convergence between the two theoretical perspectives in this study. From an open innovation
perspective, Lichtenthaler (2011) describes connective capacity as the ability to externally
maintain knowledge retention through sustaining interorganisational relationships, ensuring
access to external knowledge without acquiring it. The findings confirms that connective
capacity is indeed central to innovation, but extends this insight to the value it contributes in
the initiation phase by showing that network presence must precede specific project
opportunities rather than being developed in response to them. Organisations that maintain
broad and active networks are consistently better positioned to identify and act on emerging
opportunities. From a stakeholder theory perspective, Harrison et al. (2010) highlight that
stakeholder management creates trusting relationships that facilitates the sharing of nuanced

information about needs and expectations, which in turn improves the firm's innovation
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processes. The findings align with this, showing that sustained engagement with stakeholders
over time builds the relational and contextual knowledge that makes it possible to recognise
and act on external triggers. Harrison et al. (2010) also argue that building and nurturing a
wide network of relationships creates sustainable competitive advantages , as the nuanced
information required for value creation can only be obtained directly from stakeholders who
actively share it. The findings extend this by showing that these relational investments are not
only valuable for value creation but are a structural prerequisite for opportunity identification
itself, as network presence must precede specific project opportunities rather than being

developed in response to them.

The role of stakeholder dialogue in the initiation phase adds a further dimension to this
picture. The study reveals a spectrum in how organisations conceptualise the relationship
between stakeholder dialogue and opportunity identification. For some organisations dialogue
functions primarily as a validation tool used after the opportunity has already been identified,
confirming relevance and building contextual understanding. For others dialogue is itself the
mechanism through which the opportunity is discovered, with findings from stakeholder
interactions directly shaping the opportunity. This more active and constitutive role of
stakeholder dialogue extends beyond what stakeholder theory as described by Harrison et al.
(2010) explicitly anticipates. While Harrison et al. (2010) describe how nuanced information
from stakeholders improves the firm's innovation processes, the findings suggest that
stakeholder dialogue can go further, not only improving but actually constituting the
opportunity itself. This is also consistent with the outside-in mode of open innovation
described by Chesbrough (2003), where organisations seek knowledge and ideas beyond their
own boundaries, but the study shows that this outside-in process is more dynamic and
iterative than the sequential four-step model of orientation, selection and engagement

described by Goftin and Mitchell (2017) would suggest.

6.3.2 The nature of idea generation in collaborative energy transition projects

6.3.2.1 Iterative idea generation grounded in existing knowledge and cross-sector transfer

A consistent finding across all three cases is the idea generation is characterised by an
iterative process grounded in existing knowledge and experience. The iterative character
manifests differently depending on the starting point, ranging from exploratory processes

driven by direct stakeholder engagement to structured backward-linking processes starting
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from an ambitious vision and working toward concrete activities. This is consistent with
Goffin and Mitchell's (2017) description of the FFE as a dynamic state requiring flexibility
when new insights are gained. The finding suggests this flexibility is a consequence of
working in collaborative innovation projects, where the diverse interests, knowledge and

capacities of multiple stakeholders continuously shape the direction of idea generation.

The findings both confirm and extend the description of the ideation phase by

Frankenberger et al. (2013) in the 4I-framework, which centres on generating ideas from the
knowledge and understanding accumulated during initiation. The findings confirm that
ideation is grounded in prior knowledge and stakeholder understanding, but shows that the
process is more organic and experience-driven than the framework implies. The findings
show that information is not only accumulated during the initiation phase, it also derives from
prior experience and cross-sector knowledge. Existing knowledge as the primary foundation
for idea generation connects directly to Lichtenthaler's (2011) framework, where inventive
capacity describes the ability to generate knowledge within the firm's own boundaries. The
study confirms that internal knowledge is central for innovation, but reveals that this
knowledge is predominantly personal and experience-based rather than systematically
generated or documented. The findings connect to Lichtenthaler's (2011) concept of inventive
capacity, the organisational-level ability to generate knowledge internally. The findings
challenge this by suggesting that inventive capacity in practice is shaped by and dependent on
the accumulated experience and judgement of specific individuals, rather than being an

evenly distributed organisational capability.

In Case Y and partly in Case Z, cross-sector knowledge transfer emerges as a prominent
knowledge collection. This connects directly to the outside-in mode of open innovation
described by Chesbrough (2003) where organisations identify and integrate external
knowledge into their own innovation processes. The findings show that cross-sector transfer
is a deliberate and conscious mechanism, where technical and organisational experiences
from one sector are explicitly applied to another. While this connects to Lichtenthaler's
(2011) concept of absorptive capacity, the findings suggest that cross-sector transfer in
practice depends less on organisational capabilities and more on individual competence and
the capacity to reason analogically across sectoral boundaries. This relates to Lichtenthaler's
(2011) individual-level perspective, where buy-in attitudes represent a positive orientation

towards externally exploring knowledge. The findings extend this by showing that such
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attitudes manifest in practice as a deliberate and conscious capacity to identify and translate
relevant knowledge across sector boundaries, and that absorptive capacity is more dependent

on these individual attitudes than systematically embedded in the organisation.

The lack of cross-sector knowledge transfer in Case X does not indicate a lack of knowledge
transfer in this case. The transfer in Case X occurs within the same sector across geographic
boundaries from more advanced solutions in other countries, while in Cases Y and Z it occurs
explicitly across sector boundaries. This distinction suggests that the mechanism of
knowledge transfer varies systematically depending on the maturity and structure of the
sector in which the innovation project operates. From a stakeholder theory perspective,
Leonidou et al. (2020) highlight that stakeholders contribute different resources, knowledge
and capabilities that support innovation processes. The findings extend this framework by
suggesting that the relevance of different stakeholder groups as sources of knowledge is not
generic but varies systematically depending on the sector and context of the innovation
project, with the most valuable knowledge sometimes originating from stakeholders outside

the immediate domain of the project.

