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Abstract

Purpose – This study aims to shed lights on the dynamics of involving and sharing knowledge with

stakeholders in the process of new service development (NSD) over time.

Design/methodology/approach – The paper is based on a paradigmatic case focused on the

development of the digital MBA program by the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano. Primary

and secondary data have been largely collected and analyzed, involving multiple stakeholders of the

development process.

Findings – This study describes how several stakeholders have been involved during the phase of the

NSD process, showing two variables that ruled their involvement: the level of control exerted by the

School on the stakeholders and the level of flexibility of the stakeholders.

Research limitations/implications – This research offers insights to the understanding of the dynamics

of involving and sharing knowledge with multiple-stakeholders in NSD. From a theoretical perspective, it

contributes to stakeholder theory linking it with the service management literature, highlighting the role of

cyclical fluctuations in the involvement activities.

Practical implications – This research offers insights to managers dealing with the development of new

services, offering them a novel view on how various stakeholders may be involved over time, in different

moment and in different ways, to properly enhance the development process thanks to their knowledge

sharing.

Originality/value – This paper contributes to the service management literature emphasizing the role of

multiple stakeholders while providing insights and suggestions to manage the complex relationships

created by their involvement and their knowledge.

Keywords Stakeholders, Knowledge sharing, Services, Stakeholder involvement, Digital,

New service development, Digitization, Stakeholder theory, Shared knowledge, Digital learning
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1. Introduction

Innovative companies are increasingly shifting from product-centric approaches to service-

oriented value propositions to build and nurture sustainable competitive advantage

(Adrodegari and Saccani, 2017; Falk and Peng, 2013; Neely, 2008). This phenomenon has

been intensified by the widespread digitization that is pushing and making it easier for

companies to reshape their business model around the offering of bundles of integrated

digital services (Ardolino et al., 2017; Rust and Huang, 2014).

These changes in the business models require companies to deeply reshape existing

relationships and collaboration patterns in their ecosystem of stakeholders (Vendrell-

Herrero et al., 2017). Indeed, service-oriented business model innovation cannot happen in

isolation, within the boundaries of the innovation or R&D department of a company, but

Elena Pellizzoni, Daniel

Trabucchi, Federico

Frattini, Tommaso Buganza

are all based at the School

of Management of

Politecnico di Milano, Milan,

Italy. Anthony Di Benedetto

is based at the Fox School

of Business, Temple

University, Philadelphia,

Pennsylvania, USA.

Received 4 October 2019
Revised 11 December 2019
Accepted 3 January 2020

© Elena Pellizzoni,
Daniel Trabucchi,
Federico Frattini,
Tommaso Buganza and
Anthony Di Benedetto.
Published by Emerald
Publishing Limited. This article
is published under the Creative
Commons Attribution (CC BY
4.0) licence. Anyone may
reproduce, distribute, translate
and create derivative works of
this article (for both commercial
and non-commercial purposes),
subject to full attribution to the
original publication and authors.
The full terms of this licence
may be seen at http://
creativecommons.org/
licences/by/4.0/legalcode

DOI 10.1108/JKM-10-2019-0532 VOL. 24 NO. 2 2020, pp. 415-438, Emerald Publishing Limited, ISSN 1367-3270 j JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT j PAGE 415

mailto:
mailto:
mailto:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JKM-10-2019-0532


through continuous and deep interactions with customers (Siahtiri, 2018; Taghizadeh et al.,

2018; Shi et al., 2019) as well as the other relevant stakeholders (Li et al., 2015; Ommen

et al., 2016; Jonas and Roth, 2017). Digitization thus facilitates internal and external

connections with stakeholders and knowledge sharing, which have positive impact on

innovation performance and competitiveness (Kroh et al., 2018).

As Goduscheit and Faullant (2018) suggest, digitization can be considered one of the main

antecedents and enables of business model servitization. However, they highlight that

digitization is not a sufficient condition for successful servitization, a well-orchestrated

mobilization of resources plays a fundamental role in a successful journey toward

servitization (Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018).

Indeed, stakeholders, such as consumers, suppliers or business partners, can erect

barriers toward increased digitization in services, under the effect of skepticism and other

psychological and functional barriers (Mani and Chouk, 2018). Stakeholders’ involvement

and knowledge in the new service development (NSD) process can help overcome these

resistances (Florén et al., 2018) and to help knowledge sharing (Nikas et al., 2017). For

example, both internal and external communications are found to be related to greater

services’ performances because of an increasing of frontline employee creativity and

customer orientation (Siahtiri, 2018).

Researchers have largely documented the positive impact of involving stakeholders and

sharing knowledge with them in the innovation process (Antioco et al., 2008; Driessen and

Hillebrand, 2013; Lin and Hsieh, 2014; Goodman et al., 2017). Indeed, the chance to

identify and align the strategic priorities and expectations of the various stakeholders

involved in the innovation process is a crucial activity (Plaza-Úbeda et al., 2009). However,

scholars have also outlined the challenges and complexities that companies have to face

(Harrison et al., 2010; Jonas and Roth, 2017). Involving stakeholder and sharing knowledge

with them may be expensive (Harrison et al., 2010) and typically requires different

resources to be properly orchestrated (e.g. human resources, time and managerial

attention), and it can even produce negative consequences on innovation outcomes in the

short term (Jonas and Roth, 2017).

Moreover, stakeholder involvement and knowledge sharing has been mostly studied at an

organization level (Freeman, 1984; Greenley and Foxall, 1998; Driessen and Hillebrand,

2013), but little is known about how multiple stakeholders and their knowledge may be

successfully involved in the NSD process dynamically, over time (Driessen and Hillebrand,

2013). Some preliminary attempts to fill this gap can be found in recent research studying

the role of stakeholders in NSD (Lin and Hsieh, 2014; Li et al., 2015; Ommen et al., 2016;

Jonas and Roth, 2017) and focusing on the practices that can be used to manage

stakeholders involvement in product development processes (Driessen and Hillebrand,

2013), but the available knowledge on this topic remains scattered. This article focuses on

how multiple stakeholders can be involved to leverage their knowledge throughout the

phases of the NSD process. Specifically, our research question is:

RQ1. How do companies develop new digital services involving and sharing knowledge

with multiple stakeholders over time?

The article presents and discusses the results an inductive case study, which illustrates the

processes through which the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano (SOM) (one of

the leading International technical universities) designed, developed and delivered an

innovative and highly successful digital Executive MBA program (called Flex EMBA), by

proactively engaging numerous stakeholders (students, professors and technology

providers).

