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When Ford wondered how 
to move from conventional 
automaker to mobility 
company, it looked  
externally for answers.

But it did so in an interesting way1. Rather than posing a 
question to its social media following or running an idea contest, 
Ford built a community of entrepreneurs and consumers 
in New York City and Detroit and designed an eco-system, 
innovation path, and workflow to gather feedback on how to 
help residents move around more quickly and easily.
 
The result? A number of beneficial and feasible solutions 
including easy access to reliable info on mass transit options, 
proposals for the consolidation of ride sharing apps, and more.
 
In an entirely different industry, Rust-Oleum explored how to 
develop a relationship directly with consumers. The paint 
manufacturer developed a community of DIYers who provided 
spot-on feedback about product messaging and new use cases.2 

 
Other companies like American Airlines, Virgin Money, The LEGO 
Group, and more have benefited from the power of strong 
communities engaging in customer Co-Creation.3

 
Customer Co-Creation. It’s a fancy term you’ve surely heard, 
but what exactly does it mean?

It is the process of engaging your most devoted, passionate 
customers (aka your superfans) and bringing them into 
the fold 4. 
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Customer Co-Creation 
is the best friend of 
marketers, innovation 
leaders, and customer 
experience executives.

Co-Creation harnesses the efforts of an 
organization’s R&D, operations, and marketing 
teams and directs that energy towards new 
product releases, testing, customer service 
initiatives, innovation projects, and more.

In other words, Customer Co-Creation is the 
best friend of marketers, innovation leaders, 
and customer experience executives.
 
From an ROI perspective, it’s a much more valuable 
alternative to pricey, but oftentimes unreliable, 
market research projects. Moreover, customer  
Co-Creation offers insights far more powerful 
than those gathered through traditional social 
media channels.
 
That said, customer Co-Creation is far from a 
panacea. Business leaders who wish to witness 
the full impact must pursue customer Co-Creation 
in a structured, purposeful way. To do that, 
organizations need to start by building Co-Creative 
communities.
 
Co-Creative communities are a collection of those 
superfans, but it would be a mistake to view 
social media followings as equal to Co-Creative 
communities. Social media offers customers, 
investors, and the media news from the company 
as well as interesting content, and in some cases, 
this content is engaging enough to retain a loyal 
following. But a social media channel is not a 
dedicated space for superfans. On the flip side, 
a Co-Creative community gives dedicated fans 
the opportunity to participate with the brand in 
meaningful ways that transcend using a hashtag, 
sharing a photo, or voting in a poll.
 
Co-Creative communities require  
commitment and purpose-driven design.  

In fact, a poorly designed Co-Creative community 
can completely derail a customer Co-Creation 
project, even if that community consists of the 
brightest, most creative, and most enthusiastic fans.

So, how do organizations build such a 
community from the ground up?
 
They do it the way one builds anything: By  
laying a strong foundation and investing in proper 
resources.
 
Before developing a social community strategy, 
looking for a new technology, or developing idea 
generation contests, organizations should ensure 
their team has the following practical lessons for 
building Co-Creative communities firmly in mind.
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1 A seamless  
brand experience  
builds trust.

Trust stems from expectations and perception, 
and customers develop this over time.

When brands deliver a consistent perception, 
customers know what to expect and therefore 
develop trust in a company’s products  
and services.
 
What do customers perceive? They perceive 
a company’s messaging, aesthetic, and voice 
which all come together to create a specific and 
identifiable brand experience. This is why you 
can sometimes watch a commercial or view 
an advertisement and instinctively identify the 
company before hearing the name.
 
Companies understand the importance of brand, 
and they fiercely protect theirs through legal 
channels like intellectual property law and strategic 
decisions like brand partnerships.
 
A brand is a company’s signature. In much the 
same way a signature carries an individual’s 
trustworthiness for a contract or creditworthiness 
for a loan, a brand represents a company’s 
assertion that a product, service, or partner  
aligns with its values.  

Stamp your company’s brand on too many 
mismatched ventures or poorly designed  
products and you’ll find yourself with a severely 
jeopardized reputation.
 
On the other hand, fail to properly stamp your 
brand on an important company project and you 
risk undermining an initiative with great potential.
 