6.3.2.2 Concentrated internal participation in idea generation

Internal participation in idea generation is consistently concentrated among a small number of
individuals across all three cases, regardless of organisation. Across all three cases, the active
development of ideas consistently involves only a small number of people, whether working
individually, in pairs, or as a small cross-functional team. Lichtenthaler (2011) acknowledges
the importance of individual attitudes in innovation capabilities, while Goffin and Mitchell
(2017) emphasise the role of a supportive culture and organisational structure in encouraging
broad participation in innovation. Neither framework, however, explicitly addresses the
concentration of idea generation among a small number of individuals as a distinct
phenomenon, nor accounts for the structural conditions that consistently produce this
concentration regardless of organisational context. The findings extend existing theory by
identifying concentrated internal participation as a recurring feature of collaborative
innovation that warrants further attention. The findings also suggest that the capacity for idea
generation in practice depends more on the judgement and experience of specific individuals

than existing frameworks explicitly anticipate.
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6.3.2.3 External actor involvement and the challenge of uneven engagement

Uneven engagement and differentiated capacity among external actors emerges as a recurring
structural challenge across Cases Y and Z, though it varies considerably in both degree and
form. This finding connects to Harrison et al.’s (2010) concept of distributional justice, which
describes how stakeholders tend to cooperate fully only when they believe the value they
receive is fair relative to what other stakeholders obtain. The findings extend this by showing
that the challenge is not primarily one of perceived fairness but fundamentally different
structural preconditions for engagement. Knowledge gaps, time scarcity and organisational
inertia create conditions where some actors are structurally unable to contribute at the level
their commitment implies, regardless of their willingness to do so. Watson et al. (2018), cited
in Pedrini and Ferri (2019), highlight the importance of dynamic capabilities to better adjust
to stakeholder's contrasting perspectives, and the findings support this by showing that the
capacity to navigate uneven engagement is itself a critical capability. The expert adds a
perspective that neither framework explicitly anticipates, pointing to historical context as a
key explanatory factor. Organisations long accustomed to stable operating environments find
themselves structurally unprepared when the pace of change suddenly accelerates, making
uneven engagement a structural rather than incidental feature of collaborative innovation in

energy transition contexts.

The findings also extend the stakeholder theory perspective of Harrison et al. (2010), who
describe how stakeholder management creates trusting relationships that facilitate the sharing
of nuanced information. The findings show that trust and willingness are necessary but not
sufficient conditions for effective engagement in idea generation. Capacity, resources and
readiness to engage at a specific moment are equally important, and these cannot be fully

controlled through stakeholder management practices.

The rapid pace of technological development in the findings adds a further structural
challenge. When technical specifications are overtaken by market developments between the
time a project is designed and the time it begins, the conditions for idea generation shift in
ways that cannot be planned for. This is consistent with Goffin and Mitchell’s (2017)
description of the FFE as a dynamic stage requiring flexibility, and the findings concretise
this by showing the specific mechanism through which this flexibility becomes necessary in

rapidly evolving technological contexts.
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6.3.2.4 The effect of long-term relationships on idea generation

Long-term relationships with recurring partners emerge across all three cases as a structural
prerequisite for idea generation rather than something that emerges from the process itself.
This connects directly to Lichtenthaler's (2011) concept of connective capacity, the ability to
sustain interorganisational relationships that ensure access to external knowledge without
acquiring it. The study confirms that connective capacity is central to the ideation phase.
From a stakeholder theory perspective, Harrison et al. (2010) highlight that stakeholder
management creates trusting relationships that facilitate the sharing of nuanced information,
which in turn improves innovation processes. The findings extend this by showing that these
trusting relationships are not only valuable once a project is underway, but function as a
structural prerequisite that must be established before productive idea generation can take

place.

6.3.3 Factors shaping collaborative innovation in the early stages of energy

transition projects

6.3.3.1 Genuine need and trust as foundational prerequisites for collaborative innovation

A genuine and concretely identified need emerges consistently across all three cases as a
foundational prerequisite for successful collaboration and innovation. This finding connects
directly to the Voice of the Customer perspective described by Goftfin and Mitchell (2017) in
their account of the FFE, which emphasises that understanding potential needs is essential for
an innovation to succeed. The study confirms the theory and extends it in an important
direction. In collaborative energy transition projects, the relevant news are not those of a
single customer but of a complex ecosystem of stakeholders with different interests,
capacities and time horizons. The ability to identify and articulate a need that is genuine and
broadly recognisable across this ecosystem emerges as the primary condition for sustained

engagement.

The findings also connect directly to Harrison et al.’s (2010) description of the importance of
trusting relationships to facilitate knowledge sharing. The findings confirm that trust is a
foundational prerequisite, but reveals that it takes fundamentally different forms depending
on organisational context, ranging from structural and process-based, to relational and built

through consistent engagement, to explicitly linked to enabling risk-taking. This variation in
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how trust manifests is not explicitly addressed in Harrison et al. (2010), who treat trust
primarily as a product of fair processes and respectful interactions. The finding suggests that
in collaborative innovation contexts, the conditions for building trust are more contextually
specific and harder to generalise than stakeholder theory implies. Watson et al. (2018), cited
in Pedrini and Ferri (2019), highlight the importance of dynamic capabilities to better adjust
to stakeholders' contrasting perspectives, and the finding supports this by showing that the
capacity to build trust in forms that are appropriate to different organisational contexst is

itself a dynamic capability that varies considerably across the organisations in this study.

Both open innovation and stakeholder theory converge on the importance of genuine need
and trust as foundational conditions for collaborative innovation. The study extends this
convergence by showing that these conditions are not simply present or absent but manifest

in contextually specific forms that shape the character of the collaboration.