It represents an interesting case for this research, for two main reasons. First, the intrinsic

characteristics of the service may enable the involvement of various types of stakeholders.

Second, the digital nature of the service offers several opportunities and challenges from an
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innovation management perspective, representing a good case to study innovation theories

(Nambisan et al., 2017).

This article contributes to stakeholder theory by providing empirical evidence to an

academic debate that has been often criticized to be too far from reality (Kaler, 2006;

Laplume et al., 2008) and by showing how the concepts established in stakeholder theory

can be applied to the service development concept. Furthermore, it adds to service

innovation literature by developing a model that focuses on the entire NSD process, and not

only on some of its phases (Li et al., 2015) and by offering a dynamic view of the

involvement and alignment of different stakeholders and their knowledge leveraging on the

opportunities offered by digital technologies (Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018).

2. Theoretical background

Three sections constitute the theoretical background: first, a review of the literature on NSD,

then a focus on Stakeholder involvement, paying particular attention to the service field.

Finally, the research gap is presented introducing the role of digitization regarding NSD and

stakeholders’ involvement.

2.1 New service development

Services have raised much attention in management and innovation research not only for

their weight in the economies of industrialized countries but also because they show several

key differences compared with products, such as inseparability, intangibility, perishability

and heterogeneity (Lovelock, 1983). Services are based on the interaction between users,

providers and physical elements (Johnston, 1999; Menor et al., 2002), and these

idiosyncratic characteristics make the development process of new services unique and

different from that applied to physical goods and products (De Brentani, 1995).

Scholars developed numerous models describing the anatomy of the NSD process, which

is a driver of competitive advantage of service firms (Dotzel et al., 2013). Some of them are

comparable to the well-known staged new products process (Cooper, 2001), as they

comprise a number of phases undertaken in a chronological order (Donnelly et al., 1985;

Alam and Perry, 2002; Melton and Hartline, 2015; Magistretti et al., 2019a, 2019b).

Nevertheless, empirical research shows that NSD processes are typically less formalized

than new product development processes (Biemans et al., 2016).

Research also shows that the creation, development and delivery of new services usually

require a closer involvement and more intense interactions with customers, if compared with

product innovation (Jaw et al., 2010). Nevertheless, research on this topic is still in its

infancy. Some recent studies focus on how to improve the quality of the participation of

stakeholders in NSD projects (Ommen et al., 2016). However, scholarly research is

relatively silent about the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon, leaving practitioners

involved in NSD with little or no guidance on how to increase the user involvement in the

different phases of the process (Agostini et al., 2016). Although little has been said on how

companies can successfully involve stakeholders to leverage their knowledge in an NSD

project, research suggests that successful involvement and knowledge-sharing with

stakeholders is the result of a trial-and-error and learning process, which takes time to be

completed (Driessen and Hillebrand, 2013), thereby highlighting its dynamic nature.

Research has also shown how the involvement of different stakeholders create

interdependences among them, creating the need for indirect and multi-line integration of

stakeholders (Jonas and Roth, 2017). Other studies show that the involvement and

knowledge sharing with stakeholders has cyclical fluctuations during the NSD process,

because there is a high level of variability in the role played by the different stakeholders

over time (Li et al., 2015). Moreover, NSD studies on involving and sharing knowledge with
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stakeholders focused mainly on the implementation and the commercialization stages of the

development process (Jonas and Roth, 2017), without considering the ideation and the

delivery phases.

2.2 Stakeholder involvement in innovation

Stakeholders have been defined as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by

the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholder theory has

received increasing interest from organization and management researchers. It has

provided a conceptual framework for mapping the main characteristics of different

stakeholders, their impact and influence over the decision-making process and the benefits

resulting from their involvement, their knowledge and their and engagement (Freeman,

1984; Bridoux and Stoelhorst, 2014; Henisz et al., 2014; Berman et al., 1999; Hsieh, 2009).

This extensive research stream has produced theoretical and empirical evidence about the

relevance of stakeholder involvement in the new product and service development process.

Involving and sharing knowledge with stakeholders in product innovation is well

documented, and it represents a key aspect in the recent debate around open innovation.

Open innovation emphasizes the relationship between the ability of an organization to

access and integrate multiple sources of knowledge coming from its stakeholders and its

innovation performance (Dell’Era et al., 2018; Wu and Hu, 2018; Matricano et al., 2019). A

well-developed approach to manage the involvement of stakeholders is a key factor in the

success of the product innovation process (Douthwaite et al., 2001; Widén et al., 2014;

Talke and Hultink, 2010). Research also highlights that involving stakeholders and sharing

knowledge in innovation may be expensive and requires significant effort and managerial

attention (Harrison et al., 2010). This consideration raises the question of how to manage

this involvement and knowledge sharing process, to allow companies to adjust and balance

the needs and expectations of the different categories of stakeholders along the stages of

the development processes (Brown, 2003). Among these categories, research

highlights the importance of distinguishing between internal and external stakeholders

(Bjørkquist et al., 2015). Considering internal stakeholders, employees and top

management play a key role. Employees should be involved in the development of a new

product because they own important tacit knowledge that can enhance innovation

performance (Mattsson, 2010; Pellizzoni et al., 2015). The top management team, instead,

plays a relevant role in supporting the innovation process, championing it and protecting it

from short-term pressures (Smith and Fischbacher, 2005).

Regarding external stakeholders, suppliers, business partners and final customers play a

particularly critical role. The former can potentially play a key role in spotting opportunities

for operational improvements, thereby increasing competitiveness and reducing costs and

quality issues (Pittaway et al., 2004). Research shows indeed the existence of a positive

relationship between the involvement of suppliers in the innovation process and

performance (Patrucco et al., 2017). On the other hand, the involvement of customers in the

new product development process is probably the most widely studied form of stakeholder

involvement (Carbonell et al., 2012). Customer involvement is defined as the set of

interactions established with current or potential customers at various stages during the

development process. This is considered to be a critical success factor for product

development (Cooper, 2001; Alam, 2006). User involvement in the innovation process has a

positive effect both on development time and product quality (Carbonell et al., 2009).

