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What do people want to buy? 

Wouldn’t every marketer love to know. It’s a 

fundamental question that leads to several others. 

Is it an item’s features that matter most? 

How important is storytelling for selling a 

particular product?

How much is a customer willing to pay for a 

given thing? 

Over time, it’s grown harder to properly answer these 

questions. Some companies achieve sales success 

with great campaigns while others stick to offering 

fantastic features. 

Here’s the problem:  

We’re using an outdated first question. 

Instead of asking, “What do people want to buy?” we 

should be asking, “What do people want to buy into, and 

how can we be part of that experience?”  

In his 1980 book, The Third Wave, Alvin Toffler introduced 

the concept of prosumers1. Prosumers make their own 

products both for saving money and self-actualization. 

For Toffler, the days of convincing consumers to 

accumulate products were numbered. In the future, 

people would fix their own cars, cook their own meals, 

and paper their own walls. Rather than sell completed 

products, innovators would give prosumers the resources 

they need like hand-held power tools or self-adhesive 

wallpaper. The masters would sell their knowledge 

through guidebooks and instruction manuals.

We’re witnessing the manifestation of Toffler’s world, 

and it’s not just for tangible products like power tools. 

Just look at Wordpress, a company that’s built its success 

on helping people create their own sites and self-publish 

as opposed to offering full-service web design. 

And if you think our culture of eating out negates 

Toffler’s theory, think again. We want to make our own 

meals, and meal delivery services have monetized that 

by giving us all of the ingredients and the instructions. 

We get the satisfaction of work without too much 

effort.

Today’s consumers want to be part of the experience 

of building the things they use, and companies that 

embrace participation marketing will excel at this. Alvin 

Toffler identified the change companies would need to 

address. Now, we’re in the process of figuring out how to 

address it and participation marketing is the definitive 

way to do so. 

Participation brands naturally embrace open innovation, 

a concept outlined in detail by Henry Chesbrough. 

Chesbrough saw that companies that tapped into the 

innovative potential of external players and supplied 

them with the resources of the company could compete 

with the bigger players2. Jeff Howe, who coined the 

phrase “crowdsourcing”3, our precursor to participation 

marketing, detailed the productive potential of the 

public while The Wisdom of the Crowds author James 

Surowiecki4 legitimized the capabilities of the much 

maligned mobile vulgus. 

These are our patron saints of participation marketing, 

and they have carved the path forward for marketers 

confronting this exciting new world of what it means to 

develop, create, and promote. 

But it isn’t enough to simply sit on the shoulders of our 

patron saints. Rather, we’re now tasked with using their 

perspective to embark on a focused endeavour, and 

you’d better believe participation marketing requires 

more than just good intentions. It requires initiating a 

systemic transformation to how you do business. 

The Marketer’s Guide to Participation Marketing (and  

Co-creation) will help you do just that  

INTRODUCTION



Richard Wagner, the celebrated theatre 
director and composer, is famous for two 
things: opera and getting people to shut up.

From ancient Greek theatre all the way through to 

Shakespeare’s time, viewers were a rowdy crowd, 

and they didn’t hesitate to make their pleasure (or 

displeasure) known. Once theatre turned into a 

wealthy pastime, it became a place for the upper 

crust to dress up and mingle. 

This frustrated Wagner. Attendees cared more 

about socializing than watching the show, so 

Wagner did something no one had done before. 

He dimmed the lights. 

People couldn’t see each other, so their only source 

of entertainment was the action on stage.

In essence, he transformed the crowd  

into an audience. 

CHAPTER 1

What Is 
Participation 
Marketing?
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This model of the quiet, passive audience 

dominated for over a century and spilled into the 

twenty-first. But nowadays viewers are no longer 

content to sit still and shut up. Today, if a movie 

bores a viewer that viewer doesn’t worry about the 

sunk cost of a movie ticket - because they never 

bought one. They can flip over to another flick 

on their Netflix subscription, watch homemade 

videos on YouTube, or live tweet their boredom in 

much the same way a medieval theatregoer would 

jeer at the actors. 

That unhappy viewer may even decide they can do 

better with fewer resources and create a short film 

using any number of budget-friendly cameras and 

video editing software. 

Audiences have rediscovered their power as 

participants, and they’re ready to use it.

A similar pattern exists in marketing. Humans started 

with simple trade where buying and selling products 

they had created themselves was a participatory 

event. Guilds of merchants and craftspeople 

emerged during medieval times to guarantee 

standards of quality among the goods produced by 

a small group of creators. The “mark” (or brand) of 

a top-notch guild was sought out in marketplaces. 

With the Industrial Revolution came mass 

production and the need to convince people to buy 

the sudden surplus of goods through advertising. 

Then came regional and global competition, forcing 

corporate producers to differentiate themselves 

further via brand marketing that communicated 

more than just product functionality and quality. 

Once shopping stopped being about basic 

necessities, businesses moved to make their goods 

and services desirable through storytelling. And 

since society was struggling to make sense of a 

marketplace flooded with so many “things,” they let 

marketers explain.  

It’s a different story now. Today’s consumers have 

been consuming for a while. They’ve built lifestyles 

around brand experiences, and they’re opinionated 

about them. It’s no longer enough to say a product 

is great. It’s not even enough to tell a good story 

about it. Today’s consumers wish to be participants 

in the development and promotion of the goods 

and services they consume, as well as the content 

created to tell such stories. Brands who are willing 

to embrace this new consumer relationship can use 

this shift to their advantage. 

This is known as participation marketing. 

Participation marketing is the process of engaging 

customers and employees to roll up their sleeves 

and co-create goods, services, brands, and 

promotions. 

It’s the current stage in the evolution of marketing. 