6.3.3.2 Personal engagement, individual drive and timing as enabling factors

Personal engagement and individual drive emerge as an enabling factor in the findings in
several of the organisations. This finding connects to the Innovation Pentathlon Framework
presented by Goffin and Mitchell (2017), which emphasises that the people of an organisation
are essential for the development of innovation, and that giving people the encouragement
and means to take ownership of innovation is important for sustaining it. The findings
confirm that individual qualities are decisive, but reveal that their role is more compensatory
than the framework implies. In some instances, personal drive functions as a compensatory
mechanism that substitutes for it when the broader project dynamics are slow or when
competence gaps among partners create uneven contributions. This compensatory dimension
is not addressed in the Innovation Pentathlon Framework, which treats individual engagement
as a product of organisational conditions rather than as a substitute for them. This also
connects to Lichtenthaler's (2011) individual-level perspective of buy-in attitudes as positive
toward externally exploring knowledge. The findings confirm that individual attitudes are
decisive, but show that their impact extends beyond knowledge exploration to the overall
capacity of the collaboration to sustain momentum in the face of structural challenges. The
expert reinforces this dimension, pointing to historical examples where a single individual's
persistence in driving an idea forward was the decisive factor in whether it ultimately

succeeded.
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Timing in relation to the external environment emerges as a critical and largely
uncontrollable enabling or constraining factor for innovation to even take place. This finding
is not explicitly addressed in either open innovation or stakeholder theory, and represents an
empirical contribution of the study. The expert reinforces this by describing how shifts in
energy prices, policy decisions and geopolitical events can rapidly change the economic logic
that underpins a project without any action on the part of the organisations involved. The
finding suggests that the capacity to read and respond to timing, including the ability to park
an idea temporarily until conditions change, is itself a form of strategic competence that is not

captured in the frameworks used in this study.

6.3.3.3 The gap between initial commitment and actual behaviour as a structural feature of

multi-partner innovation.

In Cases Y and Z, a recurring and significant structural challenge is the gap between partners’
initial commitment and their actual behaviour once the collaboration is underway. Harrison et
al.’s (2010) concept of distributional justice describes how stakeholders tend to cooperate
fully only when they believe the value they receive is fair relative to what other stakeholders
obtain, suggesting that motivation and perceived fairness shape partner engagement. The
findings extend this by showing that the gap between commitment and behaviour is not
primarily a motivational or fairness problem but a structural feature of multi-partner
innovation that persists across different types of organisations and projects. Even genuinely
committed partners may find themselves unable to deliver on their initial intentions when
circumstances change, whether through strategic reorganisations, budget cuts or shifting
priorities. This connects to Walley's (2013) finding, cited in Pedrini and Ferri (2019), that
weak stakeholder management can contribute to project failure. The findings extend this by
suggesting that the gap cannot be fully addressed through better stakeholder management
alone, as it is driven by structural conditions that lie largely outside the control of the project.
This challenges the assumption in stakeholder theory that well-designed processes and
sufficient trust are adequate conditions for sustained partner engagement, suggesting that
structural conditions impose constraints on engagement that process design and trust-building

cannot fully overcome.
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7. CONCLUSION

This chapter begins by presenting the main conclusions and directly answering the research
questions that guided the study. This is followed by a discussion of the theoretical and
managerial implications and is concluded with acknowledgements of the research limitations

and implications for future research.

7.1 Main conclusions and answer to the research question

This section presents the main conclusions of the study and directly addresses the research
questions. The overarching research question asks how the early stages of the innovation
process unfold in collaborative energy transition projects. The findings reveal a process that
is neither linear nor deliberate, but shaped by accumulated relational and contextual
knowledge, filtered through organisational identity and driven forward by the commitment of
specific individuals. The three sub-questions address distinct but interconnected dimensions

of this process and are answered in turn below.

How are innovation opportunities identified in collaborative energy transition projects?

Opportunity identification unfolds through a combination of active preparation and
responsiveness to external conditions. Organisations that are well-positioned to identify
opportunities do so not by only actively searching for them, but by having already built the
knowledge, networks and stakeholder understanding that allow an external trigger to be
recognised as meaningful and actionable. The type and identity of the organisation
determines which triggers are perceived as relevant and which are not, producing four distinct
filtering patterns across the cases. Environmental scanning, while acknowledged as
important, is fragile in practice and dependent on specific individuals rather than embedded
in organisational systems. Stakeholder dialogue plays roles that vary from confirming what is

already known to actively shaping and constituting the opportunity itself.

How are ideas generated in collaborative energy transition projects?

Idea generation is an iterative process of refining and recombining knowledge. The
knowledge driving this process is primarily personal and experiential, and the active
generation of ideas consistently concentrates among a very small number of individuals

regardless of organisational structure. In sectors undergoing rapid technological change, the
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deliberate borrowing and translation of insights across sector boundaries emerges as a
prominent driver of innovation, operating through individual judgement. External
involvement is indispensable, but structurally challenging, as the capacity and readiness of
actors to contribute varies considerably and cannot be guaranteed through stakeholder
management alone. The relational foundations enabling productive idea generation must be in

place before any specific project begins.

What factors enable or constrain the early stages of collaborative innovation in energy
transition projects?

Two conditions stand out as foundational. A project must be anchored in a genuine need that
resonates across a diverse stakeholder ecosystem, and the trust required to sustain
collaboration takes forms that are more contextually variable than existing frameworks
anticipate. Individual drive and commitment are the most consistently decisive enabling
factors, also functioning as compensatory mechanisms when broader organisational and
structural conditions fall short. The external timing of a project is critical and largely beyond
organisational control, and the capacity to read and respond to it constitutes a form of
competence not captured in existing frameworks. The gap between what partners commit to
at the outset and what they actually deliver is a structural feature of multi-partner innovation

that persists regardless of project design or the quality of stakeholder management.

7.2 Theoretical implications

The findings both confirm and extend the 4I-framework presented by Frankenberger et al.
(2013). The initiation phase is confirmed as involving active monitoring of stakeholders and
responsiveness to external drivers of change, and the ideation phase is confirmed as building
on insights accumulated during initiation. The findings add an important nuance to the
initiation phase by showing that external triggers do not create opportunities on their own.
What makes a trigger actionable is the presence of a pre-existing and internalised need,
without which even a well-timed external signal does not produce action. For the ideation
phase, the findings show that the knowledge base for idea generation extends beyond what is
accumulated during initiation, drawing also on prior experience and cross-sector knowledge

in ways the framework does not explicitly describe.
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The open innovation perspective presented by Chesbrough (2003) is extended by the finding
that the porousness of the innovation funnel is selective instead of random. Organisations do
not absorb all available external signals equally, but only those that connect with an already
internalised understanding of relevance. The findings also show that the outside-in process of
seeking knowledge beyond organisational boundaries is more dynamic and iterative than the
sequential model of orientation, exploration, selection and engagement described by Goffin
and Mitchell (2017) would suggest, particularly when stakeholders dialogue plays a

constitutive rather than merely confirmatory role in shaping the opportunity itself.

