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Introduction

“I am so delighted I could almost cry.

I’m just so proud to have contributed to this project.”

Eight Indian students, a Korean designer, a Mexican head of marketing, a Finnish 
tech nerd, an English product engineer and two Dutch consulting guys (us) are 
standing in a circle in a hotel ballroom in Mumbai. We are reflecting on a co-creation 
workshop we’ve just finished, in an exercise called “Pinging Out”.

“I never thought my opinion would be relevant to something as important as this. 
The only advice I can give is: please keep doing this type of session. I really hope you 
take our lives and opinions to heart when you develop your next phone.” She is so 
emotional that tears well up in her eyes.

And that extraordinary power of the process we call co-creation, is what this book is 
all about. Although “Pinging Out” in Mumbai with twelve complete strangers, hand-
picked from around the globe, may sound strange to some, it’s second nature to us. 
We’ve been in similar situations from China to Brazil. 

The workshop described above was part of a project to develop a breakthrough, new 
proposition for a global mobile phone manufacturer. We wanted to truly understand 
what it’s like to be a young adult in big-city India, Mexico, Nigeria, or Indonesia. What 
is life like, what are their dreams, aspirations, daily struggles? And to develop ideas, 
products, services directly with them, bypassing the more traditional, office-based 
and long-winded process most corporations use.

In that ballroom, all participants were handpicked for their perspectives, both the 
Indian young adults and the client-side professionals. The mix of perspectives 
opened up a fascinating discussion, and each of us felt we had contributed and 
learned. The process enabled us to “stand on each other’s shoulders, rather than on 
each other’s toes”.

Back at Telco HQ, senior leadership teams were eagerly awaiting our learnings and 
ideas; big decisions ready to be taken. The outcomes of our whistle-stop immersive 
learning journey retrospectively transformed the approach, perspective, and busi-
ness success of a multi-billion-dollar division.

INTRO DUCTION
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Admittedly, this is not an everyday situation: new phones aren’t conceived in Mum-
bai every day. But the perspectives, principles, even the session setup and remark-
able impact are, for lack of a better word, standard. You can apply co-creation to any 
issue you want to solve, change, or improve. This book will show you how. Not only 
will we explain what the term co-creation means, but also, in detail, how to make it 
work. We don’t bring people to tears on a daily basis, but if done well, the process of 
combining perspectives into a structured, creative process does lead to enormous 
energy, momentum and joy, as well as great solutions. We should definitely do this 
more often, as people.

We as humans are wired co-creators, it’s in our DNA. We 
love to do it, but somehow, we lost the habit along the 
way. All of humanity’s great achievements were done 
through dreaming and co-creation, from setting foot on 
the moon to creating the internet. The smartest organ-
izations have since embedded co-creation in their cul-
ture, and leapfrog others, innovating at a relentless pace. 
Stuff simply gets better when done together, becoming 
the multiple of everybody involved. Nothing truly great 
was ever conceived and achieved by a single person. 
To progress, we must stand on the shoulders of others.

You can choose to stay on the sideline of history and do things the old way – which is 
actually not that old anyway. With the industrial revolution and specializations came 
silo thinking and a profit focus which basically killed original and meaningful creativ-
ity. It also took critical minds away from creative processes. This is basically the start 
of how we ended up in the mess that we currently live in today. 

Still, mankind has also created many beautiful things, but just imagine what it could 
have been if we had taken the effort to allow many more perspectives onboard 
when we were creating pesticides, SUVs, and air conditioning systems. Are these 
solutions really the best way to grow food, move people or cool homes?

Most probably, in a fast-paced world full of complex challenges and purpose-driven 
people, you simply cannot survive without co-creation. Will you be able to solve 
every problem yourself? Probably not: in an interconnected world, you will need to 
collaborate with customers, clients, even competitors.

