Co-creation and the Adoption of Innovation in Mission-Oriented Ecosystems
Advert ref: FBL-SOLILA-27B
[bookmark: _Toc199424425]Overview
Innovation is increasingly expected to address urgent societal challenges. Yet developing a promising solution is only the first step: many innovations fail to move beyond pilots and protected experimental settings. Although research has examined how innovations emerge, less attention has been paid to how they are adopted, scaled and embedded in wider socio-technical systems (Rogers, 2003; Geels, 2002). This is particularly important because innovation increasingly depends on collaboration among universities, firms, public bodies, civil society organisations and users, making adoption a collective rather than a purely organisational process (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018).
This studentship is embedded within SOLILA, a 54-month Horizon Europe project involving 39 partners and supporting the EU Mission ‘A Soil Deal for Europe’. SOLILA addresses the deterioration of European soils and asks a practical question: how can effective soil-health solutions move from development into sustained use?
SOLILA will establish five Living Labs in Serbia, North Macedonia, Czechia, Italy and Poland, spanning different farming systems and socio-economic contexts. The Labs will function as long-term sites of co-creation, where farmers, researchers, advisers, businesses, civil society organisations and public authorities identify problems, develop solutions and negotiate how those solutions can be adopted. All five Labs will address soil organic carbon and climate resilience, while responding to local problems such as erosion, declining soil structure, land degradation and pollution. This common structure will allow the study to compare how co-creation works across different settings and with what results.
Crucially, SOLILA treats adoption as more than a technical or diffusion problem. It addresses soil literacy, behavioural barriers, trust, incentives, advisory capacity and the governance conditions that determine whether co-created solutions translate into lasting changes in practice — echoing a realist logic in which what works depends on the interplay between the innovation, the context in which it is introduced, and the mechanisms of trust, capacity and legitimacy it activates or undermines. Harmonised monitoring, capacity building, cross-Lab learning and policy co-design will support systematic comparison and knowledge transfer, enabling the Living Labs to move beyond demonstration and become engines of sustained, scalable change.
Within this setting, the PhD will examine how innovation strategies, ecosystem governance and policy interventions shape the scaling of sustainability-oriented innovations in soil management. The researcher will contribute to the Open University team while pursuing an independent programme of study that combines a systematic literature review, a comparative, realist-informed analysis across the Living Labs, and a multi-country stakeholder survey. The position offers rare longitudinal access to co-creation processes as they unfold in real time, together with opportunities to develop an international research profile and European professional network.
Project Aim
The project will investigate how innovation strategies, ecosystem structures and policy interventions shape the adoption, scaling and long-term sustainability of innovations developed in mission-oriented settings.
It will analyse the roles of different actors, how governance arrangements enable or constrain collective action, and which policy conditions help promising solutions progress from experimentation to wider use (Kivimaa & Kern, 2016; Weber & Rohracher, 2012). Collaboration, trust, stakeholder participation and institutional support will be examined as mechanisms affecting uptake, rather than treated simply as desirable ecosystem features.
The study will draw on five complementary bodies of theory. Innovation Ecosystem theory will illuminate interdependencies among organisations involved in developing and diffusing new solutions (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018). Mission-Oriented Innovation and public management perspective will explain how public policy directs collective effort towards societal challenges (Mazzucato, 2018; Mazzucato et al., 2020). Sustainability Transitions theory will guide examination of movement from protected niches into established socio-technical systems (Geels, 2002, 2019; Köhler et al., 2019). Technology Adoption and Diffusion theories will inform analysis of the behavioural and organisational conditions influencing uptake (Rogers, 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012). Responsible Research and Innovation will provide a basis for considering participation, inclusiveness, co-creation and societal value, in dialogue with work on the legitimation of transformative innovation policy (Weber & Rohracher, 2012).
Combining these perspectives will connect debates that are often considered separately and produce recommendations relevant to researchers and practitioners.
Empirically, the study will focus on the uptake of soil-health solutions by farmers, land managers, advisers and public authorities. This demanding context, in which technically credible interventions do not necessarily spread, is well suited to testing the proposed framework. The PhD researcher will contribute to the Open University’s role in SOLILA while examining the ecosystem from an independent analytical position. This combination offers a distinctive methodological opportunity and a structured route for professional development.
Participation in consortium meetings, cross-partner groups, deliverable preparation and Living Lab activities will provide experience rarely available through a conventional PhD. The researcher will work within a large international partnership, collaborate across national and disciplinary boundaries, co-produce knowledge with non-academic participants, meet the requirements of a European funding programme and engage policy audiences. Responsible Research and Innovation will therefore be both a subject of analysis and a guiding approach. The resulting expertise and connections will support future careers in academia, policy or innovation management.
Methodology
The project will adopt a sequential mixed-methods design comprising three phases. Qualitative and quantitative evidence will be developed in sequence and integrated in a final synthesis. The design is anchored in the Open University’s activities within SOLILA, which provide the setting, access and much of the material required for the empirical work.