The conceptual framework for open innovation presented by Lichtenthaler (2011) is extended
and challenged in several ways. Absorptive capacity, described in the framework as an
organisational-level capability, is shown in practice to be carried by specific individuals
rather than embedded in systems or structures. The same applies to inventive capacity, where
the ability to generate knowledge internally proves to be shaped by and dependent on the
accumulated experience and judgement of particular individuals instead of being evenly
distributed across the organisation. Connective capacity is confirmed as central to both the
initiation and ideation phases, but the findings extend this by showing that relational
investment must precede specific opportunities instead of being developed in response to
them. At the individual level, the findings extend Lichtenhaler’s (2011) description of buy-in
attitudes by showing that they manifest not only as a general openness to external knowledge,
but as a deliberate capacity to reason analogically across sector boundaries, a capability that

varies considerably between individuals and is not systematically cultivated by organisations.

The Innovation Pentathlon Framework presented by Goffin and Mitchell (2017) is extended
by showing that innovation strategy and organisational culture do not operate as generic
internal conditions, but take fundamentally different forms depending on organisational type.
Four distinct filtering patterns show that what counts as a relevant opportunity and how an
organisation responds to it is shaped by organisational identity in ways the framework does
not explicitly account for. The findings also reveal a compensatory role for individual drive
that the framework does not address, showing that personal engagement can substitute for

organisational conditions rather than simply expressing them.

Within stakeholder theory, the findings both confirm and extend Harrison et al. (2010). The

importance of trusting relationships for knowledge sharing and innovation is confirmed, but
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trust is shown to take contextually specific forms that are more varied and harder to
generalise than the framework suggests. Ranging from structural and process-based to
relational to personally linked to risk-taking. The findings that stakeholder dialogue can
constitute rather than merely improve opportunities extends what Harrison et al. (2010)
anticipate for stakeholder engagement in innovation processes. The findings also extend the
argument that building and nurturing broad networks creates competitive advantage by
showing that relational investment is a structural prerequisite for opportunity identification
itself, not only a source of value once collaboration is underway. Harrison et al.’s (2010)
concept of distributional justice is extended by showing that the gap between partner
commitment and actual behaviour is not primarily a fairness problem, but a structural feature
of collaborative innovation driven by conditions that lie largely outside the control of the

project.

The multidimensional stakeholder engagement framework of Leonidou et al (2020) is
extended by the findings that the relevance of different stakeholder groups as sources of
knowledge is not generic, but varies systematically depending on the sector and maturity of
the innovation context. Showing that the most valuable knowledge in some cases originates

from actors outside the immediate domain of the project.

Two findings represent contributions that go beyond what existing frameworks explicitly
address. The concentration of idea generation among a small number of individuals is a
recurring structural feature of collaborative innovation that neither Lichtenthaler (2011) nor
Goffin and Mitchell (2017) account for. The role of external timing as a critical, although
largely uncontrollable factor is similarly absent from both open innovation and stakeholder
theory, and the findings suggest that the capacity to read and respond to timing constitutes a
form of strategic competence that warrants greater attention in collaborative innovation

research.

7.3 Managerial implications

The findings carry several practical implications for organisations engaged in collaborative
innovation in energy transition contexts. Investing in relational capital before opportunities
arise is more valuable than responding to opportunities as they appear. Organisations that

maintain broad and active networks, cultivate long-term relationships with recurring partners
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and sustain ongoing stakeholder dialogue are consistently better positioned to recognise and
act on emerging opportunities. This relational investment cannot be created on demand and
should therefore be treated as a continuous strategic priority rather than a project- specific

activity.

Organisational identity and culture shape which opportunities are visible and which are not.
Leaders and managers should critically examine the filters through which their organisation
perceives the external environment, as these filters can systematically exclude relevant
opportunities that fall outside established priorities, mandate or commercial logics.
Awareness of the type of filter operating within an organisation is a prerequisite for

intentionally broadening or adjusting it.

Environmental scanning should not be left to informal individual practice. The consistent gap
between formal scanning structures and their actual use suggests that organisations need to
create dedicated time, roles and incentives for proactive environmental monitoring. Leaving
scanning dependent on the motivation and capacity of specific individuals creates fragility

that compounds over time, particularly when key people leave or change roles.

The concentration of idea generation among a smaller number of individuals is a structural
reality that organisations should acknowledge. Rather than designing processes that assume
broad internal participation, organisations may be better served by identifying and supporting
the small number of individuals who actually drive idea generation, while creating
lightweight mechanisms for others to contribute without the expectation of equal

involvement.

Managing external actor involvement requires attention to capacity and readiness, not only to
willingness and trust. Organisations should invest time in assessing the actual ability of
potential partners to contribute before formalising commitments, and should design
collaborations with the expectation that engagement will be uneven. Building in flexibility to
adjust partner roles as circumstances change reduces the risk that the leading organisation

must carry a disproportionate share of the work.

The gap between initial commitment and actual partner behaviour should be anticipated as a

structural feature of collaborative innovation instead of treated as an exceptional failure.
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Designing projects with contingency for reduced partner engagement, maintaining realistic
expectations about what formal agreements can guarantee, and building trust gradually
through smaller shared experiences before committing to large collaborative ventures are all

practical responses to this structural challenge.

Finally, the role of external timing should be taken seriously as a strategic variable.
Organisations that develop the capacity to monitor external conditions, recognise when
circumstances are shifting in ways that favour or undermine a particular initiative.
Organisations that make deliberate decisions about when to advance and when to pause are
better placed to navigate the inherent unpredictability of collaborative innovation in a

changing energy landscape.