2.3 News service development, stakeholder involvement and digital opportunities: a
research gap

As mentioned in the introduction, digitization is playing a relevant role in enabling a

shift toward servitization (Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018; Buganza et al., 2019;
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Magistretti et al., 2019a). The role of digital technologies in service business

transformation is undoubted (Ardolino et al., 2017; Adrodegari and Saccani, 2017; Rust

and Huang, 2014). The digitization leads companies to reshape not only their offering

but to move to service-oriented business model (Adrodegari and Saccani, 2017;

Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018). Servitization, however, often implies having to include

an ecosystem of many stakeholders in the development of the innovative service (Kroh

et al., 2018). Digitization helps in this process as it facilitates and reinforces

collaboration with stakeholders (Nanry et al., 2015; Kroh et al., 2018).

However, digitization may preclude some stakeholders, thus their digital capabilities that

they cannot have already acquired and embedding (Pagoropoulos et al., 2017). Moreover,

digitalization itself is not enough to activate coherently the resources, fundamental for the

NSD process (Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018). These considerations let emerge the

research question of this paper: how can companies develop new digital services

managing the involvement of multiple stakeholders and their knowledge overtime?

3. Methods and research context

To address our research question, we conducted an inductive, longitudinal case study on

the development of a new digital service through the involvement and constant interaction

with multiple stakeholders, i.e. the Flex EMBA by the School of Management of Politecnico

di Milano.

Our case study is an extreme case (Siggelkow, 2007; Yin, 2013) of NSD, in the sense that it

was a successful development (as the next section can show, with several follow up

editions and various awards) requiring the participation of many different stakeholders

throughout all stages of the process. Indeed, by studying such a complex case, it is

possible to isolate and recognize the main phenomenon under observation (Pettigrew,

1990; Siggelkow, 2007), elaborating on the theoretical dimensions while also examining and

the empirical evidences (Lee et al., 1999). Coherently with the aim of the research, which is

process oriented, we leveraged the narrative approach suggested by Langley (1999). We

adopted an inductive approach, aiming to clarify the event sequences and separating the

overlapping of casual forces. A recursive approach lies at the basis of our theory

development. We started by analyzing the case study, to find general patterns and

developing theory going through a cycle made of data analysis, emerging theory and

existing literature to expand our understanding of the phenomenon (Klein and Myers, 1999;

Yin, 2013).

3.1 Research setting: the case of the flex executive MBA

A single case study is suitable to observe unconventional, interesting and extreme

organizational settings, where the processes of theoretical interest are clearly observable.

These characteristics were evident in the development and delivery phases of a new

service at the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano, i.e. a new digital Executive

MBA, called Flex EMBA.

To respond to the opportunities and challenges enabled by digital transformation in

management education, the SOM created a radically new service involving and sharing

knowledge with multiple stakeholders (students, technology providers and faculty

professors). SOM was the first business school in Italy and among the few in Europe to offer

a digital Executive MBA program taught mainly online. The new program was initiated

starting in 2013, building on the idea of leveraging the flexibility offered by digital

technologies to allow students to attend an Executive MBA without the need to reach the

SOM campus for traditional, face-to-face classes. Through the combination of different

digital learning tools, such as multimedia asynchronous clips, synchronous online classes,

synchronous online Q&A sessions and moderated discussions held through an online
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forum, students of the Flex EMBA can attend the different courses wherever they are and,

for the largest part of the required total effort, they can freely choose when and from where

to study and interact with classmates and faculty professors.

The digital learning part of the Flex EMBA is weighted 80 per cent of the total effort required

to students. For the remaining 20 per cent of the total effort, students meet at the Milan

campus of SOM and attend traditional, face-to-face classes, outdoor activities, coaching

sessions, executive dinners, and inspirational speeches by top managers and

entrepreneurs, designed with the aim to develop soft skills and relational capabilities[1].

The development of the Flex EMBA has been managed by the Innovation team, composed

by two employees of the School of Management and one Professor (which is one of the co-

authors of the paper). First intake of the Flex EMBA started in October 2014. At the end of

2019, 11 editions of the program have been launched, involving 400þ students. In these

years, the Flex EMBA has become one of the most important and profitable programs

offered by SOM, and it contributed to the 80 per cent increase in number of students

annually enrolled in MBA programs and to the 70 per cent growth in revenues of MBA and

Executive MBA programs. In 2015, AMBA (the Association of MBAs) shortlisted the Flex

MBA among the six most innovative MBAs in the world. In 2017, SOM received the EOCCS

(EFMD Online Course Certification System) accreditation from EFMD (the European

Foundations for Management Development) for the Flex EMBA online courses. The launch

of the Flex EMBA has been a success also in terms of students’ satisfaction. Of these, 74.2

per cent of the students showed the highest level of satisfaction in the evaluation survey,

reaching also great results in terms of effectiveness (Agasisti et al., 2016). Figure 1 briefly

summarizes the timeline of the case, highlighting also the main people involved: the

innovation team that take care of the NSD process and manage the stakeholder

involvement and the three groups of stakeholders involved: students, faculty and

technology providers. The figure also highlights the three phases (Design, Development

and Delivery) used to describe the NSD process, which have been defined searching for

commonalities in the various NSD processes previously mentioned (e.g.; Cooper, 2001;

Donnelly et al., 1985; Alam and Perry, 2002; Melton and Hartline, 2015).

3.2 Data collection and analysis

Data collection lasted roughly five years, because the Flex EMBA inception (in 2013) till the

end of the first intake (which ended with student graduation in, 2016).

Figure 1 Timeline of the case
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The researchers were all actively involved in conducting interviews and direct observations

in various occasions, working together in the data analysis phases to exploit synergies in

data triangulation (Eisenhardt, 1989) and to increase the robustness of our analysis (Yin,

2013). Moreover, one of the authors worked on the project development for the entire time

span, offering an extensive access to data during this time. Two of the others have been

engaged as stakeholders in some of the phases of the development process (in particular,

as faculty professors involved in the development and delivery of the program). The last

author, who has not been directly involved, brings an external perspective in the analysis of

the analysis. The fact that the authors had extensive access to data permitted them to

triangulate different and multiple data sources, assuring different perspectives and the

reduction of biased viewpoints (Denzin, 1984).

Our database includes semi-structured interviews with various stakeholder groups, a large

body of direct observations and an archive material on the development process, as

described in Table I.

An inductive and iterative approach has been used to analyze the rich body of data (Miles

and Huberman, 1984; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). We started coding our field notes into

phases, stakeholders and dynamics between them. The last part of the analysis cycle deals

with the theorizing process, useful to disambiguate codes, consolidating or deleting them,

coherently with our inductive approach (Lee et al., 1999).

