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Executive summary
Ezio Manzini

Solution Oriented Partnerships develops dual themes. The main theme concerns the 

building up of patterns of collaboration between different social players resulting in 

the co-production of sustainable solutions. Given their nature, these solutions are known 

as Partner Based Solutions. The complementary, yet more original, theme relates to 

the way in which these “result-orientated collaboration patterns” are able to give 

rise to solutions that are highly contextualised (i.e. sensitive to and appropriate for 

the specifi c characteristics of target contexts) and equally highly effective and ef-

fi cient (i.e. able to offer high quality results while minimising the economic and 

environmental costs). In developing these themes, this book also aims to promote a 

new concept of industrialisation: an advanced industrialisation with the capacity to get 

a multiplicity of players together to collaborate in sustainable ways, with sustainable 

objectives, operating on different scales and following different rationales. This is 

industrialisation based on a network economy, context specifi city, the enterprise of 

local partners, and the active participation of end users. This book proposes the So-

lution Oriented Partnership Methodological Framework (SOPMF) as a methodol-

ogy for achieving this advanced industrialisation.  This book deals with issues linked 

fi rst and foremost with research and projects on eco-effi cient services, product-service 

systems and, more generally, the function-based economy.  Within this main stream of 

reference, the book develops three themes in particular: partnership building, focus on 

context-of-use, and the defi nition of system architecture. In this way it links up with 

other lines of research and other disciplines, including: ethnographical research and 

the sociology of consumption; innovation management and the theory of systemic 

innovation; strategic design, service design and scenario building methodology.

This book arises from the activities of a group of research centres and European en-

terprises, in progress from 2001 to 2004 and funded under the European Commu-

nity 5th Framework Programme. The work, known as HiCS, Highly Customerised 

Solutions, takes the form of an action research project, the specifi c subject of which 

was “food for people with reduced mobility”. The results of the design component of this 

work are presented in the book “Food Delivery Solutions” published in parallel to this.
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Solution-orientated partnerships is organised in two parts.

The fi rst part, Themes, presents issues that are particularly relevant when trying to 

understand the nature of partner based solutions and their industrialisation. Prob-

lematic issues are introduced concerning; the defi nition of contexts-of-use, part-

nerships and ways of building them, system architecture and its possible shapes and 

forms, enterprise strategy, the relationship between the local and global dimensions 

of solutions, the sustainability of the solutions and the system innovation needed 

to realise them.

The second part, Tools, presents new or adapted methodological instruments for 

the conception and development of industrialised sustainable solutions. They form 

a general methodological framework with which to facilitate and orientate the en-

tire planning process (Solution Orientated Partnership Methodological Framework) and a 

series of more specifi c instruments including; the Solution Scan, the Design plan, the 

Benefi ts plan, Partnership Building, the methodology for investigating context-of-use, 

and the methodologies for environmental, social and economic assessment of the 

proposals put forward.
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New demands

Contemporary society is changing rapidly and profoundly. As part of this change 

we can see a demand for new services, which differ in many ways from those 

formulated up to now. For example, when considering the more industrialised 

countries,  how do we respond to the growing demand for social services arising 

from a population that is ageing amidst a general transformation of the family and 

its role? How can we provide a new generation of residential services that meet the 

requirements of the increasing number of people who live alone, adopting totally 

de-structured lifestyles and rhythms? How can we provide multi-modal mobility 

solutions that can overcome the crisis in transport models based on individual 

car use? Or again, when considering society in recently industrialised or not yet 

industrialised countries: how do we create solutions able to meet the social demands 

they express without resorting to the socially destructive and environmentally 

unsustainable models of industrialisation hitherto put forward?

When addressing these demands, and the nature of the services they require, it 

becomes apparent that in most cases these are complex and contextualised services. 

In other words they require the collaboration of various players (private fi rms, 

public institutions, voluntary associations and, directly or indirectly, the end users 

themselves). Careful observation of society and the signs of innovation it shows 

tells us that interesting examples of solutions, able to offer services of the complex, 

contextualised kind mentioned, do exist and are already operating in various 

fi elds. However, another interesting aspect also emerges from this examination: in 

general, these solutions are realised ad hoc, case by case, according to a decidedly 

“pre-industrial” logic. 