7.4 Limitations of the research

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study. The
three cases were selected from the same innovation hub in Western Sweden, which
specialises in facilitating collaborative innovation projects with a particular focus on energy
transition. While this setting provides rich and contextually consistent material, it also limits
the transferability of the findings to other geographical, institutional or sectoral contexts.
Readers seeking to apply the findings in different settings should consider the extent to which

the conditions present in this context are comparable to their own.

The variation in the number of interviews across projects reflects the actual structure of each
case rather than a methodological limitation in access. Case X involved two relevant
participants, Case Y four and Case Z six, corresponding to the number of organisations
centrally involved in each project. This variation means that Case X provides a less nuanced
picture of internal diversity than the larger cases, which should be taken into account when

comparing findings across cases.

As a qualitative study using thematic analysis and an abductive approach, the findings are
shaped by the interpretive choices made throughout the research process. A different
researcher working with the same material might have identified different patterns or drawn

different theoretical connections. This is an inherent characteristic of qualitative research and
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it means that the findings should be understood as one analytically grounded interpretation

instead of a definitive account.

The interviews were conducted at a specific point in time and rely in part on retrospective
accounts of processes that had already concluded. Participants’ recollections may be shaped
by how projects ultimately ended, and the distance between the events described and the

moment of the interview may affect the precision on some accounts.

Finally, the expert interview, while providing a valuable broader perspective, represents a
single external viewpoint. A wider set of expert perspectives would have strengthened the

external contextualisation of the findings.

7.5 Implications for future research

The findings of this study open several avenues for future research that could deepen and
extend the understanding of early innovation processes in collaborative energy transition

contexts.

The typology of four organisational filters identified in this study represents an empirical
contribution that would benefit from further development. Future research could examine
whether these filter types are specific to energy transition contexts or whether they appear in
other sectors undergoing systemic change, whether additional filter types exist beyond those
identified here, and whether organisations can deliberately shift between filter types as their

strategic context evolves.

The consistent concentration of idea generation among a small number of individuals is a
finding that existing frameworks do not account for and that warrants dedicated investigation.
Future research could examine what conditions produce or reinforce this concentration,
whether it affects the quality and diversity of ideas generated, and whether interventions

designed to broaden internal participation can meaningfully change this pattern in practice.
The role of external timing as a critical, but largely uncontrollable, factor in collaborative

innovation is a dimension that neither open innovation nor stakeholder theory currently

addresses. Future research could develop a more systematic understanding of how
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organisations develop the capacity to read and respond to timing, and what organisational

practices or structures support this capability.

The gap between initial partner commitment and actual behaviour emerged as a structural
feature of collaborative innovation across different projects. Future research could examine
whether this gap is more or less prominent in different collaborative structures, funding
models or governance arrangements, and whether specific design choices at the project early

stage can reduce its consequences.

Finally, the study highlights the person-dependence of key innovation capabilities including
environmental scanning, knowledge transfer and relationship maintenance. Future research
could investigate how organisations can build more robust organisational foundations for
these capabilities, reducing their vulnerability to individual turnover while preserving the

flexibility and judgement that makes them effective in practice.
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9. APPENDIX

Appendix 1: Interview form - respondents from cases

Introduction

Informed consent?

Before we begin, I would like to ask a few background questions to better understand your
role and the organisational context.

Background questions:
1. What is your current role or position within your organisation?

2. Which organisation do you represent?

3. Where is your organisation primarily based? Sweden, internationally, or both?

4. Can you briefly describe your role and responsibilities in the project related to the
energy transition that you have worked on?

Context questions
1. What does innovation mean to you?

2. What does a stakeholder mean to you?

Please answer based on your own experiences, and when possible, focus particularly on the
project related to the energy transition that you have worked on and that is relevant to this
study.

Part 1 - Initiation phase
Internal perspective

Focus: How the organisation internally identifies opportunities and prepares for innovation.

Main question 1: How were the opportunities related to innovation within the energy
transition identified in this project?

Follow-up questions:
- How do you monitor trends or developments in the external environment?
- Are there specific tools, processes, or activities used to identify innovation
opportunities?

Main question 2: Who within the organisation is typically involved in identifying or
exploring potential innovation opportunities?

Follow-up questions:
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- Are there specific teams or roles responsible for identifying innovation
opportunities?
- How is knowledge about markets, technologies, or stakeholders gathered
internally?
- How is this knowledge shared across different parts of the organisation?
Main question 3: How do internal factors within the organisation influence how innovation
opportunities are identified?

Follow-up questions:

- How does the organisation’s innovation strategy influence which opportunities are
considered?

- In what ways do organisational structures or decision-making processes influence
the identification of opportunities?

- How does organisational culture influence employees” willingness to contribute
new ideas?

- How do internal competencies or expertise influence how opportunities are
identified?

External perspective
Focus: Stakeholders and external sources of knowledge in identifying opportunities.

Main question 1: In this project, which external actors contributed important information
for identifying new opportunities within the energy transition?

Follow-up questions:
- How are these stakeholders identified and prioritised?
- Do customers play a role in identifying innovation opportunities?
- How do suppliers contribute to identifying new opportunities?
- Are universities or research institutes involved in identifying potential innovations?
- What role do regulators or authorities play in shaping innovation opportunities?
- Are industry partners or networks important sources of new ideas?

Main question 2: How does your organisation interact with or gather knowledge from these
external stakeholders?

Follow-up questions:
- Do you collaborate formally with external partners to gain knowledge or insights?
- How important are industry events, networks, or platforms for gathering
information?
- Do you collaborate with research institutions or universities to gain new
knowledge?
- How do you collect feedback or insights from customers?
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Main question 3: In this project, how did interactions (for example meetings, workshops, or
collaborations ) with different stakeholders influence the work of identifying new
innovation opportunities?

Follow-up questions:
- Do stakeholders help identify new needs or problems that may lead to innovation
opportunities?
- Do external actors contribute ideas or knowledge about potential technologies or
solutions?
- Are there specific mechanisms or channels used to involve stakeholders in the early
stages of innovation?