4. Findings

The following section presents the results of the analysis of the development of the Flex

EMBA, introducing first the stakeholders involved, their role in the knowledge sharing and

then analyzing the three main phases of the process: design, development and delivery.

To represent the evolution of the process of involving and sharing knowledge with

stakeholders in the three phases, the kind of relationship that the innovation built with a

specific stakeholder group is going to be described for each phase.

In particular, we rely on previous research (Greenhalgh and Stones, 2010; Young et al.,

2010) which suggests that involving and sharing knowledge with stakeholders can be

mapped along four phases:

1. problematization, in which the innovation team searches for other actors who share the

same issue;

2. interest, in which there is an alignment between actors, who share their skills,

knowledge or other resources;

3. enrollment, during which new actors join the network and work together; and

4. mobilization, in which the actors are engaged and fulfill their roles linking with others in

the network.

4.1 Stakeholders

Throughout the Flex EMBA development process, one of the most critical tasks carried out

by the innovation team was to establish and manage the relationships with diverse

stakeholders. In the words of the leader of the innovation team: “At the beginning we

understood that we were creating something truly radical, challenging traditional paradigms

for students, professors and technology providers. We needed to have these stakeholders

all on board not only to involve them, but also to leverage their knowledge to understand the

best direction to take in the development process for all the parties involved”.

First, the innovation team had to face the challenge of involving prospective students, as

future users of the innovative service. The innovation team aimed to involve customers in the
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Table I Data sources

Data types Use in the analysis

Interviews

First stakeholder group: the Innovation team

5 interviews

7 h

During the first round, questions inquired about the main phases of

the project and the main stakeholders involved

The team had the chance to create a first draft of the development

process of the entire project, while identify the other stakeholders

During the second round, questions inquired about the

relationships among the different stakeholders and the different

phases

Second stakeholder group: students of the first intake of the Flex

EMBA

6 interviews

7 h

Questions inquired about their perception during the service

delivery, focusing in particular on how they interacted with the

innovation team and searching for other latent interactions they had

Third stakeholder group: a group of Professors involved in the

development and delivery of the first intake of the Flex EMBA.

3 interviews

4 h

Questions inquired about their experience during the development

and the delivery of the service, focusing in particular on how they

interacted with the innovation team and searching for other latent

interactions they had

Fourth stakeholder group: a representative of the technology

provider

2 interviews

3 h

Questions inquired about their experience during the development

and the delivery of the service, focusing in particular on how they

interacted with the innovation team and searching for other latent

interactions they had

Fifth stakeholder group: SOM Top Management

2 interviews

2h

Questions inquired about the strategic goals related to the project

and the top management role during the development and the

delivery process

Field notes

Focus groups with students

Before the first edition of the Flex EMBA (with Alumni) – 12h (notes)

During the first edition of the Flex EMBA – 9h (notes)

Meetings with 12 professors before the first edition

14 h (notes)

Meetings with the technology provider during the first edition

52 h (notes)

The notes have been used to understand the flow of the events of

the development and the delivery of the services, searching in

particular for criticalities and latent dynamics and triangulating the

interviews data

Field data from service delivery

E-mails

Students during the first edition of the Flex EMBA (on the content

of the program) - 5633

Students during the first edition of the Flex EMBA (on technical

issues about the digital learning platform) –2359

Professors (before the first edition of the Flex EMBA, during the

recording of the multimedia material) – 456

Professors (during the delivery of the first edition of the Flex

EMBA) – 980

Customer satisfaction questionnaires – 360 questionnaires

Threads in the online forum – 563 threads

Digital learning tools (Videos)

Clips – 100h

Q&As – 43h

Live teaching sessions – 86h

The field data have been used to understand the flow of the events

of the development and the delivery of the services, searching in

particular for criticalities and latent dynamics and triangulating the

interviews data

The videos have been used to align all the researchers on what the

different parts of the service are, having complete access to what

happened during the first edition of the service

Direct Observations and Actions

1 researcher working in the Innovation team Direct observations of the Flex EMBA strategic and operative

dimensions

4 researchers working in specific parts of the service development

(2 of them filming clips of one of the modules of the course) and

service delivery/2 of them participating in live sessions, Q&As and

tutoring the students online)

Direct observations and actions helped the authors team to have a

clear view of what happened during specific phases of the project

development and delivery. Having the chance to triangulate

information gathered through other sources, while relying on the

external author to have an unbiased view on the findings

43 Newspaper articles collected in the MIP press archive (2014-

2017)

Determine press coverage related to have the public perspective

on the service
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development phases. They knew that users’ possible disappointment for being involved into

a still not fully tested beta version of the service could be counterbalanced by the

excitement for playing an active role in the radical innovation process, bringing their

knowledge to it. This trade-off emerged clearly from the words of a student during a focus

group: “On the one hand we perceive ourselves as pioneers, on the other hand [. . .] have

the chance to contribute to the development of a tailor-made service. This definitely

increased for sure our satisfaction”.

Faculty professors were the second main stakeholder category involved in the development

of the Flex EMBA. The faculty was responsible for the quality of the courses as professors

were involved not only in recording the multimedia clips and in delivering the online live and

Q&A sessions along the duration of the Flex EMBA but also trying to bring their knowledge

in the project. However, many of them were not familiar with the opportunities and

challenges of digital learning, and none of them had significant prior experience with this

educational approach. The new teaching methods and tools could threaten to them and

their lack of commitment would have easily led the project to failure. As noted by one of the

members of the innovation team: “Several professors were skeptical about the idea of the

Flex EMBA, somehow scared by the innovative nature of this project. We talked with all of

them, we listened to their opinions, trying to design a new program by considering their

perspectives and ideas”.

Finally, the last category of key stakeholders was technology providers. It appeared

immediately clear to the innovation team that the digital platform would have been a major

source of opportunities (as an enabler of interaction among the students and professors)

but also a potential cause of rigidity and source of complexity and issues. The platform was

going to be the first contact point that users would evaluate in their digital experience, and

therefore it had to be enjoyable and highly user friendly. The technology provider appeared

soon as a critical stakeholder for both the first development and the future updates of the

service. The involvement of this stakeholder was also complicated by the poor technical

knowledge of the team as in the words of the team leader: “Probably we do not have an

extensive knowledge either on the opportunities offered by new technologies nor on the

panel of potential providers and existing solutions [. . .] and surely we do not have time and

skills to build this knowledge ourselves”.

4.2 Design

In the design phase, the innovation team built the concept of the new service. Two main

tasks were performed at this phase: pre-design and design and feasibility.