We witnessed a transition from a marketer’s 

monologue (TV spots, magazine ads) to a marketer-

customer dialogue (social media, content 

marketing) to what’s now a marketer-customer 

collaboration (participation marketing).
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What makes participation marketing 
so important for brands?

In theory, everyone wants a say in the design of the products they use. In practice, 

this has been a challenge. Consumers simply didn’t have the resources of large R&D 

divisions, global distribution networks, and major advertising budgets. They also 

didn’t have the time. Sure, individual hobbyists, tinkerers, and inventors produced 

their own creations and retooled existing products for personal use, but even they 

couldn’t innovate efficiently without the vast proprietary knowledge and production 

capabilities held by corporations. 

Significant improvements in communication and information technology loosened 

industry’s grip. Specifically, it undermined industry’s control over product 

development and marketing in three big ways:

1   Technology advancements made it easier for people to 

start businesses and develop, promote, and distribute 

products on their own.

2   The internet made it easier for consumers to find niche 

products, as well as share and access product reviews.

3   Improvements in communication and connectivity 

allowed upstarts to leverage the power of the crowd to 

more easily find fans, ideas, funding, talent, solutions 

to problems, and consumers - and pose a real threat to 

established businesses.
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Isn’t co-creation just another name for crowdsourcing? 

Co-creation is an ongoing, collaborative process 

between a company’s employees and customers. It 

is the key component of participation marketing. 

But to the uninitiated, it can sound a lot like 

crowdsourcing. 

It’s not. With crowdsourcing, a company poses 

a problem to the public hoping it sends back a 

viable solution. Co-creation requires building 

a community of a brand’s most enthusiastic 

customers and employees, and regularly 

interacting with this community of peers to 

innovate and solve problems.

Crowdsourcing is an “us and them” project, 

while co-creation is a “we” process. As you 

work through this book, you’ll begin to 

understand how participation marketing is an 

all-encompassing approach to rethinking how 

you understand your customers, organize your 

company, and co-create to innovate 

THE MARKETER’S GUIDE TO 
CUSTOMER PARTICIPATION 
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connect with its high value customers. Not 

only do high value customers fly often, they 

also have exceptional knowledge about the 

airline industry’s products and processes. 

Additionally, they spend money on premium 

services, boosting the airline’s bottom line. 

Hoping to make the most of this customer 

enthusiasm and knowledge, American 

Airlines (AA) partnered with Chaordix 

to design the American Airlines High 

Value Forum, an immersive, ongoing, and 

interactive online community. This digital 

collective and ecosystem provided an 

opportunity for super-elite customers, 

who flew with AA and other airlines, 

to participate in co-creative programs 

to design things like executive lounge 

offerings, first-class seat features, the on-

boarding airport experience, and an easier 

way to use their amassed award points. 

One co-created product that emerged is 

the AA Award Map. Inspired by customer 

ideas and concepts in the forum about 

their vision for an easy one-stop website 

that would help busy frequent fliers bypass 

the fragmented booking websites and 

marketing materials about how to spend 

their AA points on leisure travel, the airline 

hired two software programming students 

to develop a beta website. The beta was 

tested with community members to refine 

the product, and the AA Award Map was 

launched to the public, taking less than 

6 months from community concept to 

commercial product. 

Overall, the community was a tremendous 

success. By creating an exclusive platform 

that reinforced how much the airline 

valued the knowledge and creativity of 

this enthusiastic group of customers, AA 

enjoyed deep meaningful engagement 

throughout. This same community even 

participated in the successful rebranding of 

the airline, in a program that also engaged 

AA employees. 

“It was so encouraging when American 

launched this forum,” said one participant. 

“[It indicated] that it might actually want 

to know what we think is working and 

what we think needs to be changed. The 

postings have been a blueprint for a very 

successful airline.”



Participation is embraced today by  
brands around the world, and it certainly 
isn’t a gimmick.

Marketing in the transparent internet era must be 

trust-based and user-driven. It’s why brands first 

embraced influencer marketing with fervor. But 

as the influencer endorsement model confronts 

the legitimacy issues that broadcast infomercials 

and ads faced before it, companies must find a new 

method of authentic customer engagement. 

Co-creation is that method. Unlike influencer 

marketing, successful co-creation is impossible 

without trust, transparency, and sincere consideration 

of customer input. Participation brands (brands that 

embrace participation marketing) include customers 

from conception to production. 

We’ll talk more about how brands work together 

with customers in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6. For 

now, let’s focus on the steps brands must take to 

move towards participation brand status.

CHAPTER 2

Steps to 
Becoming a 
Participation 
Brand
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Shifting the brand mentality towards a participation 
paradigm

Brands should no longer think of the customer’s relationship with the brand. The 

customer’s relationship is the brand. As world-renowned designer Yves Béhar put it, 

“Participation is the new brand loyalty.” 

Consumers don’t want brand preachers. They want teachers. And they want those 

teachers to take them into the brand’s “workshop” and show them the ropes. 

To move from regular brand to participation brand, organizations must take four big steps: 

1   Identify the most engaged 

consumers or “brand superfans”.

2   Introduce the concept of co-creation to the company and 

illustrate its long-term value. 

3   Understand the needs of both customers and employees, 

so that the co-creation process meets their material and 

emotional needs.

4   Create a platform where customers can participate in 

meaningful ways; where co-creation programs take place 

within a community.

 

All four of these steps are vitally important for becoming a company that not only 

brings its customers into the fold, but builds a sustainable innovation asset as well. 
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Identifying your most engaged 
consumers or “brand superfans”

Every brand has its superfans. Superfans are the 

customers who are experts on your product. They 

own every iteration of it, they revel in finding new 

uses for it, they seek out other product superfans, 

and they know exactly what they’d like to change. 

As Eddie Yoon discovered, superfans make up about 

10 percent of your customer base, and they can 

account for over 50 percent of your profits5. But 

they’re more than just “heavy product users.” And 

they’re more than what Eric von Hippel termed 

“lead users”, those customers using your products 

in ways the general public will demand tomorrow6.