Part 2 - Idea development phase

Internal perspective
Focus: Internal development of ideas and use of existing knowledge.

Main question : In this project, how were ideas for new energy solutions generated in the
idea development phase, and how did you continue working to develop these ideas?

Follow-up questions:
- Are ideas generated through internal brainstorming sessions or workshops?
- Do research and development activities play a role in generating new ideas?
- Are innovation initiatives driven by strategic goals or management priorities?
- Are employees encouraged to propose ideas for innovation?

Main question 2: Who is typically involved internally in the idea development process?

Follow-up questions:
- Are cross-functional teams involved in the development of new ideas?
- Which departments are typically involved in the idea development process?
- How involved is management or top management in the development of ideas?

Main question 3: In this project, how was existing knowledge used when ideas for new
energy solutions were developed and refined in the idea development phase?

Follow-up questions:

- How are experiences or lessons from previous projects used when generating new
ideas?

- Are there systems or ways of working to store and share knowledge internally?

- How do employees access knowledge or expertise from other parts of the
organisation?

- How does the organisation ensure that valuable knowledge is reused in new
innovation initiatives?

129



External perspective
Focus: Collaboration with stakeholders and open innovation.

Main question 1: In this project, how were external stakeholders involved in the
development of new innovation ideas?

Follow-up questions:
- At what stage are stakeholders typically involved in the idea development process?
- Are stakeholders involved continuously or only in specific situations?
- Which types of stakeholders are most involved in the development of innovation
ideas?

Main question 2: How did external partners contribute to the innovation project?

Follow-up questions:
- Do external partners contribute knowledge or expertise to innovation projects?
- Do they contribute ideas or technological solutions?
- Are stakeholders involved in testing or developing new solutions?
- Do partners contribute resources or infrastructure to innovation projects?

Main question 3: How does your organisation share or exchange knowledge with external
partners during the development of innovation ideas?

Follow-up questions:

- In what ways does the organisation share its own expertise or technologies with
partners?

- How are insights or knowledge from external collaborations integrated into the
development of ideas?

- Are there challenges related to sharing knowledge with external partners?

- How are long-term collaborations maintained to continue accessing external
knowledge?

Part 3 - Results and reflections
Main question 1: Based on your experience, how does collaboration with stakeholders
influence the innovation project within the energy transition?

Follow-up questions:
- Does collaboration affect the legitimacy of innovation projects?
- Does collaboration affect how successful the innovation projects are?
- Does collaboration affect how innovation projects are received by external actors?
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Main question 2: Which factors make collaboration between your organisation
stakeholders successful?

Follow-up questions:
- How important are trust and long-term relationships for successful collaboration?
- How does communication influence the outcomes of collaboration?
- How important is it that organisations and stakeholders share common goals?
- How does knowledge sharing contribute to successful collaboration?

Main question 3: What challenges or barriers arise when collaborating with different
stakeholders?

Follow-up questions:
- Do conflicting interests between stakeholders create challenges?
- Do difficulties arise in coordination or communication between partners?
- Are there barriers related to sharing knowledge or information?
- Do organisational or cultural differences create challenges in collaboration?

Final question: Is there anything else you consider important regarding collaboration with
stakeholders and innovation within the energy transition that we have not discussed?

131




Appendix 2: Interview form - experts

Context questions
What does innovation mean to you?
What does a stakeholder mean to you?

Part 1 - Initiation phase
Focus: How innovation opportunities are identified.

Main question 1: Based on your experience, how are innovation opportunities within the
energy transition typically identified within organisations?

Follow-up prompts:
- Role of internal processes, strategy, and organisational factors
- Role of external factors (e.g., customers, suppliers, regulators, research institutions)
- How organisations gather and use information from external stakeholders
- How interactions (e.g., meetings, collaborations) influence opportunity
identification

Main question 2: Who is typically involved in identifying and shaping innovation
opportunities, both internally and externally?

Follow-up prompts:
- Internal roles, teams, and decision-making structures
- External stakeholders and how they are selected or prioritised
- How knowledge is shared internally and across organisational boundaries

Part 2 - Idea development phase
Focus: How ideas are generated, developed, and refined.

Main question 1: How are ideas for new energy solutions typically generated and
developed within organisations?

Follow-up prompts
- Internal processes (e.g., workshops, R&D, strategic initiatives)
- Role of employees, management, and cross-functional teams
- Use of existing knowledge, experience, and internal capabilities

Main question 2: What role do external stakeholders play in the development of innovation
ideas?

132



Follow-up prompts:
- Types of stakeholders involved and when they are engaged
- How external partners contribute (knowledge, ideas, resources)
- How organisations collaborate and exchange knowledge with external actors

Part 3 - Results and reflections
Focus: Outcomes, success factors, and challenges

Main question 1: Based on your experience, how does collaboration with stakeholders
influence innovation within the energy transition?

Follow-up prompts:
- Impact on success legitimacy, and adoption of innovations

Main question 2: What factors contribute to successful collaboration between organisations
and stakeholders?

Follow-up prompts:
- Trust, communication, shared goals
- knowledge sharing and long-term relationships

Main question 3: What challenges or barriers typically arise in collaboration between
organisations and stakeholders?

Follow-up prompts:
- Conflicting interests
- Coordination and communication issues
- Knowledge sharing challenges
- Organisational or cultural differences

Final question: Is there anything else you consider important regarding stakeholder
collaboration and innovation within the energy transition?
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Appendix 3: Aggregated codes from thematic analysis

The thematic analysis included over 1600 first-degree codes from the twelve interviews. The
codes were aggregated to subcodes, i.e. groups of the same “type” of code to easily illustrate
these findings in the appendix. The subcodes are divided to illustrate with codes related to the

different research subquestions, i.e. the initiation phase, the ideation phase and

success/challenging factors.