In the pre-design step, the main objective of the innovation team was to retrieve information

to understand if and how the new service could create value for students and professors.

This multi-stakeholder approach to new service design was a key aspect from the

beginning of the process because each category of stakeholders could jeopardize the

entire service development if not interested in the project. The innovation team decided to

focus separately on students and professors.

On the student side, the innovation team organized a series of focus groups with the alumni

of the SOM to collect insights on the idea to develop a digital Executive EMBA from former

students of the School. During these discussions, students were asked to describe the

practical problems and needs that could be addressed through a digital EMBA, such as

balancing work commitments and courses activities and reducing or eliminating the time

needed to travel to the campus to attend face-to-face classes. As it typically happens in the

problematization phase of the involvement process, the focal actor (i.e. The innovation

team) was searching for other actors sharing its vision. As an innovation team member

recalled: “The insights and problems collected during the focus groups were not

particularly breakthrough but I think that the focus groups helped our Alumni to understand

VOL. 24 NO. 2 2020 j JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT j PAGE 423



the problem that we wanted to solve with the Flex EMBA.” He also highlighted that “these

initiatives unexpectedly produced strong involvement and word of mouth in the Alumni and

prospective student’s community.” Alumni and prospects “began to talk about our intention

to develop a digital Executive MBA, showing curiosity for the new service and motivation to

participate in the NSD process.” This quotes clearly resembles the dynamics taking place in

the interest phase, which entails aligning the different actors to get them on board and to

leverage their own skills and perspectives in the development of the new service.

The innovation team adopted a different approach to involve the second category of

stakeholders (i.e. professors) because the result to be achieved through this involvement

was completely different. The whole range of professors (covering all the topics needed for

an MBA program) had to be fully involved in the service development process. As one

member of the innovation team said: “Professors are the lifeblood of the entire service, you

can have hundreds of students on board, but it’s the work of the faculty professors that will

determine the success or the failure of the entire project. Having professors who don’t

believe in the mission of this new service was among the biggest threats for us. Thus, we

worked closely with them, trying to bring them on board as much as we could.” On top of

this, they have a considerable knowledge not only on the topics, but also on the design of a

program and on the learning experience of students.

Consequently, the effort put by the innovation team to involve faculty professors was

remarkable. It was decided to segment the faculty into two clusters: “Enthusiasts” (the ones

willing to embrace the change) and “Neutral and Opponents” (the ones having no or

negative attitude towards the change). Fortunately, the enthusiasts were a significant

number: 12 out of 27 total professors involved in the Flex EMBA. This segmentation reduced

the complexity of the faculty involvement process and allowed the innovation team to

quickly complete the problematization and interest phases.

The innovation team targeted first the enthusiasts and particularly those who were

considered opinion leaders into the school to create momentum and make the cultural

innovation process start. “Both categories of professors were aware that digital

transformation would lead to change traditional classes with slides and flip boards in

something more interactive and enjoyable” explains one member of the innovation team. He

continues: “The problem was to explain to the faculties reluctant to change that time had

come to change approach to teaching, otherwise it would be too late [. . .] but once some

enthusiastic opinion leaders embraced the project the other followed quite easily.” When

each of the two categories of professors realized the importance of the issue, even the ones

who were initially against the change began to recognize it as inevitable and the discussion

about should-we-do-it turned easily into a discussion about how-to-do-it, focusing on

opportunities and challenges of the digital shift. Once this happened the innovation team

triggered the enrollment phase for the professors by asking the Dean of SOM to meet each

professor personally to present the project, the expected results and the level of

commitment required to the faculty. Through these mechanisms and the word-of-mouth

discussed above, the innovation team ensured that faculty professors were involved and on

board.

In the pre-design phase of the process, the technology side of the stakeholder network was

not directly targeted or acted upon by the innovation team. It was too early to select either a

provider or a solution and the team wanted to keep more doors open for following stages.

Moreover, the innovation team lacked the advanced knowledge to interact effectively with

technology providers. Thus, the team decided to work together with a technology expert for

a preliminary screening of the technological opportunities. The technology expert became

the interface of the innovation team towards the technology. By doing so, the innovation

team created a bridge between them and the technology side of the stakeholder network.

By doing so they reduced the complexity deriving from directly involving and sharing

knowledge with several potential technology providers in the service development process.
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In this phase, the technology expert helped the team in designing the concept of the

service, giving knowledge of the technical feasibility of the desired features of the new

digital learning platform. For example, he suggested using an app to allow students to

watch the clips when they were offline, instead of using only the online platform through a

Web browser. The technological expert was the first player to push significantly on the

usage of digital tools, because of his background and knowledge. This led to a massive

reduction of the implementation costs. In this regard, a member of the innovation team

admitted: “We are part of a business school, we study the impact and use of digital

technologies in business, but in that moment, we needed someone with a technical

perspective, someone able to guide us through the different suppliers, helping us

understand which, among our requests, were obvious, challenging or even impossible to

be implemented”.

Moreover, the expert brought to the table the providers’ point of view without having them

on board, which eventually resulted in a reduced time to complete the service design

phase. In other words, the technology expert allowed to quickly go through the

problematization and interest phases of the involvement process on the technology side.

The main characteristics of these tasks are summarized in Figure 2 and Table II.

Figure 2 Involvement of stakeholders in the design phase

Table II The design phase

Name Pre-design Design and feasibility

Main objectives Collect information about needs,

desires and visions

Design of tde innovative service

Stakeholders involved Students:

Business School Alumni

Prospects

Professors

Enthusiasts

Professors

Whole faculty (top down approach):

“Enthusiasts” and “Neutral and Opponents”

Technology

Technologies expert

Typologies of involvement 6 focus groups and interviews with

students

12 meetings with professors

Top down approach mediated by the Dean to

completely engage the whole faculty

Co-design with the technologies expert

(Feedback on feasibility)

Involvement and alignment phase Awareness (students and professors) Awareness (Technology expert)

Engagement (Professors)

Main outputs Involvement and word-of-mouth on

students and professors’ community

Innovative service idea and feasibility

Formal enrollment of professors in the project

Timing 6months
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4.3 Development

After the service design phase, the innovation team focused on the development of the new

digital learning platform and on creating the multimedia contents to be accessed through it.

The development phase can be divided into three main steps: platform development,

contents and program development and the launch of a demo course.