Solution Oriented Partnerships starts from these concrete observations and proceeds to 

put forward ideas and useful instruments for the development of solutions that can 

be described as “advanced industrialised solutions”: solutions based on collaboration 

between social players and that give rise to highly contextualised services (services 

that are sensitive and appropriate to the specifi c characteristics of the contexts in 

Solution-oriented partnerships: introduction
Ezio Manzini



which they are provided), which are also equally effective and effi cient (able to 

offer high quality results while minimising economic and environmental costs).  

In developing these themes, this book aims to promote a new idea of 

industrialisation: an advanced industrialisation with the capacity to get a multiplicity 

of actors together to collaborate in sustainable ways, with sustainable objectives, 

though operating on different scales and following different rationales. This is 

industrialisation based on a network economy, context specifi city, the enterprise of 

local partners, and the active participation of end users.

Motivation

The social and environmental problems that lead to the demand for these complex, 

contextualised solutions can only increase in coming years. This is true for 

industrialised countries and, even more so, for those that are not yet industrialised. 

Consequently these new demands will act as a powerful innovation driver.

Already today the issue of social services in the ageing industrial societies, and 

that of the so-called “emerging markets” in those not yet industrialised, are 

beginning to interest companies. The aim is to establish new business models able 

to transform these potential demands into new, far-reaching market opportunities. 

It is still diffi cult to foresee what this interest can actually lead to. However, for 

various social and environmental reasons, it is to be hoped that the result will be a 

new generation of sustainable solutions based on collaboration between different 

social players, which will give rise to highly contextualised services that are both 

highly effective and highly effective and highly effective effi cient.  Solutions are needed that lead to services able 

to meet the new demands while improving the quality of results, reducing the 

economic and environmental costs and sustainably promoting local resources.

The diffusion of information and communication technology, and the movement 

towards a service and network economy, are phenomena that have been seen by 

many to hold great social and environmental potential.  However, up to now, there 

have been few opportunities for the realisation of this potential. The concept of 

Partner Based Solutions referred to here, can be considered as a way out of this 

impasse, a way of exploiting new technology and of experimenting with network 

potentiality. Partner Based Solutions could form a useful reference model for 

economic activities based on new forms of relationship between private and social 



enterprise, between local situations and global bodies, between bottom-up and 

top-down activities. They can therefore add consistency to the model of advanced 

industrialisation mentioned above and, in our opinion, are much needed.

References

The issues dealt with in this book are linked with research projects developed 

recently around the themes of eco-effi cient services, product-service systems and the 

function-based economy. By now, the results of these research projects together 

constitute a body of important, coherent knowledge. Although different research 

traditions have led to the use of different categorisations and terminologies (which 

clearly leads to some misunderstanding and further confrontation and debate), as 

a whole they have brought to light some fundamental issues such as: the need to 

consider the sustainability of the production and consumption system on the scale 

of product-service systems (and not only at the level of single products and services); 

the concrete possibility of doing so by promoting new solutions (or, to use other 

terminology, new product-service systems); and the localised, partner-based nature 

of the most frequently imagined, sustainable solutions. Within this main stream of 

reference, this book develops three themes in particular: partnership building, focus on 

contexts-of-use, and the defi nition of system architecture. To do so it intercepts, and relates 

to the central theme, other disciplines and lines of research: the characterisation 

of users and their contexts-of-use (with particular reference to ethnographical 

research and the sociology of consumption); the management of decision making 

and innovation processes (with innovation management and the theory of systemic 

innovation); and complex system planning (with strategic design, service design and 

scenario building methodology). Finally, the book refers indirectly to a vast corpus 

of study and research concerning a more general vision of the reality we face 

and on which we wish to operate: research relating to the spread of connectivity, 

the characteristics of a network society and its economy, and its implications 

in industrialised and non-industrialised or recently industrialised countries.