Just take Tesla as an example: nonhierarchical round-table sessions are used to solve 
technical problems on the factory floor. Probably Volkswagen would like a piece of 
that mentality. The old paradigms are quickly replaced by new ones, leaving the old 
world in a cloud of dust.
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There is hope. Taking the perspectives of all stakeholders into account when cre-
ating new lines of business leads to better products. If you leave innovation up to 
sales (or for that matter, any other single department) … well, we all know what will 
happen. And logically so, they have targets and are rewarded accordingly. But what if 
we could create products and services, even enterprises that serve many more pur-
poses than just one? What if we would look at them integrally? Imagine the impact 
you can make on the triple bottom line (people, planet, profit). Co-creation allows 
you to achieve this. It unleashes energy, mandate, and momentum like you have 
never seen before; it engages people at a completely different level than standard 
business procedures. 

In a nutshell, that’s why we decided to write this book, because solutions filled with 
joy, impact and momentum are precisely what we need in this “decade of change”. 
If we don’t manage to collaborate in an effective and meaningful way, we will sim-
ply be unable to make the change the world needs. We are optimists (well, to be 
precise, we are one tech optimist/engineer and one culture optimist/anthropologist) 
and believers in the potential for companies to be a force for good. We have nine 
years – and counting – left until 2030 and it’s safe to say we need all the “good” we 
can get from companies. 

Many professionals in the worlds of business, politics, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, and education call for “more collaboration”. How this should actually take 
place, however, or who should be involved and why, are usually left quite vague. We 
intend to help you blow away the fog. This book has been written to give practical 
guidance to changemakers who want to use the power of co-creation to develop 
solutions, opportunities, and progress. 

Over the past fifteen years we’ve seen co-creation evolve from a hype among 
researchers into a well-respected way-of-working, more recently even it has become 
a pillar of many an organization’s strategy. During this time, we’ve developed, applied, 
and fine-tuned a simple approach to co-creation that has proven successful across a 
wide range of industries, regardless of topic, language, or culture. 

We have seen people, teams, organizations change as a consequence of co-cre-
ation: new businesses ignited, coalitions formed, ways of working established. In 
this book, we take you into the engine room of our approach, explain how the motor 
works, and then show you how to drive.

Far from rocket science, the approach described in this book would most likely also 
work for rocket science (NASA is – as yet – not one of our clients). We have worked 
with pensioners and pubescents, professors, nurses, young moms, learner-drivers, 
fighter-pilot-in-helmet-screen-display-ux-designers, brewers, bankers, and librarians. 
It works, no matter where you are or what your question is.
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The central premise to co-creation was coined 
by Silicon Valley guru and Sun founder Bill Joy: 
“No matter who you are, most of the smartest 

people always work somewhere else.” 

Have a cup of tea and let that one sink in, because as well as mathematically inevita-
ble, it is the rock that the lighthouse of co-creation is built upon (pardon the metaphor). 
Bringing the perspectives of experts, stakeholders, customers, clients, and coworkers 
on board, using the resulting collective intelligence to create remarkable solutions.

We’ve found that not only do “people who work somewhere else” have a highly val-
uable contribution to make, but as illustrated above, many of them are also delighted 
to do so. Although some country, company or industry cultures are more secretive 
than others, we’ve found that there is a global, innately human desire to contribute 
to progress. To be part of somebody’s solution, to “help”.

This is a practical How-to book, taking you through the process, so you can put 
things into practice as you read (or vice versa). In the following chapters, we will take 
you through the so-called Five Guiding Principles of Co-creation, which serve both 
as a set of sequential steps and as a mantra for changemakers. We have written 
this book with you as a practitioner (innovator, design thinker, facilitator, strategist, 
connector) in mind, but you can also read it when you are simply very interested in 
“new ways to innovate”. It could be a source of inspiration for anyone looking for 
change and using a new process to do just that. 

This book is laced with facts, stats, anecdotes, and lists. You will notice that we like 
lists of five. For some reason co-creation works in fives. We recommend you treat 
the different sections differently. 