Superfans are heavy and lead users who also have 

a heightened emotional connection with your 

brand and product. Bringing these passionate 

individuals behind the scenes to co-create with 

your organization:

1  Fosters a sense of community 

  and feeds their enthusiasm 

2  Offers a clearer understanding 

  of the future of a product

3  Builds a collective of market 

  ambassadors for a product
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Introducing the concept of co-creation to the company  
and illustrating its long-term value

If you want to be a successful participation brand, you have to get employees on board. One of the key 

differences between crowdsourcing and co-creation is that crowdsourcing focuses on the resources outside 

of the organization while co-creation uses the resources both within and without the organization to 

produce something that’s greater than the sum of its parts. 

This can’t happen unless employees get it. Later, we’ll dive into detail about the benefits of co-creation for 

everyone involved. For now, it’s enough to know that co-creation:

•  Identifies market opportunities by collaborating with engaged employees and consumers 

•  Mitigates the risk of developing a product or promotional concept that won’t have enough 

market interest

•  Turns a company’s most passionate customers into co-collaborators and brand advocates 

•  Speeds up the new product development process and delivers an engaged group of co-creator 

consumers who are primed to purchase and evangelize immediately at product launch

•  Improves customer loyalty and lifetime value by bringing customers directly into the product 

innovation and/or marketing process 

•  Retains a company’s talent by giving them the freedom to roll up their sleeves and innovate, 

often beyond their current job description

Understanding the emotional needs customers and employees satisfy 
with co-creation

Everybody gets something different out of co-creation, and understanding which needs are being met is 

essential. Throwing a cash prize at someone with a full-time job and a decent salary is nice, but that alone 

may not be enough motivation over the long term, especially if they’re participating in poorly-designed and 

repetitive experiences (Chapter 4). 
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For customers, the non-monetary rewards of 

co-creating with a participation brand include:

•  Feeling a sense of community working with  

like-minded people 

•  Validation from a brand that recognizes their  

superfan status and respects input

•  Creative satisfaction of seeing a personal 

idea come to life in public

•  Material satisfaction from improving a  

beloved product

•  Professional status and credit for co-producing  

a winning idea

•  Community status from appearing in a  

promotional campaign about the new product

For employees, the emotional benefits are similar. 

Proactive, talented, and driven employees are 

frustrated by bureaucracy and office politics, 

especially when it hinders creativity. Recognizing 

and unleashing the innovative spirit of your 

company’s best people encourages them to 

stay and respects their capabilities. It sends the 

message: “Our company wants to help you do work 

you can be proud of” instead of pushing them into 

the arms of another company. 

Creating a platform where 
customers and employees can 
co-create in a meaningful way

A stack of surveys or a flurry of polls won’t give 

you much to fuel engagement and innovation. 

It sounds like paperwork as opposed to creative 

work. Traditional market research makes it nearly 

impossible to ensure people provide meaningful 

answers, consistently interact with your requests 

for feedback, and leave the interaction with a 

positive taste in their mouth. 

Think about the last time you completed a survey. 

You likely viewed it as a chore, if you did it at all. 

That is not how you want your co-creators to feel. 

Weaving your engagement tools into a cohesive 

co-creation experience is important. Recall the 

American Airlines case study from Chapter 1. 

Instead of soliciting feedback from their high 

value customers via an email blast or a sporadic 

feedback panel, the company built a community, 

the American Airlines High-Value Forum, and 

received incredible participation and input. We’ll 

discuss the importance of creating a platform 

that’s “best-in-suite” instead of “best-in-class” in 

more detail in Chapter 4 
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If you’re trying to figure out where you 

stand in the move from a traditional brand 

to a participation brand, consider Airbnb. 

Airbnb is not yet a full participation brand, 

but it’s getting there. Like other leading 

service providers in the sharing economy, 

it’s an excellent example of crowdsourcing 

“excess capacity.”

But as we’ve discussed, a brand is 

not participatory by virtue of using 

crowdsourcing. That said, some signs 

indicate that the star lodging rental site 

is moving in that direction by encouraging 

hosts to join conversations about 

improving the travel experience from the 

Airbnb perspective. 

In July 2017, local Airbnb hosts met 

with Rotterdam Partners (the economic 

development group for the city) to discuss 

how Rotterdam could better promote itself 

and provide information to its visitors7. 

Hosts participated in several interactive 

sessions to share the local gems they 

suggest to Airbnb guests and explain how 

Rotterdam Partners could support them 

in their role as informal city ambassadors. 

Airbnb arranged and promoted this 

collaborative session between Rotterdam 

Partners and Airbnb hosts in Rotterdam, not 

between hosts and the company. 

Additionally, Airbnb has already identified 

potential “superfans” by designating certain 

hosts as superhosts. These are people 

who have high response rates, several 

bookings in a year, rare cancellations, and 

stellar reviews. Evidently, these hosts take 

tremendous pride and joy in hosting in 

addition to earning a side income. 

Airbnb already has an active community, 

and it has identified its most passionate 

members. It has begun to tap these 

participants to design local tourism 

“Experiences” through an online submission 

process. These unique non-lodging offerings 

may include insider/backstage visits to local 

attractions or opportunities to participate 

in non-profit organization activities.  

If Airbnb manages to embrace co-creation 

and establish an ongoing collaborative 

process to make the best use of this 

community of superfans, it’s poised to 

introduce an even greater experience for 

its hosts and guests.



“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”

This popular business adage, (often misattributed 

to Peter Drucker), says almost everything you 

need to know about how much participation 

marketing relies on corporate culture. Building 

and supporting the right organizational culture 

to meet your goals is the most important step in 

achieving success. 