The researcher will participate in SOLILA as a contributing consortium member rather than a detached observer. As the Open University leads the project’s co-creation and capacity-building work, the researcher will help shape some of the engagement processes under examination. The qualitative strand will therefore have a participatory orientation. In one or two focal Living Labs, bounded action-research cycles will identify an adoption barrier, co-design and implement a response, assess its effects, and feed the learning back into practice and theory. SOLILA’s process for monitoring and adapting its co-creation methodology will provide a structure for these cycles. The remaining Living Labs will be examined as comparative participant-observation cases, retaining analytical distance and enabling cross-case comparison.
Phase one will comprise a systematic review of scholarship on innovation strategy, ecosystems (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018), mission-oriented innovation and public management (Mazzucato, 2018; Mazzucato et al., 2020), sustainability transitions (Geels, 2019; Köhler et al., 2019), technology adoption and diffusion (Rogers, 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012), and Living Labs. The review will clarify the principal debates, identify gaps and specify the relationships to be examined empirically. Its findings will inform an initial conceptual framework and propositions for the subsequent phases.
Phase two will involve comparative case studies of mission-oriented ecosystems, with SOLILA’s five Living Labs providing the main setting. Across these sites, researchers, policymakers, firms, civil society organisations, intermediaries and users collaborate to co-create, test and scale soil-health solutions. Comparison will reveal how uptake develops under different institutional, cultural and policy conditions, while allowing the researcher to trace movement from experimentation towards wider implementation and integration into policy—a sequence that remains insufficiently understood in comparative transitions research (Geels, 2019; Köhler et al., 2019). Where useful for theoretical generalisation, the study may also draw on selected European Living Lab or mission-oriented initiatives beyond SOLILA.
The Open University’s responsibilities within SOLILA will provide the principal routes to access and data generation during this phase. Its leadership of Work Package 2 on Co-Creation and Capacity Building will place the researcher close to the design and delivery of engagement strategies. Developing the common methodology and training facilitators will generate documentary and observational material on how ecosystem actors seek to encourage uptake. Longitudinal interviews and pre- and post-engagement surveys will show how participation, trust and institutional support evolve. Twinning, peer learning and regular coordination will illuminate how knowledge and practices travel between contexts. Contributions to the assessment of soil-health solutions, policy recommendations and long-term sustainability planning will reveal how outcomes are evaluated and embedded.
These activities are integral to the methodology rather than duties conducted alongside it. Participation in the consortium will provide sustained access to all five Labs and to governance discussions rarely open to external observers, allowing evidence to be gathered as engagement is designed, contested and revised. Two boundaries will protect the independence of the PhD. Instruments co-developed for SOLILA will be supplemented with items required specifically for the doctoral research, ensuring that its dataset remains distinguishable from project deliverables. Consortium-generated material will be used only where covered by the study’s ethical approvals and participant consent.
Qualitative material will come from semi-structured interviews, stakeholder workshops, focus groups, observations of consortium and Living Lab meetings, and a structured diary maintained during the action-research cycles. Project documents, monitoring reports, sustainability strategies and innovation roadmaps will provide further sources. Cross-case analysis will identify recurring mechanisms and explain differences associated with particular institutional and national contexts.
The researcher’s dual position offers valuable access but also creates a risk of insider bias. Several safeguards will address this. A reflexive journal will record the researcher’s role, assumptions and interventions; material produced for consortium purposes will be distinguished from that collected specifically for the PhD; and emerging interpretations will be checked with Living Lab partners and tested through discussion with the supervisory team. Consortium deliverables and the independent doctoral analysis will remain clearly separated.
Phase three will draw on the qualitative evidence to design a multi-country survey of ecosystem stakeholders. Respondents may include researchers, innovators, policymakers, advisers, technology providers, intermediary organisations, businesses and users. Measures will capture constructs identified in the conceptual framework and refined through the case studies, including adoption intentions, participation, collaboration, trust, institutional support, innovation readiness, policy effectiveness, perceived usefulness and barriers to uptake. Established instruments will be used where appropriate, particularly for adoption intention and perceived usefulness (Venkatesh et al., 2012), and adapted from the individual technology-user context to a multi-actor setting. The analysis will be selected in light of the final model and dataset and may include Structural Equation Modelling, Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling, mediation and moderation tests, multi-group comparisons, or fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis. Its purpose will be to assess the mechanisms associated with adoption and ecosystem performance, rather than to apply techniques for their own sake.
The concluding synthesis will integrate case-study and survey evidence. Qualitative findings will explain the processes underlying the statistical relationships, while the survey will indicate how far patterns observed in the cases extend across a wider group of stakeholders. The resulting Innovation Adoption and Scaling Framework will set out how ecosystems can be designed, governed and supported to encourage diffusion, meaningful participation and lasting societal benefit.
The project will make theoretical and practical contributions. It will deepen understanding of how strategy and ecosystem governance affect uptake, while offering usable guidance to policymakers, innovation managers and Living Lab coordinators. Because the researcher will be embedded in SOLILA, emerging findings can inform consortium deliverables, local practice and policy engagement during the project rather than only after completion.
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