After the design of the concept of the new service, the innovation team asked the

technology expert to mediate the relationship with technology providers. The expert helped

to analyze the three platform alternatives available and to select the most appropriate

provider. His role was not limited to the enrollment of the technological partner but was also

focused on the mobilization of the stakeholder involvement process. The expert played the

role of mediator between the innovation team and the technology provider. He knows both

the needs of faculty professors (the expert was a professor himself in a technical

department of Politecnico di Milano) and the potentialities of the technologies (which is his

main research and professional area of activity). He facilitated a two-way communication

process: on one hand, bringing change requests to the technology provider during the

development process, and, on the other, explaining technological constraints to the

innovation team. This role was crucial in reducing the complexity of involving and sharing

knowledge with the technology stakeholder, giving the innovation team the opportunity to

keep working on the professors’ enrollment. As noted by the technology expert: “My role

was to help the innovation team to focus on the right thing in that moment, taking care and

advising them on those decisions that otherwise would have slowed down the entire

process”.

During the development of the platform, efforts were made to maintain faculty professors

aligned with the adjustments that were required from a technical point of view. To maximize

the efficiency of the communication process and reduce potential oppositions towards the

changes, the innovation team focused mainly on opinion leaders among the enthusiasts’

cluster. The aim was to trigger a continuous word-of-mouth activity inside the faculty and

kept them involved in the initiative.

After the digital platform was developed and the project entered the content and program

development phase, the attention of the innovation team was completely redirected toward

professors. Training programs had to be designed to teach them how to produce

multimedia material, and clips had to be recorded. Through one-to-one coaching activities,

for all the 27 professors involved in the process of recording the multimedia material, the

innovation team supported them in developing their own courses. These activities were

useful to mobilize the actors, such that they actually fulfill their role in the network of

stakeholders. As noted by one member of the innovation team: “The best way to bring

someone on board is to talk directly with him, not writing, not imposing, but explaining

clearly our motivations, our goals and listening carefully to his own opinions and finally

provide him full support to do a great job”.

The team followed an incremental approach. Recording activities began with the opinion

leader sub-group among the enthusiast cluster and only later expanded to the whole

faculty. As a team member stated: “We discovered how deep the permeability of the

previous informal communication was by speaking with the professors during the recording

of the multimedia material. They already knew most of the changes we needed to introduce

to the service concept because of technology constrains, therefore the following activities

[recording] was easier and faster”.

When the contents and program development activities were fully in place, the innovation

team moved again back the focus on the student side. They organized a demo course to

test and present the Flex EMBA to prospect students. The demo course has been a one-

week course delivered to almost 40 potential students interested in attending the Flex

EMBA. By showing the entire platform and the courses structure in action, the innovation
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team validated the new service concept while receiving valuable feedbacks from

prospective students, increasing their perceived value and moving them into the

engagement phase. In this last phase only one professor, which was one of the Enthusiast,

has been directly involved in the process to teach in the demo course.

Figure 3 and Table III synthetically portraits the stakeholder involvement and knowledge

sharing activities conducted during the different steps of the NSD phase.

4.4 Delivery

Finally, the first edition of the new Flex EMBA was launched on October 2014. The students

(33 for the first intake) could access the platform, the asynchronous multimedia clips started

to be watched and online synchronous Q&A and live sessions were delivered through the

platform. During this phase, the NSD process continued with the aim to introduce changes

to the Flex EMBA to adapt it to the needs of the students and prepare the changes to be

Figure 3 Involvement of stakeholders in the development phase

Table III The development phase

Name Platform Development

Contents and program

development Demo

Main objectives Development of the service platform

and professors’ alignment on changes

because of technology constrains

Development of online courses

(clips recording) and programs

Show the platform as

support for sales

Involved actors Technology

Technology expert as a mediator

Technology providers

Professors

Mainly opinion leaders among the

Enthusiastic

Professors

Whole faculty: “enthusiasts” and

“neutral and opponents”

Students

Prospects

Professors

Just one

Technology

Technology provider

Typologies of

involvement

Top down approach mediated by the

expert to facilitate the relationship with

technology providers

Alignment of professors on new features

and tools

One to one approach to let

professors participation begin

One week of demo course

Involvement and

alignment Phase

Engagement (Professors)

Participation (Technology provider)

Participation (Professors) Engagement (Students)

Participation (one Professor

and Technology provider)

Main outputs Service platform and word of mouth on

professors’ community

Programs and clips Feedbacks from the

students, platform test and

validation

Timing 12months
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introduced in the second intake of the program, scheduled around six months after the first

one.

The first mobilization step made by students was the subscription to the newborn Flex

EMBA. Still, the innovation team was aware that this mobilization had to go further than just

watching the clips and listening to Q&As and Live session. The huge amount of feedbacks

and the number of change requests came to some extent unexpected, one of the

Innovation team members said “From the very first weeks, the class start giving feedbacks,

sending emails, using the forum, searching for us with all the digital tools they have [. . .] just

to talk about what they were living.” In this phase the digital nature of the service paid a

relevant role, enabling the continuous interaction among the students and the innovation

team.

Orchestrating the relationships with the students to collect and discuss all their feedbacks

and involving the stakeholders impacted by these changes would have required effort and

time beyond the team’s capacity. The mechanism used by the innovation team to ease the

involvement of the students was to reshape the identity of the network by using some of

them as hubs for the requests. This was implemented by proactively selecting the more

influencing and active students and by establishing a stronger relationship with them. There

were 11 students (out of the 33 enrolled) who were called almost weekly by the innovation

team and started to collect and transfer numerous feedback points, comments and

proposals generated by the whole cohort.

It is important to highlight how most of the change requests were not feasible because of

technological constrains or economic reasons. Therefore, as mentioned by a member of the

innovation team: “We began a strong negotiation process with students, making

concessions on the easier requests and explaining the motivations of unfeasibility of the

others. Some of the non-accepted requests, by the way, were then introduced in the

following intakes of the Flex EMBA.” For example, slides and studying materials were

improved and sent before the clips were made available on the platform, and the format of

the evaluation assignments was changed.

The innovation team organized also four focus groups simultaneously involving the above-

mentioned influential ad active students as well as all the other students, to leverage the

influential power of the former to reduce the possible complaints of the latter and to actively

involve them in the delivery process. Influential students played a key role in keeping the

whole class into the mobilization phase because, through the constant alignment with the

innovation team, they already knew what was possible or impossible in the short term and

they contributed to drive the expectations of the whole class towards reasonable requests.