Participation needs to be embraced at all levels, 

especially at the top. And the quickest way to 

gauge whether you’re on the right track is to ask:

Are we treating participation marketing as a focused 

marketing strategy or a broader business strategy? 

If you answered, “marketing strategy”, then your 

organization still has some work to do. Remember, 

as we said earlier, participation marketing is an 

all-encompassing approach to rethinking how you 

understand your customers, organize your company, 

and co-create to innovate.

This book’s focus is on what participation 

marketing is and its benefits. Nevertheless, let’s 

briefly touch on how to develop a corporate 

culture that embraces employee (and customer) 

participation. 

CHAPTER 3

Creating a 
Corporate 
Culture That 
Embraces 
Participation
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Embrace participation marketing 
as a business strategy,not a 
marketing strategy 

In fairness, this can be a bit confusing. It’s called 

participation marketing after all. We use the 

term “participation marketing” because, as Daniel 

Newman explains, “[We need to make] customer-

centricity the responsibility of the entire organization 

and not just a few departments. Customer-centricity 

can’t be captured in a solo marketing environment, and 

a company should concentrate on building a marketing 

ecosystem to emerge as a fully functioning customer-

centric entity.”8  

Participation marketing isn’t just one particular 

approach you use at a given time to get more 

sales. It’s a holistic shift in how an organization 

carries out research, product development, service 

improvement, promotions, and more. Participation 

applies to every nook and cranny of an organization. 

Developing a new product. Generating new ideas to 

improve a process. Updating a website. Producing a 

user-generated ad campaign. Participation tackles 

all of this. When it’s done right, the advocacy and 

promotion occurs naturally as a result of inviting 

lead users and brand superfans behind the scenes 

to collaborate. They inevitably go on to speak 

passionately about your brand, and in many cases, 

are the first buyers of the new product. 

Provide tools that make it easy for 
employees to collect and leverage 
customer insights

An employee who enthusiastically dives into 

participation marketing can’t do much without 

the right support. Wanting to collaborate with 

customers is all well and good, but how can they 

do so if there’s no way to effectively engage, 

gather insights and concepts, and do something 

meaningful with them?

A community spread around the country or the 

globe needs a place to congregate and once 

they’ve congregated, they need work to do. 

An online platform or digital ecosystem with 

creative workflows, activities, and engagement 

tools (Chapter 4) allows not just co-creation but 

meaningful, sustained co-creation. 
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Encourage regular engagement and interaction 
with customers

Your employees can’t design co-creation experiences that meet the emotional 

needs of their customers if they don’t know your customers. Interacting with brand 

superfans shouldn’t be a job relegated to a community manager and a handful of 

customer success associates. Ideally, employees representing many areas of the 

organization, from product development and sales, to customer service and finance, 

will regularly interact with its most enthusiastic users in the community. This way, 

they get a feel for their needs and preferences at all levels.

Launch a co-creation community among employees to 
foster engagement and open innovation

Don’t limit your participation strategy to a collaboration exclusively between 

employees and customers. Apply this approach to internal projects as well. Give 

employees the freedom and tools to pursue solutions with their colleagues. In this 

fashion, employees contribute to the success of the brand without the constraints of 

hierarchy, current job descriptions, or corporate politics. 

It’s important that the right tools support employee co-creation communities, 

too. Enterprise chat tools and shared databases quickly become unmanageable 

when organizations attempt to use them for innovation programs. A torrent of 

unconstrained ideas and discussions overwhelm program coordinators, real ideation 

is impossible or takes place offline, and employees usually leave the process 

frustrated and discouraged. Co-creation needs to be an engaging, collaborative 

experience for employees, too 
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of a brand taking an all-hands-on-deck 

approach to participation. Harley-

Davidson transformed everything from its 

culture to its organizational structure to 

focus on community.

It worked. When customers think of 

Harley-Davidson today, they don’t think 

of it as a choice among many other 

motorcycle brands. Rather, they think 

of Harley-Davidson as synonymous with 

motorcycle culture.

This association is no accident. Harley-

Davidson intentionally put the structures in 

place to develop the strong community or 

“brotherhood” it proudly boasts today.

For starters, Harley-Davidson embraced 

community as a business strategy9 instead 

of a marketing strategy by completely 

redesigning their corporate structure. 

They eliminated previously restrictive silos 

and spread decision making across three 

company goals: Create Demand, Produce 

Product, Provide Support. 

Harley-Davidson’s president received direct 

reports about the ongoing community 

initiatives, and the C-level treated 

investments into the Harley-Davidson 

community as an organizational priority.

Similarly, the company stopped hiring 

external staff to run community-building 

events and called for volunteers from within 

Harley-Davidson instead. This encouraged 

regular interaction and engagement 

between customers and employees. 

Employees become riders and riders 

themselves joined the organization. And 

since the brand mandated that employees 

as well as executives spend time with the 

riders and report back with insights, there 

was a process in place for employees to 

collect and leverage customer insights, 

and then use these insights to further 

enhance the ‘Brotherhood’ experience of 

Harley-Davidson fanatics. 



Imagine walking into a bakery and asking 
for a cake. You’re presented with the best 
eggs, quality sugar, the freshest milk, 
an industrial kitchen with top of the line 
appliances…and zero instructions for how to 
actually make a cake.

If you simply throw these high-end ingredients in 

a bowl, all you’re left with is a mess. In fact, you’ll 

likely ask for your money back, walk around the 

corner to another bakery that actually sells you a 

cake, even if it’s made with “cheaper” ingredients. 

It’s the difference between purchasing or adopting 

some technology and being able to do something 

meaningful with it. 

Any participatory research or engagement 

initiative must use a proven methodology (the 

recipe) in order to produce meaningful results 

(the cake). 