Innovative contributions

The book suggests ideas and instruments for development through the advanced 

industrial rationale of Partner Based Solutions. Its most original contributions are:
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• A general methodological reference framework (the Solution Oriented 

Partnership Methodological Framework) that accompanies the entire planning 

process and outlines three different aspects: the form of partnership, the 

context-of-use, and the required solution architecture.

• A series of tools for the management of specifi c activities connected with 

the defi nition of Partner Based Solutions. Some tools are totally new, 

like the Design plan and Solution Scan, others are original adaptations of 

existing instruments, like the context analysis, and environmental and 

social evaluation methodologies.

• The introduction of the complementary concepts of solution platform 

and meta-context-of-use: two key ways to fi nd the necessary compromise 

between the demand for solution contextualisation, and the need to 

supply them in the most effective and effi cient way possible. 

Besides its main content, the book also sets out to contribute to solving certain 

more general problems regarding the evolution of the development model and the 

forms of industrial production. The themes and instruments it puts forward can be 

seen as ideas and tools for “operating in the network”: in other words to promote 

the convergence of a multiplicity of players towards shared objectives and to build 

solutions that are effective, effi cient and contextualised. 

Background to the book

This book arises from the activity of a group of research centres and European 

enterprises, in progress from 2001 to 2004 and funded by the European Community 

5th Framework Programme. The work, known as HiCS, Highly Customerised Solutions, 

took the form of an action research project where theoretical and methodological 

refl ection took place alongside a real world design activities. The focus, “food for refl ection took place alongside a real world design activities. The focus, “food for refl ection took place alongside a real world design activities. The focus, “

people with reduced mobility”, both fuelled the refl ection itself and served as its testing 

ground. Solution Orientated Partnerships presents the theoretical and methodological 

results while the design activity is presented in Food Delivery Solutions published 

in parallel. However, this is not simply a research report. It is an original work 

offering refl ection on the activities carried out and on what still needs to be 

done in order to develop sustainable solutions in an advanced industrial rationale.
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Introduction to themes
Luisa Collina and Stephen Evans

This book proposes that:

The following themes explain different trends that have converged to make 

Partner-Based Solutions feasible today. 

Often rooted in a traditional subject-discipline, the broader context for each theme 

is explained in terms of their history or traditional positioning. Each author brings 

to the surface of a complex subject, those aspects of the theme that offer potential 

for convergence toward a Solution Oriented Partnership. The essays explain how 

these key new concepts, or transformations of existing concepts, are relevant to SOP 

formation, and how they offer opportunities for designing sustainable futures.

The contemporary position of the Solution Oriented Partnership, is placed within 

a broad historical context of Globalisation, Localisation and Industrialisation

in the fi rst theme. Apparently contradictory trends are shown to be available 

for convergence. That convergence enables the delivery of solutions with many 

positive characteristics, and this is taken up by the theme Corporate Strategies 

which positions Solution Oriented Partnerships within the context of business 

and the opportunity available in a post-industrial world that values service and 

personalisation.

The third theme to be explored is Users and Society, asking questions about the 

relationship between producer and user and what that means for user involvement in 

the collaboration that we term the Solution Oriented Partnership. The theme Users 

in Context-of-Use takes this further by asking How can we better understand users needs 

I.0 Introduction to themes

New types of collaboration between different actors result in solutions 

with signifi cant properties – solutions that are sensitive to context 

while delivering environmental and economic effi ciencies.



and expectations?  Moving beyond traditional market segmentation offers new ways 

of understanding of users’ lives, which can inform and inspire the innovation process.

Then Partnership Building explores the challenge of co-ordination between 

different organisations in a new working environment characterised by fl exibility 

and movement. Yet the fl exibility and movement needs structure in order to bring 

value to consumers, society and business, and the critical challenge of Systems 

Architecture is explored as a means to bring structure with fl exibility. Finally, 

Sustainable System Innovation characterises the Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach by comparison to models of sustainable system innovation; and shows the 

reader the innovative potential of the concepts.