During the delivery of the first intake of the Flex EMBA, professors were kept into the

mobilization phase as well. The innovation team had the chance to manage personally the

relationship with each professor. From one course to the other, the innovation team required

different changes to the professors who were going to teach in the following weeks,

leveraging the feedbacks previously collected. For example, professors began creating a

structured template to manage the synchronous Q&A sessions in a standardized form,

starting from challenging questions and recap of the key take-away messages learnt so far,

to stimulate the discussion. On the other hand, leveraging on the previous experience

collected by the innovation team, professors were helped to make the synchronous live

sessions as engaging and interacting as possible. In this regard, one of the professors

asked to have the chance to write on the screen during the synchronous live sessions, and

this required the implementation of a technological add-on.

This last example clearly shows also the role of the technology provider in this last step,

which remained involved with a critical role. He always remained aligned as well, through

weekly meetings. The provider had the chance to take care of technical issues and

implementing small changes or add-ons during the delivery.
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Figure 4 and Table IV portray the stakeholder involvement and knowledge sharing activities

conducted by the innovation team during the delivery phase of the NSD process.

5. Discussion

5.1 Insights on new service development

The development process of the Flex EMBA shows how the involvement of multiple

stakeholders and the chance to leverage their knowledge can contribute to the success of

the NSD process by allowing the delivery of successful services through state-of-the-art

digital technology (Widén et al., 2014; Douthwaite et al., 2001) and by enhancing the

diffusion of the new service after launch (Talke and Hultink, 2010).

First, our results support the findings of previous research studies. This project supports the

idea that innovation, and more specifically service innovation, is not a fully predictable

process. Nevertheless, it rather is an erratic process in which different actors are involved,

shared their knowledge and participate in different ways and times by spreading their

ideas, and searching for allies and cooperating (McLean and Hassard, 2004; Arnaboldi and

Spiller, 2011). The result of such an approach, though, requires a management that

possesses the ability to handle a process marked by a high level of complexity and

Figure 4 Involvement of stakeholders in the delivery phase

Table IV The delivery phase

Name Delivery

Main objectives Provide tde courses to tde students

Involved actors Students

Influential and active students

All the other students

Professors

Whole faculty in different periods

Technology

Technology provider

Typologies of involvement Focus groups with students, daily feedback from

influential and active students (mails and phone calls)

Involvement and alignment phase Participation

Main outputs Feedbacks from the students, negotiation on opinion

leaders’ requests based on feasibility and technology

constrains, word of mouth on students’ side, developing

incremental changes with the continuous alignment of

professors

Timing 7months
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interactions involving stakeholders, especially when digitalization brings smoothers and

wider connections in the ecosystem (Ardolino et al., 2017; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2017;

Siahtiri, 2018; Kroh et al., 2018). The innovation team, indeed, devoted the majority of its

efforts and time to managing the different stakeholders involved and their knowledge in the

process (Harrison et al., 2010).

Second, this research project can expand and enhance previous research in the field,

unveiling the opportunities provided by the digitalization process (Goduscheit and Faullant,

2018).

Because the previous research pointed out a lack of empirical knowledge on the

management of stakeholders in development projects (Kaler, 2006; Driessen and

Hillebrand, 2013), this research enhances the debate proposing the implementation of

management practices, aiming to foster the debate on this stream of literature.

It is important to point out how existing research on involving and sharing knowledge with

stakeholders in NSD focused only on a specific part of the NSD process – namely, the

development part (Jonas and Roth, 2017) – and often considered users as dormant

stakeholders (Smith and Fischbacher, 2005). This research focuses on the entire NSD

process (design, development and delivery) and shows how users may be involved, not

necessary to rely on them to enhance the level of radicalness of the innovation but to

anticipate constraints and to design a service that is going to fit them along the entire

process thanks to the knowledge they can bring in the process (relying and merging the

suggestions of Agostini et al., 2016 and Jonas and Roth, 2017).

5.2 Insights on stakeholders’ involvement

In this perspective, previous research in the field showed how the same group of

stakeholders may evolve over time, changing their typology in a dynamic process (Smith

and Fischbacher, 2005). Building on these concepts, our results shows how the dynamic

process in stakeholder management may go much furthered: involving and sharing

knowledge with stakeholders may be a dynamic process itself. In fact, the innovation team

involved the different stakeholders through the main phases of the innovation process in a

fluid way (Callon, 2002), moving from problematization and interest to enrollment and to

mobilization in different moment for each stakeholders’ group.

These fluid dynamics are particularly insightful for stakeholder theory, as they highlight how

the incremental involvement of different stakeholders may be a way to balance the

contrasting interests of the different stakeholders (Hill and Jones, 1992). Indeed, the

empirical results show how the interests may be different between various stakeholders

(e.g. users and professors or users and technology providers), and even within the same

group of stakeholders (e.g. different kinds of professors, such as the Enthusiasts or the

Opponents as previously mentioned) (Table V). Furthermore, stakeholders may often be

resistant to service innovation (Mani and Chouk, 2018), but a specific kind of involvement

and alignment during the process may help reducing their resistance.

Table V Multi-stakeholder involvement in NSD

Pre-design Design and feasibility Platform development Contents and program development Demo Delivery

Students P, I E M

Professors P, I E M

Technology Providers P, I E, M

Notes: problematization = P; interest = I; enrollment = E; mobilization = M; M refers to the first phase in which the stakeholder category

entered in the mobilized phase
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Relying on these results and on the results of previous literature (Li et al., 2015), we propose

a reference model that may guide in the management of this dynamic relationships in

development projects to leverage stakeholders’ knowledge (following the suggestions of

Kaler, 2006 and Driessen and Hillebrand, 2013). The model enhances the contribution of

the first stage of research, showing how there are some characteristics of the relationship

between the management team and the stakeholders that may guide their dynamic

involvement and knowledge sharing activities within the NSD process. Figure 5 summarizes

the overall model, showing how the involvement of stakeholders vary over time according to

two main characteristics:

1. the degree of control on the stakeholder; and

2. their degree of flexibility.

The classification of the stakeholders among these two dimensions let emerge a V-shaped

involvement path during the development phases of the project. The representation also

shows the continuous flow among the three phases.