Your customer Co-Creation platform is an 
extension of your overall brand experience. 
Make it congruous with other areas where your 
customers interact with your brand such as your 
stores, website, or social media channels. After 
all, your Co-Creative community will consist of 
customers who love your brand. It only makes 
sense to ensure your brand is what they get 
when they arrive.
 
Include your marketing department from the 
conception stage of your customer Co-Creation 
project. They should be involved from the start to 
ensure that the tone, messaging, colors, and user 
interface align with the overall brand experience.
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2 True communities 
need time to mature.

Once you’ve assembled your brand superfans, 
the siren song of revenue-generating insights 
and shortened product cycles is incredibly  
hard to resist.

But before you jump into the middle of your new friends and 
start dictating project instructions, consider the difference 
between a group and a community.
 
A group is just several people who are geographically close to 
each other or have been brought together by some external 
force. A community is a group of people who share a sense of 
values, mission, and purpose.
 
At the outset, your new Co-Creative community is really just a 
group. Unquestionably, it is a group that shares something in 
common but unlike a community, a group’s reason for coming 
together is external like a school grouping people by grades 
or an organization grouping employees by job function. While 
these groups may share something in common (i.e. age, job title), 
they are not necessarily a community, at least at the start.
 
Similarly, your Co-Creative “group” starts out as people with 
something in common, which is a strong passion about your brand, 
but transforming this group into a community takes time.
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Over time, a group 
becomes a community 
through trust and shared 
experiences. 

Encourage members to 
interact before asking  
them to submit ideas.

Through familiarity, individuals in a group  
develop shorthands, shared values, and formal 
and informal rules of conduct that align with  
those shared values and transform the group  
into a community.
 

How can organizations 
facilitate this when their  
Co-Creative communities 
usually exist online?
 
They can do this by designing online environments 
that facilitate informal interactions through 

forums and chat rooms. These online spaces 
mimic the sorts of interactions that happen around 
real-world water coolers or campfires where 
people can hang out, catch up, and swap ideas. 
 
These low-stakes, casual environments are also  
where the idea of customer Co-Creation can be 
introduced to your developing community. Just 
because you have selected these individuals to 
be part of your customer Co-Creation project, doesn’t 
mean they necessarily know what Co-Creation is. 

Something as simple  as misunderstanding the 
purpose can throw a wrench in your Co-Creation 
activities down the line.

 
Encourage members to interact before asking  
them to submit ideas or participate in innovation 
projects. View this time not as a cumbersome  
project lag but as a vital gestation period for your  
Co-Creative community.
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3 Designing variety into 
your activities ensures 
broader participation.

Variety may be the spice of life, but it’s also 
smart planning.

In the publishing industry, a magazine’s subscribers 
enjoy a selection of content ranging from news to 
editorials to lifestyle to fashion. Imagine waiting all 
month to receive your favorite magazine only to 
find nothing of value within its pages. Variety helps 
magazines hedge their bets and engage as much 
of their audience as possible.

Cosmopolitan is a widely recognized media brand 
with a mission to “empower fun, fearless females 
to own who they are and be who they want to be.” 
While relationship advice is a large part of its brand, 
the magazine does not solely provide women with 
advice on their love lives. Keeping with its mission, 
it provides content on health, lifestyle, and careers.
 
That way if you identify with the ethos of femininity, 
fearlessness, and empowerment, you can find 
a variety of content that appeals to you. As a 
result, Cosmopolitan enjoys broader readership 
from women who want advice on how to navigate 
the workplace, advice on where to travel, and 
advice on how to live a healthier lifestyle.

Executives embarking on collaborative innovation 
projects should take the same approach to their 
Co-Creative community that editors take to 
their magazines. When building a Co-Creative 
community, they should consider building a 
jungle gym filled with various activities that 
people can participate in.
 
Moreover, they should consider how to foster 
collaboration between individuals with 
shared interests but different perspectives. 
For instance, groundbreaking innovations arise 
when both analytical and creative thinkers join 
forces to tackle a thorny problem. Co-Creative 
community designers can accomplish this through 
a mixture of activities such as photo sharing and 
polls to storytelling, article critiques, and thought 
experiments.
 
By offering variety between casual activities 
(i.e. polls) and immersive activities (i.e. photo 
associations), community managers can enable 
longer, sustained engagement and participation.
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4 An Editorial/Publishing 
Approach to 
Programming  
Reduces Attrition

Of course, offering variety doesn’t mean  
serving up a mess. When we talk about  
using variety to increase participation,  
there is a method to the madness.