What we did with the themes?

This Book has been written following a co-ordinated activity to develop the 

concept of a Solution Oriented Partnership, with many collaborators working to 

create tools and methods that promoted the convergence of the themes. The themes 

explore the link between the proposal, our experience in using the concepts in 

real-life projects, and the subject fi elds that the concepts originated from.

These activities took place as part of the HiCS project, and involved exploring, 

developing and promoting three separate Solution Oriented Partnerships that 

devised three Partner-Based Solutions. While the tools are briefl y introduced in 

Part Two of this book, the companion book describes the actual Partner-Based 

Solutions.

The focus for the three cases was ‘people with reduced access to food’’, resulting in real-

life experiences that are not described here but they have been an important source 

of refl ection for the theme essays.

The Solution Oriented Partnership Methodology Framework

The SOPMF is a structured, interconnected, reference framework that helps plan 

and implement Partner-Based Solutions. This was the primary ‘tool’ used to bring 

the many concepts and tools together in an integrated way. It is visualised as a 

matrix where partners, contexts and solutions generally progress from left to right:
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I.0 Introduction to themes

The SOPMF underlies the process by which different social players converge 

towards highly context-based, advanced industrial solutions; as our main problem-

solving tool for setting up a system innovation project it is often referred to in the

Theme essays and is fully described in the Theme essays and is fully described in the Theme Tools section..



Getting the best from Globalisation, 
Localisation and Industrialisation

Stephen Evans

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach sets out a new way to see the 

trajectories of Globalisation, Localisation and Industrialisation. These trajectories 

are often seen as having their own internal logic that competes against the others, 

meaning that sub-optimal compromise is the only realistic possibility. 

We believe that each of the three trajectories has features that are valuable to a 

sustainable future (while also having features that are less valuable or even opposing 

sustainability). This essay will try to show the valuable features of each and will 

explain how a new way of seeing these trajectories, through the lens of the Solution 

Oriented Partnership approach, can use the strength of each to create a coherent 

whole without compromises.

Globalisation

Globalisation is the term we use to describe the process that has resulted in 

corporations seeing the whole planet as a potential market, potential locations 

for production or potential locations for supply.  Globalisation is closely linked 

to global businesses, though it is also a trend that has encouraged travel and better 

understanding of those from other countries. When viewed as a business trend, 

globalisation is most potently seen through global brands, where consumers from 

any part of the planet get the same product. Emerging from a post-World War II 

world, the resource effi ciencies of ever-bigger businesses could deliver increasing 

value for money. While initially aimed at basic products, the success of globalisation 

now means that we can produce the most frivolous of products at a reasonable 

price, so increasing the proliferation of variety – more product types - while 

simultaneously reducing product choice – only the big brands being available 

- designed for everyone and managed through the media to be products that 

everyone aspires to - a globalisation of desire.

Globalisation has the positive benefi ts of global reach, being able to meet global 
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I.1 Getting the best from Globalisation, Localisation and Industrialisation

needs, allowing competition everywhere, keeping product cost down, concentrating 

knowledge and resources onto a problem, etc. With global corporations constituting 

50 of the largest 100 economic entities (the other 50 being nation-states) we can 

also recognise the capability that globalisation has for changing how our world 

works. Signifi cant change to our world of consumption, and self-fulfi lment through 

that consumption, could come through working with global business. Business’  

capacity for change, and for changing the world, is arguably superior to those other 

economic entities tied down by the democratic imperative of re-election. They can 

be more decisive if selfi sh benefi ts are available.

The negative impacts of globalisation include the provision of ‘me-too’ or similar 

products everywhere. Globalisation also seeks the cheapest labour, preferring to 

convert expensive local (local to the product user) employment for distant cheap 

labour, so destroying the link between local consumption and production that 

can help balance a local economy. Another impact is on transport, with the cost 

of labour advantage outweighing the transport costs over enormous distances. Of 

course, the environmental impact of the transport is not internalised by these global 

businesses.