In Section I, we will dive into WHAT co-creation is. This is meant to be inspirational, 
and you should read it all the way through to grasp the richness of the topic. Then, 
in Section II, we will introduce our “rock stars”: The Five Guiding Principles. We 
have compiled all our knowledge on organizing expert co-creation sessions. This is a 
detailed handbook to prepare and carry out those sessions. You can browse through 
the pages and simply dive deeper into what matters to you. We can imagine that 
you leave comments here and there, stick Post-its to pages, flip back and forth to 
get your head around it. It is rather like a survival handbook: go to page 44 for edible 
berries. In Section III we have taken our approach online and mapped out all the 
(sometimes tiny) differences between offline and online sessions. Only read this 
part when you have fully read and grasped Section II.
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As noted above, this is not an academic publication, but a practical book based on 
years of boots-on-the-ground experience. We have not only used these methods 
for our consulting business but also frequently “eaten our own dog food”, applying 
co-creation to challenges we faced in our own initiatives. We also tell the personal 
story of how we founded the world’s first – and only – Jean School as a decisive step 
in taking the one hundred-billion-dollar global denim industry towards a “brighter 
blue” future. It is a source of inspiration and nicely touches upon all aspects of the 
Guiding Principles.

We hope this book helps you become the inspirational changemaker the world 
needs you to be. 

If nothing else, co-creation will give you a fresh perspective. Be prepared to hear 
things that will challenge your views, thoughts, and opinions. The more you listen, 
the more you extract, and the greater the experience. From one of our co-creation 
sessions, this time in New York City, in a downtown SoHo apartment turned co-crea-
tion space, while working hard on new home automation solutions for a global tech 
company:

Client: “But that’s just a ten-dollar piece of technology!”

Co-creator: “Okay, but it’s a one-hundred-dollar solution.”
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Welcome to the world of co-creation. Congratulations on making it past the 
introduction: you are now entering the engine room of impact. To start off 
properly, this section aims to lift the shroud of mystery that surrounds the 
term co-creation and introduce the four main types – each with their own pros 
and cons. You will see that co-creation, although collaborative, is something 
very different than collaboration. Great news for ambitious changemakers: 
co-creation offers specific, structured, concrete ways for others to contribute 
to what you want to conceive and achieve. 

Expert co-creation

This handbook is for changemakers who want to organize co-creation sessions with 
a group of people, to solve a particular problem: we call this approach expert co-crea-
tion. In this first chapter we will show you that there are also other types of co-crea-
tion. We won’t be discussing these in great detail, but you will be pleased to hear 
that the principles we outline in this book (see Section II: The Guiding Principles of 
Co-creation) can be applied to all existing and future ways of co-creation. That is why 
they are called principles. But before we dive into them, let’s take a look at what’s out 
there: some basics, first.

How is co-creation different from collaboration?

Collaboration literally means “working together”. This could mean anything from 
building a brick wall to bringing a man to the moon – and back.

Co-creation is different. It is about bringing things into being, together, forming them 
out of nothing. You can dream up something that wasn’t there before. And make 
it happen. It holds a promise which is almost unbelievable: are we actually able to 
create something new, right here on the spot? Is it actually possible to set up a 
structured process that makes creativity happen? We can answer that affirmatively: 
YES. With a fresh set of perspectives (people) brought together for a specific task, 
in the right setting, you will always end up with unexpected (new) output. Always. 

Collaborate or Die

We have chosen the title of our book because we firmly believe in both collaboration 
and co-creation. We see co-creation as a specific part of collaboration (the begin-
ning). And this book addresses that part. With the title, we wanted to stress the 
importance of collaboration, also given the fact that this term is widely understood, 
and the term co-creation isn’t (yet). Hence the book. 