Interviewee

Subcodes

The organisation’s role and experience in energy planning

Structural deficiencies and knowledge gaps in municipalities’ energy planning

Selective environmental scanning as a basis for strategic choices

The network as an arena for creating and capturing opportunities

Structured collaboration with regional, national and municipal actors

International collaboration as a source of knowledge, contracts and project opportunities
Open organisational culture and diversity of perspectives as a prerequisite for innovation
Limited influence over the project’s core idea upon late entry

The project as an exploratory platform rather than a solution-oriented initiative

The innovation leader’s role in project development and environmental scanning
Communication as a planned component without influence on the project’s core idea

A perceived gap and the absence of a responsible actor as a driver for engagement

Own perspective and knowledge as a contribution to the project

Iterative and context-adapted methodology development in collaboration with municipalities
Experience, clear structure and collaboration as a driving force in the project
Engagement and long-term commitment among participating parties

A favourable external environment as a facilitating factor for the project

Municipalities’ organisational conditions and maturity as a differentiating factor
Municipal energy companies as a source of expertise and conditions for collaboration
Structural barriers and complexity in collaboration with external energy companies

A culture of collaboration as a structural strength in Swedish municipalities

Time and resource constraints as a structural barrier to innovation work

Gap between planning and implementation as the basis for opportunity identification
Experience-based and intuitive opportunity identification

Opportunity identification concentrated at management level with limited internal
participation

External funding and calls as the governing framework for opportunity identification
Partner networks as an active source of opportunity identification and knowledge exchange
Simple core idea iteratively refined through resource and target group choices

Stable external partnership as the strategic framework for idea generation

Idea generation concentrated among the same internal actors as in opportunity identification
Internal and external experience as the knowledge base for idea generation

Collaborative but centralised decision-making in idea generation

Differentiated knowledge contributions from partners based on experience and role
Structured internal knowledge sharing through meetings at multiple levels

Long-term relationships with partners as the foundation for recurring collaboration

The project’s high success confirmed through external interest and organic dissemination of
the methodology

Shared vision, consensus and homogeneous partner composition as decisive factors

Staff turnover and national legal differences as unforeseen barriers to the project’s continuity
and consistency

Grounding in a genuinely identified need and personal motivation as a universal success
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factor for innovation

Climate transition and prior projects as drivers for project initiation

External signals and weak trends as the basis for opportunity identification

Formalised but underutilised internal process for opportunity identification

External funding as regional priorities as governing frameworks for opportunity identification
Domain knowledge and individual competence as the foundation for opportunity
identification

The organisation’s strategic direction and competence as a delimiting framework for
opportunity identification

External organisation as the primary initiator with the organisation as a co-creating partner
Exploratory and iterative idea generation in an early market phase

Existing knowledge applied in a new context as the central mechanism in idea generation
Active outreach and matchmaking as a method for involving external actors in idea generation
Personal engagement and a broad participant profile as a prerequisite for idea generation in an
early innovation ecosystem

External input and needs formulation as a driver for idea generation

Differentiated capacity and uneven engagement among stakeholders in idea generation
Strategic partner selection with a focus on early and smaller actors in need of support
Long-term partnership and network maintenance dependent on external financing

Uneven partner engagement and a gap between expectations and actual behaviour

The organisation’s strong delivery despite uneven partnership

Personal engagement, future orientation and trust as success factors in the collaboration

The project’s early maturity level and unfavourable external conditions as polarising and
complicating factor

Shared understanding of goals and a balance between exploratory and systematic ways of
working as critical success factors

Political mandate and favourable external conditions as triggering factors for project initiation
Informal and network-based environmental scanning as the foundation for early trend
identification

Systematic internal process for strategy development and mapping of new areas

Political governance and resource constraints as structural barriers and framework conditions
for opportunity identification

Active and systematic stakeholder identification and recruitment in an unexplored area
External validation and strong interest from actors as confirmation of the project’s relevance
Identified knowledge gap among actors as confirmation of the project’s relevance and need
Needs-based and inclusive idea generation grounded in dialogue with stakeholders
Structured knowledge dissemination and competence development as a prerequisite for idea
generation

Dynamic and adaptive idea generation driven by continuous knowledge acquisition and rapid
technological change

Communication and visibility as tools for attracting actors and disseminating ideas

Gap between public actors’ initial enthusiasm and actual engagement in implementation

The project leaders’ personal engagement, passionate advocates and communication as
decisive success factors

Conlflicts, competence gaps and personnel changes as structural barriers in the collaboration
Structural challenges with public actors: mandate, pace and system change

Lessons learned about partnership and consortium building for future projects

Political mandate and systematic sector review as the basis for opportunity identification
Combination of municipal mandate and business perspective as the strategic framework for
opportunity identification

The organisation’s mandate and culture as an enabling framework for opportunity
identification
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Active and broad dialogue with industry actors and international environmental scanning as
the basis for opportunity identification

Identified knowledge gap among harbours as confirmation of the project’s relevance and need
Backwards-linked and need-driven idea generation from vision to concrete activities

Idea generation concentrated among two key people with complementary competence
Cross-sector transfer of experiences and personal knowledge as the primary mechanism for
idea generation

External dialogue with partners as a source of ideas and needs formulation

Project financing’s structural limitations and partners’ insufficient readiness for active
participation

Political anchoring, internal drive and strategic fit as decisive success factors

The Norwegian partner’s experience and enthusiasm as a central success factors in the
collaboration

Economic barriers and insufficient commercial maturity as a challenge in working with
harbours

Timing and actors’ capacity as decisive factors for whether collaboration and engagement is
possible

Identified market gap and favourable timing as the basis for project initiation

Late and forced inclusion in the project with limited anchoring and understanding
Expectation of external support as a motivating factor that was not fulfilled

Knowledge asymmetry and staff turnover as structural challenges the collaboration

Internal organising and the role of management in project initiation

Individual and selective idea generation with limited internal collaboration

Cross-sector transfer from the electric vehicle and charging market as the central knowledge
base for idea generation

Suppliers and independent research as primary sources for technical knowledge acquisition
Rapid technological development as a challenge and driver for adaptive idea generation
Knowledge asymmetry and uneven engagement in the project’s meetings and knowledge
sharing

Insufficient competence, unclear anchoring and unrealistic expectations among partners as
primary barriers

The interviewee’s action orientation and independent drive as compensation for slow project
dynamics