CHAPTER 4

What You 
Need For 
Successful 
Co-Creation
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The Eggs, Milk, and Sugar of Participation Marketing

Without question, you need ingredients like eggs, milk, and sugar to bake a cake. Similarly, you need certain 

pieces of technology to conduct participatory research. There are a number of basic tools on the market for 

customer engagement and feedback collection, for example:

   • Open discussions

   • Quizzes

   • Idea challenges

   • Surveys

• Photo collages

• Concept or idea prioritization

• Storytelling

• Polls

• Panels

• Ranking tools like scorecards

• Digital workspaces

But without a proper participation framework, every 

combination of these tools will fail on the following counts:

1   Lack of Community Building: 

Random surveys and sporadic feedback panels won’t build community. 

You need community to cultivate shared purpose, trust, and collective 

problem-solving. 

2   Superficial Engagement: 

If a participant considers an engagement activity a chore, or doubts their 

input will see the light of day, they’ll ignore it or quickly complete it without 

giving the exercise much thought.

3   Transience: 

For meaningful results, you need to create the space for regular, thoughtful 

interactions. To build a sustainable community, you need a long-term 

reciprocal commitment where people regularly check in because they feel 

valued and want to be involved.

So, what exactly does this participation framework look like?
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Taking a Page Out of the Publishing Industry’s Playbook

When’s the last time you read an entire magazine 

from cover to cover? First off, there often isn’t 

enough time to absorb everything, and secondly, 

many people only care to read a handful of articles 

or their favorite sections of the magazine.

Despite this selective reading, we still keep our 

subscription, check out our preferred online 

publications, or pick up the same magazine 

every month. Why is this?

It’s because successful editors understand 

three things:

1  The ethos or purpose of their  

  community (their readership)

2  The diverse interests that exist  

  within even the most like-minded  

    community

3  The need to attract sustained  

  engagement with fresh cover  

    stories, enticing graphics, and  

    special features

For example, TIME is a news magazine, but each 

issue includes news about national politics, 

international affairs, entertainment, and business. 

VOGUE is a fashion magazine, but its pages include 

travel, health and beauty, and lifestyle features in 

addition to spreads of the latest trends. 

Magazines offer a textual and visual buffet for 

their readers within a specific genre. With each 

issue, readers know that if they aren’t interested in 

everything, they’ll be interested in many things. If a 

series is popular, the editor continues it. If it fails to 

attract interest, it’s replaced with a new one. 

This is what successful participation marketing 

experiences supply: A vibrant digital ecosystem 

where superfans and stakeholders learn, converse, 

co-create, and share. It’s an innovation and 

creativity gym where participants move from one 

area to another. When they want to take a break, 

they may just hang out in the community café with 

other brand superfans. They may pop out with the 

intention of returning once they have the time, a 

new activity piques their interest, or they want to 

answer the daily quiz. 

Note that the goal isn’t to get participants to 

engage in every single instance of co-creation. The goal 

is to get them to care enough to want to engage 

as often as possible to find projects where they can 

participate in a meaningful way. 

Above all, a co-creation community becomes 

a “third place” for superfans where they can 

congregate and collaborate outside of the home 

(first place) or work (second place).
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The Power of a Proven Methodology

Chaordix designs digital ecosystems for participation marketing that feel like a 

digital magazine. Participants can choose from a range of creativity and innovation 

activities. Similar to a magazine, a regularly refreshed theme brings together a well-

designed program of featured content, which can include innovation challenges and 

creative contests as well as fun quizzes, reflective discussions, concept feedback 

opportunities, brand interactions, product education, special guests, community café 

chats, prize announcements, and so forth. 

Co-creation is a process, not a digital suggestion box. So, effective innovation 

challenges and creative contests need to provide participants with opportunities to 

warm up their creative brain, build a shared understanding of the problem, suggest 

and improve on ideas, give feedback to others, discuss implementation opportunities 

and roadblocks, and reflect on the process.

With this in mind, the popular contests and challenges that are at the heart of the 

Chaordix co-creation methodology are inspired by globally-recognized creativity and 

innovation workflows including Creative Problem Solving (CPS), LEGO® Serious Play, 

IDEO® Design Thinking, and other proprietary Chaordix processes. 

What the Chaordix solution offers is a “best in suite” participatory experience as 

opposed to a “best in class” catalogue of tools and tactics. We facilitate long-term, 

purposeful engagement instead of isolated high-tech interactions. 

Before building a new co-creation program, Chaordix works with its clients to 

understand what the specific co-creation purpose, and hence, the business 

objective, is. The purpose may change from program to program, (just like a 

magazine’s front cover focus changes between issues) but it typically fits in one 

of the following categories: 

• New concept or product development

• Product/service improvement

• Process improvement

• Implementation strategy

• Launch/marketing content 

• Brand management
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After determining the program’s purpose, one 

of Chaordix’s purpose-built activity bundles is 

selected. (Each of these programs typically lasts 

for 6-12 weeks, depending on the community 

and purpose.) These bundles include a curated 

set of complementary engagement activities, 

such as the aforementioned quizzes, guided 

discussions, special guest blogs, photo activities, 

feedback surveys and more as well as a multi-week 

“main event” activity that is either an innovation 

challenge or creative contest. 

The workflow for each of these innovation 

challenges and creative contests invites 

participants to complete activities that are 

organized in the following phases:

1  Clarification: framing, setting  

  context, creative warm-up

2  Creation: inspiring broad idea  

  generation with emotional impact

3  Optimization: feedback,  

  refinement, selection

4  Implementation: exploring  

  opportunities and barriers

5  Reflection: thoughtful consideration  

  of participation and ideas

While each phase of the workflows performs the 

same role, the content and design of the specific 

activities within these phases differs depending on 

the program’s purpose. For example: 

•  The Clarification phase for a New Product 

Development Innovation Challenge will help 

participants feel empathy for the user and 

understand the industry challenges whereas 

the Clarification stage for the Process 

Improvement Challenge will help participants 

express current process issues through 

metaphor as well as prioritize pain points. 