The co-creation movement started in the 1980s, when involving consumers in the 
development of new products, became an accepted way of working. One decade 
later it was seen as a new source of competitive advantage. Due to the internet, 
online co-creation became hot in the 2000s. In the tens, we saw the growth in busi-
ness-to-business co-creation, and it became an accepted serious strategic innovation 
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tool. We can safely argue that co-creation is now a wide-spread phenomenon and a 
huge practice. We can use this momentum and power for good. We believe that in 
the twenties co-creation will be an indispensable tool for anyone trying to solve the 
challenges of our time. Systems have become so complex and interconnected that 
one needs many perspectives to solve specific problems. For example, missing crucial 
links in a value chain means not being able to create circular business models. We will 
address the coming decade later in this section, but we are getting ahead of ourselves, 
so let’s bring some clarity first.

It feels like a good step to start this section with some sort of a definition. Here’s the 
one which has stood the test of time for us for the past fifteen years.

Co-creation is:
The collaborative process of creating new value, 

with external experts and stakeholders. 

The value in question could be anything you want, like a solution, new ideas for 
products or services, business models or a strategy, even a campaign idea or the 
start of an entire movement. The word “new” serves to identify that we are creating 
something that wasn’t there before. Incremental improvements to existing business 
count too, but due to the effort involved, co-creation is generally applied to more 
complex challenges.

The experts and stakeholders are different for every question: it could be anyone 
outside your team: a customer, a neighbor, a teacher, a nuclear scientist, a soccer 
mom. We use the term “external” to set co-creation apart from collaborating with 
coworkers from inside your own organization. Although highly commendable, this  
– in our view – is just normal working practice. Co-creation is about bringing on board 
– and unleashing – the power of perspectives that are different to your own. In the 
next section (under Principle 2), we will discuss helpful frameworks to identify who 
to ask for input, and how to get it. 

As any innovation professional worth his Post-it notes will tell you, innovation – and 
thus co-creation – is a fuzzy and uncertain process that requires heaps of effort, crea-
tivity and hard work. IDEO’s founder, David Kelly (hands-down one of the world’s 
most-revered design experts) aptly describes innovation as ‘messy and unglamorous’ 
(wish we had come up with that description). You will come to see that co-creation 
has many moments like that throughout the process.
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One of the key things we’ve learned is that co-creation is best applied to “real”, 
urgent challenges that have true potential for progress, and thus have the power 
to intrinsically inspire participation. We’ve regularly been asked to “do one of those 
fun sessions with Post-it notes – so inspiring!”, but if there’s no ambition to actually 
change anything, there’s no real reason for participants to contribute. It becomes 
recreational: potentially lots of fun, but no real sense of purpose.

Once you know WHAT you want to achieve, it’s time to start thinking about HOW 
you want to achieve it. There are a number of distinctly different types of co-crea-
tion, so before diving into HOW it’s done, let’s begin by explaining four main types, 
when to use which type and why – illustrated with some interesting case studies. 
What connects all types of co-creation, is that they take real effort to do properly.
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Four types 
of co-creation
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Two axes define the four types of co-creation:

 1  Who is invited to contribute? (Can anyone join in or are contributors selected?)
 2 Who owns the outcome? (The initiator or all contributors?)

Putting contribution and ownership together gives us a lovely 2x2 matrix, the 
“weapon of choice” for consultants and professors the world over. What follows are 
four types of co-creation. Each type has its own specific pros and cons, so choose 
wisely.

  Crowdsourcing. Where an initiator invites “everyone” to contribute ideas 
towards the challenge he or she has. It can be an open call for concepts, designs, 
ideas, solutions… The initiator “owns” the outcomes.

 
  Community co-creation. Where communities (groups of people who share 

an interest, identity, or benefit) contribute towards a shared purpose. Everyone 
within the community (could be everyone) benefits from the outcome.

  Coalitions. Where groups of selected individuals/organizations join forces to 
realize a shared goal that none of them could achieve individually. Outcomes are 
owned/shared by all contributors.

  Expert co-creation. Where specific experts are handpicked to synthesize per-
spectives and solve an initiator’s challenge. Interactions between participants are 
generally deeper than in Crowd Sourcing cases, and the outcomes are “owned” 
solely by the initiator.
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