Localisation

Localisation is a cultural trajectory, rather than an economic one. It 

encourages local production with consumption as an economic tool, 

and recognises the importance of the community. For our well-being, 

humans wish to live (and work) in places that provide a ‘sense of place’.

Localisation has the positive benefi ts of local employment, and also of encouraging 

diversity in our activities – most clearly seen in music, dance, clothes, food, but also 

in management systems, architecture and in decision-making. Localised products 

are more likely to meet the needs and wants of members of the community, they 

may also be customised to your individual requirements – from meat in the local 

shop to a kitchen built by local craftsmen – again giving the customer what they 

want and increasing local employment.

But localisation has its own problems. For the end customer it may be price, with 

local producers being unable to compete with advanced production technology 

available to larger competitors. The benefi t of reduced transport is of more 



signifi cance to the environment than to cost. For the local producer the problem 

may be access to a greater range of customers, with the bigger retailers unable to 

deal with small volume producers, or unable to fl ex their (global) specifi cations to 

source locally produced products.

Industrialisation

Industrialisation is the way in which manufacturing has created economic 

effi ciency and made so many products available to many people at low cost. The 

transformation of business began with the industrial revolution when the benefi t 

of specialism, and especially the division of labour, became obvious. Then with 

the availability of cheap energy and power, the ‘manufactories’ of the 18th and 19th

Centuries made ever more products available to customers at a reasonable price. At 

the same time they broke the link that the majority of the population had between 

its own work and its ability to feed its family. A link that is growing ever more 

distant. Poor working conditions are now behind us, at least for many countries, 

and the personal wealth and production effi ciency of industrialisation has allowed 

many of us to attain a material-rich lifestyle. Other advantages include the ability to 

invest in equipment, invest in product research and design, and the ability to invest 

in environmental technologies due to the concentration of production.

But industrialisation often relies on the paradigm of ‘cost, volume & standardisation’, 

where increased quantity of production of similar products is used to reduce the 

unit cost. Industrialisation advantages lie in the concentration effect, the greatest 

advantage being in lower cost per unit produced (especially where the capital 

cost for appropriate manufacturing is high). So the business pressure built into 

industrialisation is for growth of volume, to drive down unit cost; but this needs 

more customers and so big, global industry dominates.

Disadvantages of industrialisation come from the same concentration logic. There is 

a tendency to make products that are similar for all without being exactly what anyone 

wants (which, in turn, means that there is little interest in uncovering local needs as 

these have to be ignored…), transport distances can be huge, and there is little loyalty 

or link between a (large) local employer and their community. The concentration 

logic of industrialisation creates concentrations in population densities around large 

production centres which can, in turn, create social and environmental challenges.
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I.1 Getting the best from Globalisation, Localisation and Industrialisation

What is new?

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach proposes that these three trajectories 

are NOT CONTRARY to each other; and that in their core lies advantages that 

are wanted by all. For example, the low-cost production benefi ts of globalisation and 

industrialisation make many products available to many people, while localisation 

brings local employment and sensitivity into (locally produced) products. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership proposal is an architecture that:

structures solutions to be made up of product and service elements (that can be 

produced in multiple locations and integrated) such that it is possible to seek global 

cost-effi ciencies with local-delivery; 

structures the needs and wants of local and global users into specifi c- and meta-

contexts that seek global-needs and effi ciencies while meeting local-needs;

structures global and local actors (being manufacturers, businesses, government, 

charities, etc) to enable effi cient co-operation between partners; and that

structures business plans to ensure that all stakeholders can benefi t.The innovative aim 

of a Solution Oriented Partnership is to gain the advantages of Globalisation, with 

the advantages of Localisation, with the advantages of Industrialisation. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership proposal rejects the logic of trade-off and 

competition between the globalisation, industrialisation and localisation trends 

and shows that an ‘advanced industrialisation’ can be structured that brings actors 

together to design and deliver solutions that work at both local and global scales. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership can be seen as an evolution of the process of 

specialisation and integration that has seen the world become more divided into 

specialist functions, and that require businesses to rely on extended supply chains to 

actually get products to consumers. This results in innovation itself being organised 

around each part of the system.