This V-shaped approach is consistent with previous research studies in related fields such

as software development (Pressman, 2005), and may represent a reference model for

managing multiple stakeholders in development projects. The model suggests that those

stakeholders which are very flexible, but with a low degree of the control from the innovation

team, should be involved from the very beginning, to exploit the positive influence they may

have on the project and leverage their knowledge, as well as in the end, to rely on their

flexibility to close the development process leveraging their efforts. On the other hand,

those stakeholders which may have a positive impact on the project, but which are less

flexible – even though the innovation team may have a good degree of control on them –

should be involved in the central development phase, when they need to bring their

knowledge in a set of boundaries previously defined. The V-shaped representation

suggests the involvement and re-involvement of the same stakeholder group over time. This

suggests the cyclical fluctuation of the involvement of the various stakeholders during the

NSD (Li et al., 2015). Indeed, this research suggests the important of understanding when

to involve critical stakeholder and eventually when to re-involve them.

Furthermore, previous studies proposed classifications of stakeholders based on their intrinsic

characteristics for the organization or for the project, such as considering dormant or

dangerous stakeholders relying on their power, urgency and legitimacy (Agle et al., 1999;

Smith and Fischbacher, 2005). The dimensions that emerged in our research – the level of

control and the stakeholder’s flexibility – suggest a completely different view. Stakeholders

Figure 5 A dynamicmodel of multi stakeholder involvement
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may be classified through the kind of relationship that exist between the management team (in

our analysis the innovation team) and the stakeholder group, taking decisions on their

involvement understanding how much the management team can influence them (the degree

of control) and how possible it is to ask them to change (the degree of stakeholder flexibility).

6. Conclusions

This final section presents the contributions of this paper from a theoretical and managerial

perspective and finally presents limitations and avenues for future research.

6.1 Theoretical contributions

The importance of service innovation in the global economy cannot be denied, yet it

received substantially less attention than product innovation (Adrodegari and Saccani, 2017;

Falk and Peng, 2013; Neely, 2008). Digitalization has often been considered a key factor in

the servitization process (Goduscheit and Faullant, 2018), that, along with recent trends

(such as open innovation, distributed innovation and ecosystem innovation), are making the

innovation process increasingly complex, having a number of internal and external players

involved in the process. Nevertheless, little academic research has investigated the growing

phenomenon of engaging and managing multiple, diverse stakeholders in NSD applications

to exploit their knowledge, making it a research priority especially regarding the how aspect

of their involvement (Kaler, 2006; Driessen and Hillebrand, 2013).

To begin the dialogue on this contemporary phenomenon, this research study uses the

theoretical underpinning of stakeholder theory to understand the interactive process of

multiple stakeholders in a NSD project: the entire development process (design,

development and delivery) of a successful digital learning Executive MBA program by the

School of Management of Politecnico di Milano: the Flex EMBA. This research study tracks

the nature of the interaction among many different stakeholders (including students,

professors and technology providers) throughout the phases of the innovation process

followed by an inductive case study analysis.

The results suggest a dynamic model to manage stakeholders during the NSD project,

relying on the characteristics of the relationship between the management team and the

stakeholders. Our findings offer a contribution that links the two theoretical streams

involved: the stakeholder theory and the service literature. This model provides a

contribution to stakeholder theory and suggests how multiple stakeholders can be involved

and their shared knowledge can be leveraged in NSD.

The main theoretical underpinning of the entire article is stakeholder theory, which is often

considered too far from empirical research (Kaler, 2006; Laplume et al., 2008), whereas this

research proposes empirical evidence on the involvement of multiple stakeholders in a real

project, through a qualitative approach, which is distinctive in a field developed mainly

through quantitative researches (as suggested by Biemans et al., 2016).

Regarding the service literature, few papers have focused on stakeholder management in

NSD (few examples are Smith and FIschbacher, 2005; Li et al., 2015; Jonas and Roth,

2017) and this research expand these studies in several dimensions. First, it focuses on the

entire NSD process (as suggested by Li et al., 2015). Moreover, it focuses on the cyclical

fluctuations in the degree of involvement of the different stakeholders (pointed out by Li

et al., 2015), identifying specific characteristics of the relationship with the stakeholders

(namely, the level of control on the stakeholder group and their flexibility) to guide these

dynamic involvements. Finally, users have not been considered “dormant stakeholders” as

in previous studies (e.g. Smith and Fischbacher), but relevant stakeholders with a clear role

in the overall project, coherently with other researches (Atuahene-Gima, 1996; Alam and

Perry, 2002), which had a customer perspective more than a multiple-stakeholder one.
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6.2 Implications for managers

The intrinsic nature of this research project is to provide value both to theory and to

practice. Indeed, the describe project lead to the implementation of a successful NSD

project. Furthermore, the entire research aims, focusing on how multiple stakeholders may

be involved in the development of new services to leverage their knowledge, to have a clear

implication for managers.

Considering the above-mentioned limitations, we offer a contribution to the practitioner

world showing a successful example of multiple stakeholder involvement, providing a

qualitative model that may guide them in taking decisions on other NSD projects,

considering the above-mentioned characteristics of the relationship with the stakeholders’

groups.

The relevance of these implications is directly related to the increased use of technology to

support innovation, and the predominance of collaborative innovation efforts that are

bringing to a growing number of stakeholders involved in development processes.

The insights provided in this study suggest some practical considerations that can improve

the flow of knowledge between the different stakeholders in a service development context,

and thereby yield more efficient innovation results. In other words, this study suggests

considering the characteristics of the stakeholder group (such as the degree of control over

them and the degree of flexibility) to dynamically involve them in process. This may inform

various kind of development process, aiming to capture the greatest value from their

involvement.

6.3 Limitations and future research

There are limitations to the study which suggest rich directions for future innovation

research.

Of course, it is not possible to statistically generalize results from neither an inductive

research project nor an exploratory case study analysis (Yin, 2013). Our aim is to make

analytical and theoretical generalizations to the existing body of knowledge regarding

stakeholder involvement in the NSD process. It is our intent that the findings will inform

future theoretical and empirical studies regarding the process of involving and sharing

knowledge with stakeholders. It would be very interesting from a theoretical standpoint to

apply a similar research methodology to service development in different industry contexts,

such as health care, consulting services, financial services or transportation services.

Studies of other service industries could focus on tracking the specific dimensions of

decision-making identified in this study (level of control and flexibility of involvement) as they

evolve throughout the service development process, and gain evidence regarding the

generalizability of these dimensions in other industry settings.

Note

1. By attending the Flex EMBA, students develop the same skills of traditional, face-to-face Executive

MBAs. The learning effectiveness has been certified by an independent institution comparing Flex

EMBA students and traditional EMBA students.
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