Let’s return to the publishing world. Every magazine has a 
distinct purpose and mission. If magazines were simply a mish 
mash of articles, it would be difficult to form a community of 
readers with a shared ethos.
 
For example, Cosmopolitan covers fashion, lifestyle, culture, 
and travel. So does GQ. But the way these two magazines cover 
these sections are completely different. A lifestyle article from 
Cosmopolitan would look rather out of place in the lifestyle 
section of GQ and vice versa. While they have variety, both 
magazines serve different audiences and have distinct  
editorial voices.
 
Co-Creation communities can reduce attrition by borrowing this 
trick from the publishing industry. A Co-Creative community’s 
various activities should center around a specific ethos and 
business goal that fuels its curiosity and compels members 
to participate. Whereas a magazine reader’s interest may vary 
depending on whether the topic is lifestyle, fashion, or business, 
a Co-Creative community member’s interest will vary based on 
the specific challenge an innovation project is designed to solve.
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Creative Challenge Programs are effective ways 
to introduce this publishing-world approach. 
Designed to be short-term and project focused, 
Creative Challenge Programs are tied to 
specific business challenges such as a product 
innovation or a market launch. Running to a 
recommended length of approximately 90 days, 
these Creative Challenges take monumental 
business goals and break them down into fun, 
bite-size segments. These manageable portions 
keep the entire process engaging and easy to 
complete, yet focused and practical.
 
Community managers can use this strategy 
by introducing different programs based on 
distinct business challenges and goals such as:

Designed to be short-
term and project 
focused, Creative 
Challenge Programs  
are tied to specific 
business challenges.

 
Uncovering deeper consumer insights 
and learning more about customers 

Initiating a product innovation challenge 

Discovering how to best implement a 
winning idea and create a successful 
market launch strategy

1.

2.

3.

 
A program to generate new marketing content 
can be an excellent way to engage your 
community at the onset before switching gears 
towards solving a specific product problem 
through subsequent Creative Challenges. As an 
added bonus, these challenges all tie back to 
your particular brand values and ethos.

But what is the “innovation 
challenge” equivalent of a 
magazine section?
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5 Unstructured “water 
cooler” spaces 
for peer-to-peer 
interactions uncover 
powerful insights

Most of us are familiar with the Eureka Factor. 

It’s when the answer to a previously 
unfathomable problem comes to you in a 
sudden flash of inspiration. Oftentimes, it happens 
when you’re doing something completely unrelated 
to the task at hand. Just the other day, Kristin, one 
of our software developers, told us a story about 
sitting up straight in bed the night before with the 
answer to a programming challenge she had been 
facing. Eureka.

Researchers believe this happens when a 
problem is too large for our conscious minds to 
solve. Our unconscious mind kicks in and neural 
pathways between different sections of our 
brain free up, allowing us to consider a problem 
holistically. This is why people often get great 
ideas in the shower or while working out at 
the gym. Activities like bathing and exercising 
often happen on autopilot, giving our brain extra 
capacity to approach problems in novel ways.5

Replicate this phenomenon at a larger scale 
using your Co-Creative communities. While it’s 
necessary to include goal-oriented activities 
for solving a specific problem, it’s also good 
to include unstructured spaces within the 
Co-Creative community, such as a forum or 
chat room, for participants to have one-on-
one interactions that are not directed by the 
brand and community manager. By engaging in 
conversation and casual interactions, they may 
uncover unexpected insights and ideas.

While this entire exercise should be participant-
led, a hands-off moderator can provide added 
value by acting as a fly on the wall during 
community conversations, posing thought-
provoking questions to the group, and digging 
deeper to uncover more surprising insights.
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6 An over-reliance on 
leaderboards and 
points can destroy 
customer engagement.

Gamification can provide structure  
and assemble your community around  
a shared goal. 

But an over-reliance on leaderboards and points can also erode 
customer engagement and collaboration.

How can this be? Consider the behavior that leaderboards and 
points systems encourage: Competition. This is great when 
success relies on everyone smashing targets and outdoing each 
other (i.e. a sales environment), but this can be detrimental 
when an activity requires information sharing, collaboration, 
and trust.