However, by directly involving non-business actors, by having effi cient ways to 

involve local actors, and by involving and understanding consumers in their own 

context, the Solution Oriented Partnership proposal is actually a revolution. A 

revolution that enlarges the design task, far beyond the system of production-

delivery-use, to the system of consumer context, partners and solution architectures. 

Through the active design of this greater system the synergies between globalisation, 

industrialisation and localisation become available. The challenge is to make such 



a system design task reasonable. In a Solution Oriented Partnership the design/

innovation task is organised around the much wider scope of a system. Here the 

process of specialist design creating partial effi ciencies is thrown away as being 

inappropriate and ineffective, and we move another step towards a society of design 

where all actors take part in the design of society.

Experience, exposure and extension

Solution Oriented Partnerships work. It is possible to bring these apparently 

opposing trajectories of our modern world together and to do so in a manner 

that offers benefi ts to each trajectory, to the many stakeholders and to our journey 

toward sustainability. But this experience of Solution Oriented Partnerships and the 

resulting Partner Based Solutions is limited in scope and quantity. We have found 

that potential partners can understand this proposal and are willing to challenge 

the current paradigm by following the novel logic of the Solution Oriented 

Partnership approach. The challenges in operating to a different logic are not small, 

but neither are they impossibly diffi cult. 

The problem now is one of exposure; we need many actors motivated and capable 

of becoming part of a Solution Oriented Partnership, and this will only happen 

when they are convinced of this new logic, its benefi ts, especially the benefi ts for 

them directly, and can see a clear path and plan to achieving those benefi ts while 

working with others. 

This fi nal extension of the logic beyond the current pioneering partners may signal 

an important change to the way that we see the trends of globalisation, localisation 

and industrialisation. 
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Corporate Strategies
Tommaso Buganza, Alessio Marchesi, Roberto Verganti

Corporate Strategy is changing

In the turbulent market of today, companies are facing pressures from every 

direction. While customers demand more and more value added and personalized 

solutions to answer their explicit and implicit desires, and legislative bodies impose 

strict quality standards on the products and services offered, companies fi nd 

themselves competing in an increasingly interconnected and global marketplace. 

They compete in a marketplace that has changed the traditional meanings and 

defi nitions of what constitutes a sustainable competitive advantage. 

What worked in the past no longer applies to the present, let alone the future.  

Companies that had a competitive and stable position within a given industry fi nd 

themselves competing with outside and foreign companies they never would have 

thought would become direct competitors. To add to this, these new competitors 

are actually succeeding. 

Thus, companies are currently facing the need for more effi cient strategies to 

compete in the worldwide arena as well as the need to be more effective in 

answering customer needs. 

Be more EFFECTIVE: Satisfy your customer

Today’s production and consumption patterns ask for increasing levels of 

customization within a framework for higher degrees of sustainability. 

The traditional concept of customization, with its (superfi cial) product variations, 

no longer adequately responds to the needs of a society that is increasingly 

characterized by complex structures of needs that ask for increased wellbeing 

Satisfying your demanding customer’s needs while increasing your 

fi rm’s effi ciency is now possible:

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach SHIFTS THE TRADE 

OFF between EFFECTIVENESS and EFFICIENCY



and economic growth, health, cultural and social empowerment, as well as 

environment sustainability. More specifi cally, modern markets are no longer asking 

for customized products for specifi c clients, but asking for solutions: combinations 

or systems of products, services and communication elements that enable users to 

satisfy their needs and desires. Currently, every customer satisfi es his/her needs for 

solutions through an ad hoc mix of different products and services that create what 

is commonly known as a DIY (Do it Yourself) Solution. Thus, a great opportunity 

exists: designing a system of elements (and not single products as is done most 

often today) that converge towards the satisfaction of customer needs; in other 

words, the development of solutions. The development of such personalized and 

contextualized solutions is built on recent theories of solution design, service 

design, and system design.