•  The Creation phase for a Product Improvement 

Challenge will help participants express the 

new desired experience with the product and 

communicate the emotional needs of the user 

whereas the Creation phase for a Marketing 

Content Creative Contest will help participants 

tap into a favourite product memory and 

submit creative content based on a specific 

creative scenario or constraint.

•  The Implementation phase for a Process 

Improvement Challenge in an employee 

co-creation community helps participants 

highlight any opportunities, needs, 

or potential roadblocks whereas the 

Implementation phase for a consumer 

community co-creating a marketing Launch 

campaign for a new product may ask 

participants to suggest new media channels 

and give feedback on advertising prototypes.
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Each program feels fresh and inviting. Co-creators 

choose which projects they’re interested in, but all 

activities are in a centralized location. Participants 

form bonds with each other through open 

discussions in a digital community café and direct 

messaging. They can collaborate in private digital 

workspaces to discuss, debate, and improve on 

their ideas. In public communities, they can invite 

friends to participate and share to their social 

channels. In private or semi-private communities 

and activities, participants can express themselves 

on sensitive topics. 

It’s important to note here that continuous 

community building is an important part 

of the overall process. For communities 

to succeed in the long-run, you can’t just 

bring a group of people together and 

expect them to co-create with you, even if 

a good framework is in place. This is where 

complementary engagement activities 

come into play, and include regular blog 

articles that share a behind-the-scenes look 

into new products or marketing programs. 

Fresh content that shares recent community 

highlights and submissions and features 

members and experts alike is a great 

strategy. Other complementary activities 

may include photo/video sharing contests, 

quick questions and polls, or quizzes.

For each community, the design of incentive 

frameworks, challenge and contest rewards, and 

helpful gamification features is well considered to 

match the brand, the community’s demography 

and personality, and each program’s purpose. 

Participants can earn points, reach levels, and earn 

badges for completing activities and reaching new 

milestones. These virtual rewards can be branded 

and redeemed for company gift cards, schwag, 

brand experiences, and products.

What emerges is shared brand affinity, a strong 

community culture, and an always-on resource for 

new ideas, meaningful insights, and fresh content. 

Brands receive the participant contributions as well 

as structured data emerging from each activity and 

on overall community engagement. 

Not only do participants walk away with that cake 

we mentioned, they also leave with a memorable 

and positive experience. They produce a product, 

service, or content (the cake), with the right tools 

(the ingredients), using a proven methodology 

(the recipe) within a purpose-built co-creation 

space (the kitchen). 

Talk about having your cake and eating it, too 



No one else was in the room where it happened

The room where it happened

The room where it happened

No one really knows how the game is played 

The art of the trade

How the sausage gets made

“The Room Where It Happens,” a song in the 

Broadway hit musical Hamilton, recounts Aaron 

Burr’s frustration about the “dinner-table bargain” 

between Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, 

and James Madison that excludes him and the rest 

of the country.

Everybody, whether they are dutiful citizens or 

passionate consumers, wants to be in “the room 

where it happens.”

Nowadays, consumers will create their own rooms 

if they aren’t invited to yours. 

CHAPTER 5

How 
Co-creation 
Impacts the 
Customer 
Experience
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Don’t believe that’s possible? Reflect for a moment 

on technology’s impact. By connecting people 

over large distances, the internet shrunk the world. 

Swapping notes with someone on the other side 

of the globe is as easy as swapping notes with 

someone on the other side of town. A sociologist in 

Chicago picks the brain of a scientist in Cape Town 

simply by picking up the phone. 

As technology improves, innovation grows cheaper. 

Geography limits collaboration no longer. It 

doesn’t limit community building either. Gone are 

the days when an outcast in an American suburb 

has to wait for adulthood to go forth and find 

like-minded people. Today, he or she goes online 

and connects with other smart misfits in France, 

Thailand, Botswana, or Chile to build a virtual 

community around video games, biochemistry, or 

BASE jumping. 

Like any community, the success of these 

virtual hubs relies on cohesiveness, 

the ability to mediate conflict, and the 

establishment of an outgroup.

Notice something interesting: Money is not vital 

for the creation of these communities or “rooms” 

where things happen. Participants join with very 

little expectation of compensation. They profit 

emotionally and psychologically because they feel 

included, challenged, and respected. Any material 

benefit is usually gained through the collective 

improvement of a product or solution of a problem. 

This presents a compelling opportunity for brands. 

With the right support, superfans congregate 

around a brand’s values and resources. This has 

a doubly-positive effect. Superfans assist with a 

brand’s problem-solving and these superfans leave 

with a positive impression of the brand because it 

made an effort to include them. 

Furthermore, this approach to the customer 

experience is a marketer’s dream. This feeling 

of sincere inclusion fosters brand loyalty which 

manifests itself as advocacy. Customers who 

evangelize about a brand or product provide the 

best kind of marketing because they meet the 

desire for trusted, peer-to-peer reviews.

The good news for marketers is that co-creation 

isn’t limited to product development. They can 

take advantage of this process for their own 

objectives. Marketers can use the process of co-

creation itself to figure out which campaigns 

speak to consumers the most and which 

promotional activities are worth the investment. 

This kind of collaboration with superfans allows 

marketers to know what sort of content has the 

most impact on the intended audience and which 

activities initiate a powerful emotional connection 

between the brand and the consumer.
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User-centred innovation vs. manufacturer-centred innovation

Co-creation heavily impacts the customer 

experience in a positive way. To truly grasp this, 

one needs to understand the difference between 

user-centered innovation and manufacturer 

centered innovation. 

Eric von Hippel outlines the difference between 

the two10. With manufacturer-centred innovation, 

manufacturers drive the innovation process. 