As Brian Burke of Gartner writes,

“While gamification has some of the trappings of games such as 
points, badges, and leaderboards, the similarities stop there. Games 
are used to entertain, while gamification is used to engage and 
motivate people. Gamification can provide the shared goals and 
simple rules that will guide a group of people towards collective 
action. Applied to innovation, gamification can motivate people 
to share their ideas within a community, vote up the best ideas, 
and encourage people to build upon the ideas of others. It is a 
collaborative, crowdsourced approach to innovation, which invites 
people to pull in the same direction and take part in something 
larger than themselves.” 7
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In much the same way that crowdsourcing 
doesn’t equal Co-Creation, games don’t equal 
gamification. Consider how to use competitive 
elements in a complementary way to avoid 
divisiveness and hindered collaboration in your 
Co-Creative community.

Nevertheless, showcasing and rewarding 
superstar members is important for two 
reasons: reinforcing the preferred behavior 
and making members feel valued. Community 
moderators can do this in a positive way by 
featuring a member or an interesting insight 
or submission prominently on the dashboard 
or in the content feed. Your organization can 
also interview star members and publish those 
features to the community.

In much the  
same way that 
crowdsourcing doesn’t 
equal Co-Creation,  
games don’t equal 
gamification. 
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7 Multi-phase creativity 
workflows are more 
productive than 
simple idea contests.

Once you see your Co-Creative community  
start to form, resist the urge to jump into  
an idea contest. 

Understandably, you want to hit the ground 
running and see what your new participants  
come back with, but it’s important to remember  
that they still require an understanding of  
the community’s purpose and goals. Without this 
understanding, your contest may lead to lukewarm 
results that don’t entirely address the problem  
at hand.
 
This is where what’s known as “multi-phase 
creativity workflows” can be helpful. A contest 
contains limited touchpoints for participants. You 
enter the contest, you might ask a few questions, 
and then you submit your idea and hope to win.
 
With a strategically planned creativity workflow, 
there are several touchpoints, a clear 
explanation of the problem to be solved, and an 
opportunity for participants to be iterative in 
their thinking.

With a strategically 
planned creativity 
workflow, there are  
several touchpoints, a 
clear explanation of the 
problem to be solved, 
and an opportunity 
for participants to be 
iterative in their thinking.
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Ideally, your workflow includes the following five phases8, all of 
which form Chaordix’s unique approach to innovation + creativity.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Clarification

Creation

Iteration

Implementation

Reflection

Helps participants develop a personal connection to a problem so that their empathy fuels more 
powerful insights. Activities might include:

•       Reading an article or watching a video about a similar business or industry
•       Ranking product features to identify where participants’ interests lie and where knowledge gaps exist

After reviewing the Challenge / project brief, participants begin coming up with creative solutions.  
Activities include:

•      Asking participants to represent ideas through imagery
•      Games and contests designed to produce prototypes

Provides an opportunity for the best ideas to receive feedback from the community, as well as from  
the company on criteria such as feasibility or brand alignment. Activities include:

•      Voting on the best ideas, commenting and asking questions
•     Expert review with a weighted scorecard

Helps ensure your new idea or product does not fizzle out at the execution stage. Activities include:

•      Asking participants to rank the most important features of the product / what about the product 
makes them want to spend money on it (in order to decide on positioning)

•     Discussing marketing options such as brand/media partnerships, content distribution, influencer networks

Ensures an optimal experience for your Co-Creative community through continuous improvement. 
Activities include:

•      Asking participants for feedback on what they did and didn’t enjoy during the process
•      Asking participants what they thought was done well during the Co-Creation activities in order to 

improve future Creative Challenge programs

This multi-flow approach avoids a Co-Creation exercise in which participants experience information 
overload or self-censor because they feel pressured to only present perfected ideas.
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8 Reduce Bias in  
Selecting Winners With 
Scorecard Assessments

A community is a fragile ecosystem. 

Accusations of unfairness or bias - even if 
unfounded - can negatively impact the 
atmosphere of co-creativity and community, 
and in some cases, cause the entire entity to  
fall apart.
 
One way community managers can reduce 
the likelihood of this is through scorecard 
assessments. Organizations have already 
witnessed the benefits of using scorecards when 
making hiring decisions, a process that is highly 
susceptible to implicit biases and emotional 
decision-making 8.
 
But scorecards can do more than just reduce 
bias in decision making. It can also hold the 
decision-makers within a Co-Creative community 
accountable for their choices, so that there are 
regular assessments of whether their expertise 
is useful to the project or not.
 