A personalized solution is a solution that may be confi gured to satisfy the needs 

of a specifi c customer. However, a personalised solution must not only satisfy 

the needs of its user but also the needs of its stakeholders (i.e. those actors and 

entities that, directly or indirectly, interact with the solution). A contextualised 

solution is a solution that fulfi ls the needs of a customer within his/her context-

of-use. By context-of-use we mean the physical and social space that constitutes 

the environment in which the solution will be used. Recent trends in marketing 

and design have highlighted the importance of looking at customers within their 

context-of-use (especially when one has to design a personalized offering), since 

this is the locus where actions take place and where the specifi c customer’s needs 

emerge. Thus, the trend is clear:

Be more EFFICIENT: Build partner-based solutions

The major challenge facing companies that want to develop these types of solutions 

is to design a Partner Based Solution in a cost-effi cient way. Customers have always 

developed DIY solutions to solve their problems individually. The purpose of a 

Satisfy your customer by offering them a:

Partner Based Solution. 

A Solution designed to achieve high degrees of 

personalisation, customisation and contextualisation.

22/23



I.2 Corporate Strategies

Turn yourself into an Industrial Craftsman

Partner Based Solution is not to substitute the customer’s capability to arrange 

solutions, but to provide customers with better and cost-effective ways to achieve 

their desired results. Hence, the Solution Oriented Partnership approach represents 

for solutions what mass production is for standard products, and mass customization 

is for personalized products. In other words, a Partner Based Solution represents 

the movement from craftsmanship in solution delivery (i.e., the arrangement of a 

solution made by the user or by a company specialized in tailor-made and expensive 

solutions) to industrialization in solution design (i.e., the delivery of a solution that 

has been designed according to an advanced industrialization rational).  

Obviously cost-effi ciency is related to the fi nal number of solutions one can 

deliver. Yet, to consider each customer inside his/her specifi c context-of-use may 

lead to the creation of one-of-a-kind solutions making the industrialization (and 

therefore the cost-effi ciency) virtually unachievable.  Thus, it is crucial not to 

design a specifi c solution for a specifi c customer in a specifi c context-of-use, but 

rather an array of personalized and contextualised solutions. In order to design a 

partner-based solution, it is necessary to consider the meta-context-of-use of the 

solution (i.e. the array of contexts-of-use that share some common characteristics 

and that represent a single, highly personalized and customised solution).

Think about your Meta Customer

Design for a Meta-context of Use 

Another implication of looking at industrialized solutions is that, apart from in 

very rare and peculiar cases, these can be designed, produced and delivered only 

by combining several different competencies, capabilities and assets. Consequently, 

it is unlikely that a single company will own all the knowledge and physical assets 

necessary for the development of industrialized solutions. It is more likely to see 

the convergence of several different actors, belonging to different industries, supply 

chains and with different strategic objectives, to offer industrialized solutions. An 

industrialized solution therefore needs a Solution Oriented Partnership: a network of 

stakeholders that work in unison to offer the industrialized solution. Note however, 



Build a Solution Oriented Partnership around YOU

that a Solution Oriented Partnership is not made up of normal relationships like 

those found along single supply chains within a specifi c industry. A supply chain 

usually produces a specifi c product. An industrialized solution instead is a system 

of elements with completely different characteristics that are typically designed by 

companies operating in different industries and that typically do not talk to each 

other. Rather than being concerned only with vertical relationships (along the 

supply chain), an industrialized solution needs a network of vertical and horizontal 

relationships. These relationships may also require new rules and procedures given 

that some of the contributing stakeholders may be non-industrial or public sector 

partners (i.e. customers, social services and local authorities).

From a Corporate strategy perspective, being part of a Solution Oriented 

Partnership (and therefore delivering a solution) offers multiple benefi ts. Firstly, 

solutions compete on attractiveness: one can be better off answering customer 

needs through solutions due to the fact that a solution’s elements are designed to 

seamlessly interface with each other and therefore may constitute a more effective 

response to a specifi c need. Moreover, focusing on the meta-contexts-of-use, the 

solution can also allow the distribution of investment among stakeholders allowing 

a more cost-effective strategy in the delivery process. Even more important, 

however, is that these competitive advantages can be highly defendable for at least 

two reasons. First, stakeholders contribute in different ways to the value creation. 