Manufacturers only look to users for needs 

identification via market research. Once they 

identify needs, the brand aggressively develops the 

best solution for the most number of people.

User-centred innovation, on the other hand, 

democratizes innovation and gives lead users 

- those who identify user needs before they’re 

generalized in the marketplace - the information 

they need to assist with development. 

It’s important to note, however, that user-centred 

innovation is not user-exclusive innovation. Rather, 

initiatives are supported by the company. They 

provide innovation toolkits and channels for users 

to coordinate their innovation efforts. 

For users, there are specific emotional benefits that 

arise from participating in this open innovation 

process. Brands get the best results when they treat 

participation as vital as opposed to a side project. 

They do this by openly providing the information and 

tools lead users need to succeed   

Specific benefits user-innovators derive from the 

process include:

•  The satisfaction of a completed product: 

Users witness their ideas move from 

conception to development to production 

to market.

•  Royalties and contest prizes: 

Those with the most useful ideas receive 

financial and material prizes, and in some 

cases long-term wealth (i.e. royalties) from a 

successful product.

•  Advancement and status: 

Co-creators gain recognition and prestige 

for their contributions with the professional 

advantage of adding their successful 

participation to their resume.

•  Meeting like-minded individuals: 

Participating with equally skilled and 

creative individuals allows co-creators to 

build a community of people with similar 

interests, something they may not have in 

their everyday life.

•  Access to personal heros or brand gurus: 

Beyond financial benefits, participating 

in projects with high-profile brands gives 

the most innovative participants access 

to personal heros in the realms of design, 

business, tech, and more.
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oLEGO is a marvelous demonstration of the power 

of community. As the company faced waning 

interest and creeping competitors in the 1990s, 

it noticed the evolving building ambitions of its 

fans. LEGO fans wanted to build more than the 

company-produced designs. They were building 

designs and kits of their own. 

Recognition of this led to the LEGO Ideas 

online community. In LEGO Ideas, super-fans 

submit new LEGO kit designs and receive 

feedback from the community. Once a design 

receives 10,000 votes LEGO reviews it, decides 

whether it will be developed, and produces 

the design for worldwide sales. The designer 

receives credit and a cut of the sales. Winners 

enjoy both creative satisfaction, financial 

gain, and recognition. 

The story of Kevin Szeto11 captures how much 

well-executed co-creation impacts the customer 

experience and also meets an organization’s 

business goals. An aerospace engineer by day, 

Szeto was a LEGO lover and musician who 

combined his many talents to design a Yellow 

Submarine LEGO project inspired by The Beatles. 

His design got the needed 10,000 supporters 

and was greenlit for development. 

But what’s cooler is the amount of attention 

both Szeto and LEGO received. At a signing 

event in Liverpool, Szeto was greeted by a huge 

line-up of people eager for him to sign their 

Yellow Submarine LEGO boxes in Liverpool, the 

city where the Beatles were from. Kids and 

adults alike were thrilled by the model and 

anxiously waited to meet the hitherto unknown 

man responsible for designing it. As Szeto put it:

“I’m just an ordinary guy who came up with 

an idea and here I am, people wanting my 

autograph. It was a very positive and memorable 

experience.”

The project also had an impact beyond Szeto. 

Before his design was even selected, Szeto 

put in time and effort promoting it on social 

media and in various online communities which 

wound up promoting LEGO itself. And once the 

design was selected, the personal and creative 

element of the story drew organic press 

attention from media outlets like The Guardian 

and The Telegraph.

It goes even further. LEGO benefited from what 

was essentially a win-win product development. 

They’d already validated the idea of a Yellow 

Submarine LEGO design without going through 

the expensive process of marketing and 

developing it. Through effective co-creation, 

they managed to make a superfan feel like a 

superstar, capture the imagination of children 

and the nostalgia of adults, and bring a 

successful product to market.



It goes without saying that sentiments 
about community-building won’t move 
most executives unless you can show 
them good ROI.

Participation marketing reaps significant return 

on investment, although a better way to put 

it is “return on involvement.” In reality, it’s not 

just about the money spent, but the quality 

of the time spent, which is to say that it’s not 

enough to engage in one-off interactions. The 

involvement needs to be all-encompassing, 

methodical, and prioritized.

The Iris Participation Brand Index has compiled data 

from 14,000 global, publicly-traded consumers in 

multiple sectors. Its purpose is to understand the 

relationship between a brand’s participatory efforts 

and its business performance. As Iris explains on 

their website, these brands “are outperforming 

the competition without outspending them” and 

“getting their market to do their marketing.” 12

CHAPTER 6

The Return on 
Involvement 
(ROI) of 
Participation 
Brands
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Iris found the following Return on Involvement (ROI):

•  Investing in the top 20 brands in the Participation Brand Index over 3 years would have seen 4 

times ROI than they would have had they invested in the bottom 20 brands

•  Investing in the top 10 brands in the Participation Brand Index over 3 years would reap a return 

double that of the S&P 500

The fascinating part is that this index isn’t a reflection of the kind of participation marketing in digital 

co-creation ecosystems that we’ve discussed in this book. (Notably, brands with significant superfan 

communities such as LEGO, Ikea, and Muji are privately-held firms and therefore not included on the Index.) 

The Index includes brands who’ve incorporated consumer engagement activities in other forms, many of 

which can be highly-effective but very costly. For example, to fuel their innovation insights they may hold 

in-person design thinking programs run by consultants, conduct observational research by ethnographers 

in people’s homes and workplaces, run private product alpha-testing programs, subscribe to elite trend 

hunting and trend watching services, and so forth. To collect user-generated marketing content, they may 

create branded microsites, hold user events, sift through streams of social media, run advertising campaigns 

to solicit contributions, hold retail launch events, and more.