Scorecards also reduce distractions to ensure 
that selected ideas align with the intended 
purpose of the project. They are also a way 
to solicit buy-in from other players within the 
organization who may be skeptical about the 
prospects of an innovation community. If they 
can agree to the success criteria of the project, 

they will be more supportive of the activities it 
involves.
 
Finally, scorecards streamline the process. One 
of the pitfalls of innovation challenges is not a 
lack of ideas but way too many ideas. So many 
ideas, in fact, that processing them becomes 
overwhelming and organizers abandon the 
project. An expert review phase that uses a 
weighted scorecard can be used at different 
points of the Creative Challenge program to 
narrow down submission from the top 100 to the 
top 10. Community members can then vote on 
those final 10 ideas.
 
The reverse is also possible where submissions 
are shortlisted through a community vote and 
the final winner is chosen using a scorecard. 
Both the community and the organization’s 
goals and objectives are respected and 
incorporated.
 
LEGO Ideas, a Chaordix-powered platform for 
customers to submit product ideas, uses a 
similar approach. Once a submission receives 
10,000 Supports from the Community in a 
12-month period, it is then reviewed by LEGO 
and potentially developed9.
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9 Involve the 
Community in solution 
implementation and 
go-to-market activities.

Once your Co-Creative community develops 
an exciting product or brand experience, their 
involvement doesn’t stop.

Ideally, they should be involved in go-to-market 
activities and solution implementations as well.
 
The biggest reason is that they understand 
how to position this innovation to customers. 
An innovative product has very little power if 
customers don’t understand why it’s such a 
big deal. Your co-creators are the people who 
designed this project to address a specific 
inconvenience or concern. Naturally, they will 
have the best insights on how to share this 
solution with like-minded individuals.
 
Moreover, these co-creators may be more 
than just strategy developers. They may wind 
up playing an integral role in executing that 
strategy, too. Your community has played a role 
in designing this product. It only makes sense to 
incorporate them into your marketing strategy 
as they will be the most knowledgeable and 
passionate about your project.
 

Specifically, your Co-Creative community can 
tell you:
 
•      Which media channels they regularly engage 

with, allowing you to allocate your media 
spend most effectively 

•      Which creative formats they respond most 
strongly to 

•      Assist with the creation and sharing of 
content, thereby lending authenticity to your 
advertising campaigns

In this way, organizations collect the most value 
from their Co-Creative communities.
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10 Treat this as a 
powerful enterprise 
innovation channel 
and staff accordingly.

Last, but certainly not least, invest in your 
enterprise innovation channel. Your Co-Creative 
community is a valuable resource that should 
be supported.

Maintaining it means staffing it with the appropriate technology 
and talent. This way, your participants won’t depart because of 
frustrating glitches, poor moderation, or a lack of activities.
 
The good news is that most of the resources and talent you need 
to build and maintain a Co-Creative channel already exists in 
your organization, from consumer insight to communications. 
And since customer Co-Creation benefits multiple divisions 
within the organization, there is rationale for convincing various 
stakeholders to redirect some of their less effectively employed 
resources to your customer Co-Creation project.
 
For instance, social media managers and content marketers 
from your marketing function can assist with programming 
while consumer insight and research professionals can play  
a role in the design, evaluation, and analysis of Creative 
Challenge Programs.
 
Most importantly, remember that both customers and 
employees are critical for customer Co-Creation. Business 
insights exist within your business as well as without. Use your 
Co-Creation project to gather as many of them as possible.
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That quote about collaboration neatly captures how 
organizations should think when building a Co-Creative 
community. Developing a Co-Creative community must  
be viewed as a process, and each step should be taken  
with care.
 
A Co-Creative community is not a social media following and 
it’s not a mailing list for a poll or survey. Rather it’s a group 
of dedicated superfans who come together to work 
on customer problems and innovative solutions. And 
as that quote notes, simply bringing these fans together is 
not enough to start generating quality ideas or start pulling 
meaningful insights.
 
Building a successful Co-Creative community requires time, 
patience, thoughtful programming, and an investment 
of people and resources. With this, organizations can 
discover powerful customer insights, decrease product 
development cycles, increase revenue, and meet its 
strategic objectives.
 
What organization doesn’t want that?

Conclusion

Coming together is a 
beginning; keeping together  
is progress; working together 
is success.
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