Gap between the project’s formal support and the interviewee’s actual needs

Networking, visibility and concrete deliverables as the project’s primary value

The project’s size, geographical spread and broad focus as structural barriers to innovation
Lessons learned about the project’s focus choices and partnership for future projects

Internal strategic analysis and the organisation’s mission as the basis for opportunity
identification

Combination of external funding call, prior projects and identified needs owners as a
combined trigger for project initiation

Informal and experience-based environmental scanning with a focus on listening and
understanding needs

Needs owner focus and the organisation’s role as a bridge in the innovation system
Organisational culture and core values as a prerequisite for innovation work

Iterative and selective partner identification and recruitment in the application phase
Formalised internal decision process for project initiation

Iterative and outward-facing idea generation process grounded in real needs

Existing knowledge and prior projects as the knowledge base for idea generation
Late entry into already formulated projects and its consequences for idea influence
Feasibility, viability and desirability as a framework for assessing innovation potential
Time scarcity among external actors as a structural barrier to innovation engagement
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Relationships, results and risks as interconnected factors for innovation success

Trust, courage and the right mix of personalities as cultural success factors

Pace, ambition and complementary personalities as decisive for the project’s progress
Timing and geopolitical external conditions as decisive factors for the project’s impact
Portfolio synergies and iterative project development as organisational lessons

The innovation leader role as primary responsible for opportunity identification with support
from the entire organisation

Craft-based and network-driven environmental scanning as the primary method for
information gathering

Internal knowledge sharing through regular meetings and structured processes

The organisation’s mission, focus areas and culture as the governing framework for
opportunity identification

External financing and needs formulation as governing conditions for opportunity
identification

Stakeholder dialogue and concepts testing as the primary method for idea generation

The innovation leader’s role and internal structure in idea generation

Prior projects and structured knowledge management as the foundation for idea generation
The organisation’s role in formulating and packaging external actors’ needs into projects ideas
Insufficient external involvement in idea generation as an organisational weakness
Long-term partner relationships and trust as prerequisite for idea generation and project
initiation

Trust, genuine needs and a clear recipient as decisive success factors

Distingenuous or forced partner engagement as a structural risk in the collaboration

Long lead times and expectation gasps around innovation as structural barriers

The project opportunity identified through invitation rather than active searching

Personal interest, future collaborations and benefits as motivating factors for participation
Inclusion in the project through existing relationships and competence matching

Limited and informal environmental scanning focused on market and acquisition opportunities
Economic targets, market logic and the organisation’s traditional culture as governing
frameworks

Clear briefing, division of roles and structured meetings as the foundation for collaboration
Limited and organic internal idea generation concentrated among key people

Existing technical competence as a sufficient knowledge base for idea generation

External actors’ engagement and future orientation as a source of inspiration for idea
generation

Practical tests and tripartite collaboration as the central method for joint learning

Personal responsibility and project-based ways of working as the foundation for long-term
relationships

The collaboration’s positive synergy effects and the central role of driving actors as success
factors

Missed potential and resource constraints as barriers to building on the project’s results
Genuine points of connection and naturally emerging collaborations as the foundation for
successful innovation

10

Political mandates, collaboration needs and government directives as external triggers for
project initiation

The strategy role’s central responsibility for environmental scanning and needs identification
Business plan and continuous environmental analysis as strategic governance tools
Identification of strategic opportunity areas through practical establishment work and process
analysis

The organisation’s culture, structure and professionalisation as an enabling framework

Broad and varied external interaction as a method for environmental scanning and stakeholder
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dialogue

Needs identification and hypothesis formulation as the foundation for idea generation
Externally initiated filtered against the business plan and value potential

Broad personal experience and contact network as the primary knowledge base for idea
generation

Active matching of funding calls against the organisation’s mission and personal network
building

Partner collaboration, funder dialogue and shared responsibility as the foundation for project
formulation

Trust, confidence and open dialogue as the foundation for effective collaboration

Project financing as an insufficient model for long-term energy challenges

Stakeholder analysis, network nurturing and regional ecosystem as strategic assets
Analytical reflection on the project’s results and future opportunities

Individual orientation, timing and problem-solving orientation as decisive factors for
innovation

11

Legal requirements and external demands as a direct trigger for needs identification and
project initiation

Formalised innovation process as a response to the organisation’s traditionally target-driven
culture

Cross-functional teams and clear division of roles as a prerequisite for innovation work
Organisational culture, leadership and individual qualities as decisive factors for innovation
work

Broad knowledge gathering and complementary actor involvement as the basis for
opportunity identification

Mapping of power needs and knowledge building as the foundation for idea generation

The strength of the need and political changes as governing factors for prioritising innovation
work

Small cross-functional team with divided meetings and parallel tracks as a way of working
Creative and associative idea generation work with iterative movement toward testability
Strategic supplier selection and complementary partner roles as the foundation for idea
generation

Network building and broad presence as a strategic activity for business development
Emotional dynamics and knowledge enhancement as drivers for engagement in the innovation
process

Visibility, pride and perceived benefit as success factors and motivation enhancers
Knowledge gaps and resource constraints as primary barriers combined with cultural
preconditions

Need for adapted KPIs and follow-up methods for innovation work

Feedback, demonstrated benefit and credibility capital as a prerequisite for continued
innovation engagement

12

Municipal mandate and an external key person as triggers for project initiation

Reactive approach and municipal ownership as limiting factors for proactive opportunity
identification

Administrative organisational culture and the character of the property industry as barriers to
innovation work

Limited innovation role and focus on implementation rather than idea generation

Supplier dialogue and industry events as methods for knowledge gathering and networking
Workshop-based and collective idea generation adapted to the participants’ competencies
Two-step process between internal preparation and external presentation with the interviewee
as a bridge

Insufficient knowledge management and internal culture as barriers to knowledge sharing
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The project’s value as an eye-opener and knowledge broadener for the organisation

The individuals’ qualities and mutual respect as decisive success factors

Timing, the right entry point and competition from ordinary operations as structural barriers
Knowledge sharing and external perspectives as prerequisites for organisational development
and innovation
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