Some of these companies, including Ford and Airbnb, have begun to engage communities through new 

digital co-creation efforts. One can only imagine the results as more of these brands build persistent co-

creation communities, as described in this book. 

Co-creation’s return on involvement doesn’t just manifest itself as increased sales. It also shows up during 

the production stage by reducing risks and cutting costs. Participation brands have a clear picture of what 

their customers want, which empowers them to hold off on putting a product into production until they 

have enough interest to recoup their expenses and make a profit. 

Consider the scramble to master social media marketing. Once companies saw the rewards others were 

reaping via their social media feeds, they quickly mobilized to get a piece of the promotional pie. But in their 

haste, they jumped in with both feet without clear goals or an overall strategy. The challenges of earning 

a decent return on social media investment is further compounded by the oversaturation of newsfeeds. It 

isn’t as easy as it was even five years ago to engage with customers via social media. That said, companies 

continue to waste a lot of time and money on ineffective social media campaigns. 
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That’s not the worst of it. These wasted efforts 

aren’t limited to the marketing stage. They seep 

into the production stage as well. A 2014 Nielsen 

report found that 76 percent of fast-moving 

consumer goods (FMCGs) fail within the first year13. 

That’s over three quarters. Researchers identified 

four important principles present in brands 

considered “breakthrough innovation successes”:

1   Choice:  

Selecting the right innovation

2   Process: 

Getting the innovation right by 

having an organization in place 

that is properly structured to make 

an innovative idea market-ready

3   Marketing: 

Telling the story of the innovation 

in a way that resonates with 

consumers

4   Togetherness: 

Getting the entire organization 

behind the success of the project 

in a cohesive and functional way

All four of these things can be achieved with 

effective co-creation. Participation marketing 

allows you to:

•  Determine exactly where your customers 

seek innovation

•  Incorporate your employees fully into the 

process of co-creation

•  Bring your superfans behind the scenes to 

collectively determine which promotional 

projects work best

•  Turn participation into an 

organizational strategy as opposed 

to just a marketing strategy

Companies are already doing this. Former P&G CEO 

A.G. Lafley shared a startling statistic. Only 15 to 

20 percent of P&G’s new products14 would reap a 

return on investment. After embracing a strategy 

that included open innovation that number shot up 

to 50 to 60 percent. Evidently, co-creation equals 

smart business 
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MUJI is a Japanese lifestyle brand that is 

currently enjoying incredible growth. With its 

focus on sustainability and minimalism, MUJI 

captures the values of many of today’s young 

consumers. But this success wasn’t always the 

case for the Japanese lifestyle brand. After 

experiencing a decline in sales in the early 

2000s, MUJI took a co-creation approach to turn 

things around. 

To its credit, MUJI already had an online 

community of 410,000 people before platforms 

like Twitter and Facebook made it easy for 

brands to talk to their fans in one place. 

MUJI made its name offering budget-friendly 

products without fancy packaging, so naturally, 

it wasn’t interested in creating crazy products 

its community wouldn’t respond to. Instead, it 

mobilized its community for an immersive co-

creative experience15. 

If MUJI engaged in the kind of one-off customer 

engagement we’ve cautioned against, we wouldn’t 

be talking about them now. But the approach the 

Japanese company took incorporated customers 

from beginning to end. 

First, they requested product ideas from their 

existing online community. Superfans submitted 

product designs for the chance to see it sold 

in stores. Other superfans then voted for the 

ones they wanted MUJI to produce, validating 

individual designs. 

Finally, and perhaps the most genius part of the 

entire strategy, a certain number of customers had 

to pre-order a design before MUJI would develop 

it. This strategy ensured any developed product 

would be a success. 

They were. In 2004, the company saw an ROI (return 

on involvement) of $15.5 million in annual sales, 

generating five times the category revenue average. 

This led to successful product line extensions into 

home accessories like chairs and pillows. 

When brands include customers (and do 

something meaningful with their participation), 

customers keep participating.

In the years since, MUJI has continued to develop 

both user-generated and designer-generated ideas 

offering researchers valuable data for comparison 

purposes. Researchers found that the user-

generated products beat their designer-generated 

counterparts when it came to the following key 

market performance metrics16:

 • Sales revenue (3x higher in the first year)

 • Gross margins (4x higher in the first year)

 • Sales revenue (5x higher after 3 years)

 • Average margin (6x higher after 3 years)

User-generated products were also more likely to 

still exist in the marketplace after three years.

Consumers know what they want, and they’ll pay 

good money to get it. 



We often talk about whether humans are more inclined 

to cooperate or compete. The more interesting 

conversation is about how much better we are at 

competition when we prioritize cooperation. 

Our nomadic ancestors cooperated amongst themselves 

so they could come up with the best possible defenses 

and strategies against other groups. In other words, 

they struck a balance between two basic human 

inclinations - cooperation and competition - and used 

one internally while they directed the other externally.

Today, you see this dynamic at play in the modern 

corporation. Organizations strive towards internal 

cooperation between the right people and the right 

resources so that they can compete and win in the 

marketplace. In business, an organization without the 

right people working together in the best way simply 

can’t put up a fight against its competitors. While they 

may be able to dominate the quarter in the short term, 

their long-term prospects are questionable. 

This is why each time a new group of actors becomes 

important for the success of an organization (i.e. 

marketing, legal, accounting, IT), an all-encompassing 

incorporation is necessary to seamlessly work this 

faction into the larger whole. The organizations who do 

so successfully prosper.

Presently, the group that needs incorporating is the 

customers themselves. A company’s customers are just 

as vital to its innovation and success as its R&D and 

marketing teams. Bringing them on board needs to be 

an all-hands-on-deck mission. 

If effective cooperation is essential for successful 

competition, we know that co-creating with 

customers is a must 

CONCLUSION
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