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Aim & Methodology

• Identify the status of research on customer-centric innovation methods

• Identify trends in digitization

• Collection of digital technologies to realise customer innovation

• Development of a toolbox with instruments, methods and procedures for 
customer innovation

• Develop application notes for SMEs to realise customer innovation

→ Identifying key barriers and enablers for the realisation of customer innovation via digital tools

Methodology

• Multivocal Literature Review

• Form of Systemic Literature Review including
• Grey literature (blog posts, videos and white papers)

• Formal, published literature (journal and conference papers)
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Motivation

• Necessity to align innovation activity with current and potential customer needs

• Customer-centric innovation is done with customers – interaction of organizations and customers to innovate 
together

• Create framework to allow customer-centric innovation without geographic and time constraints

• Dynamic engagement of customers

• Strengthen competitiveness of SMEs

• Consideration of SME specific obstacles and enablers

Customer-centric innovation:
• Innovation with customers

• Customer as a primary source of ideas to initiate innovation activities

• Companies open their research and development activities (open innovation)

• Customer integration throughout the whole innovation process

→ Aims to meet needs and expectations 
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Trends in digitization – new technological trends

• Artificial intelligence

• Ability of computers to perform data analysis without human interaction

• Internet of Things (IoT)

• Communication networks where objects are equipped with sensors for autonomous interaction

• 3D printing

• Allows prototyping and immediate testing of products

• Digital platforms

• Network of connections allowing direct communication and interaction between stakeholders 
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Trends in digitization – impact on SMEs

• Digitalization changes the way to do business

• Rapid communication

• Constant availability of data

• Spatial distances lose relevance

• Increasing competition

• Role of customers changed from a passive to an active role

• Customers demand products and services

• Take role of an active co-designer

• Helps to improve product quality, reduces risk of market failure and increases market acceptance
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Benefits of customer-centric innovation:

• Increasing customer loyalty

• Companies get to know their customers, their lives, work processes, 
value chains and value systems

• Builds up trust between company and customers
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Methods for customer-centric innovation

Analog Methods:

• Lead-user:

• Selection of lead users that mirror future market needs

• Experiments:

• Involvement of different user groups (experts & non-experts)

• Allows comparison of knowledge and points of view

• Living labs:

• Creating spaces (e.g. homes) to gather impressions from the 
real world to understand customer behaviour

• Customer group involvement:

• Regular meetings with customers to develop joint solutions for 
existing methods

• Outcome based interviews:

• Identifying customer needs through targeted interviews (e.g. 
purpose of products and services)
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Digital Methods:

• Company website

• Basic tool for company presentation & customer contact

• Customer relationship management tools

• Clear responsibilities for customer management to capture 
customer needs

• Cloud services e.g. Emails

• Basic tool for exchange with customers & networking activities

• Social Media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Blogs, 
Forums)

• Tool to interact with customers real-time, fast communication, 
quick surveys to involve customers

• Big Data

• Allows in-depth analysis of customer behaviour

• Web 2.0

• Allows targeted information sharing via creation of productive 
platforms  (e.g. social-tagging, wikis, Chatbots)
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Applied digital tools - Germany

• Company website is the most 
popular tool

• Social media is also a common tool 
to interact with customers

• Big Data analytics and 3-D print are 
not yet a common tool in SMEs
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Framework conditions for digitalization of SMEs
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Obstacles of realising customer-centric innovation by 
digital tools

• IT security

• Lack of digital skills for customer-centric innovation

• IT infrastructure

• Regulations & legal environments

• Resources (financial and human capital)

• Lack of clear responsibilities

• High investments and training costs
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Obstacles of realising customer-centric innovation by 
digital tools

Benefits of digital tools for customer-centric innovation

• IT security

• Lack of digital skills for customer-centric innovation

• IT infrastructure

• Regulations & legal environments

• Resources (financial and human capital)

• Lack of clear responsibilities

• High investments and training costs

• Data collection & analysis

• Knowing your customers, their needs, habits 
and preferences

• Improved customer segmentation 

• Development of targeted organisational 
strategies

• Realtime communication

• Identification of market trends and changes in 
demand

• Gathering customer feedback
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Framework conditions for digitalization of SMEs - Germany

• Framework conditions vary 
between the company sizes

• Shortage of human resources

• Utilization of trainings

• Availability of IT infrastructure
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Application notes

General aspects Critical aspects of customer innovation

• Identifying individual solutions („mesh“ - mix of 
analog/ digital that fits to company‘s resources and 
needs) 

• Digital tools can be resource-saving

• Tools should be easy to use for SMEs and customers

• Regular interaction

• In-person interaction fosters the transfer of sticky 
knowledge and minimizes communication issues
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Cultural & Social Digital expertise Communication

• Understand 
dynamics of 
customers

• Clear 
communication

• Systemic 
integration of 
customers

• Allign
organizational 
structures to 
allow customer 
innovation

• Find a common 
language to talk 
about 
digitalisation

• Data security
• Create 

infrastructure
• Segmentation of 

involved 
personnel

• Common 
language

• Complex issues 
require in-person 
interaction

• Transparency
• Avoid 

information 
overload

• Involve existing & 
potential 
customers

• Be authentic
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Application notes

• Digital
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Innovation stage Applicable tools

Market research / Exploration Forums, blogs, E-Mail, Social 
Media (active), Social Media 
(passive), Interviews, Surveys, 
Observations, Test groups, 
Living labs, Diary Search, 
Crowdsourcing

Idea creation Simulations, Visualizations, 
Living labs, Support Team, 
Social Media (active), Social 
Media (passive), E-Mail, Test 
groups, interactive company 
website, Q&A

Prototype development Living labs

Innovation stage Applicable tools

Prototype testing Simulations, Visualizations, 
Social Media (active), Focus 
Groups, Interviews, 
Observations, Test Groups

Product and service 
development

Chat bots, Support team, 
Social Media (active), Social 
Media (passive), Interviews

Commercialization Company website, Social 
Media (active), Online 
advertisement, Field tests, 
Newsletter, Blogs, Forums, 
Content marketing
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Dissemination

Mesloh. M. (2021) Digitale Integration – Chancen für 
kleine und mittelständische Unternehmen in 
Deutschland. Wirtschaftsdienst, 101(6), 461-465
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Hogeforster, M.; Henke, M.; Mesloh, M.; Zajkowska, M. (2021) 
Recent developments and challenges of customer-based innovation 
through digital tools in SMEs. CIBMEE International Scientific 
Conference
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