Some of these partners may bring to the partnership specifi c and unique assets 

crucial for the solution (e.g. local authorities may facilitate a contact with hospitals) 

that translates into the Solution Oriented Partnership’s ability to cut out any 

other alternative solution: a concept similar to specifi c unique asset, but with the 

crucial difference that, within a Solution Oriented Partnership these assets may be 

owned by either non-industrial and/or industrial partners. The second reason lies 

in the fact that the value of a solution is greater than the sum of the values of the 

individual assets each partner brings to the solution. 

Generating Corporate Strategies

The value of an industrialized solution depends on the relationships among 
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This means that each partner must look at how the Solution Oriented Partnership 

will develop the partner based solutions from a system, as well as an individual fi rm 

perspective, so as to be able to decide: (1) whether or not to invest in the alliance 

and (2) if one decides to invest, how much to invest in it. 

Why is this an important consideration that needs to be evaluated when developing 

partner based solutions? Simply, the reason is that each player collaborating in the 

design, development, implementation and delivery of industrialized solutions 

through the Solution Oriented Partnership approach must fi nd it strategically and 

operationally viable as well as economically, socially and environmentally profi table 

in order for them to participate. Otherwise, they may as well go home and develop 

single products for DIY solutions. 

Evaluating partner-based solutions

How can a fi rm evaluate this opportunity from the perspective of its own 

corporate strategy? The answer is in the development of a partner based solution 

business planning process that is strategically divided in a top down and bottom up 

approach so as to look at the planning process from both a system and fi rm level 

perspective. The focus of the system level business planning is on evaluating the 

viability and profi tability of the partner-based solution as a whole: it looks at the 

revenue model that lays at the base of the solutions and analyses its relevance within 

the marketplace. The fi rm level business planning, on the other hand, determines 

Integrating corporate agendas, soft skills and collaborative efforts: the 

basic building block for partner base solution development

partners, on their will to work together, on their reciprocal trust, and on their 

knowledge of each other’s processes and procedures. Thus, to build solutions does 

not simply mean to fi nd a group of partners with similar assets and competences. 

It means making them work together integrating corporate agendas and soft skills 

that make solutions inimitable, while collaborating in defending the partner based 

solution(s) from potential internal and external threats. Therefore, to design and 

build an industrialized solution from a corporate perspective, each partner must be 

able to evaluate its strategic position and those of its partners within the Solution 

Oriented Partnership throughout the life of the partner based solutions. 



the viability and profi tability for each fi rm that decides to invest in the Solution 

Oriented Partnership and related solutions. This latter business plan is where each 

fi rm’s corporate strategies are designed so as to be able to better negotiate the 

most profi table position within the Solution Oriented Partnership. To support the 

fi rm in this evaluation, the fi rm level business plan is both a multi-criteria and a 

multi-stage business plan. This means that each fi rm can not only base its decision 

of whether or not to invest in the opportunity via evaluating multiple criteria, 

but it can also make progressive decisions evaluating the same criteria in different 

moments in the evolution of the Solution Oriented Partnership so as to modify its 

course of action toward the most appropriate corporate strategies.

If we focus on the multi-criteria portion of the decision to invest or withdraw 

from a partner based solution business venture, each company involved in the 

partnership must evaluate the balance between its internal payoffs, the probability 

of opportunistic behavior on behalf of some of the partners, and fi nally the external 

payoffs it expects to gain from being part of the partner based solutions. Each point 

will be better explained below.

Internal payoffs

What does it mean to evaluate the internal payoffs of investing in a Solution 

Oriented Partnership business venture? Firstly, we defi ne an internal payoff as the 

potential revenue that a company can bring home from investing in the Partner 

Based Solution. To evaluate this, each company must be able to quantify or qualify:

1. The forecasted revenue potential of the solutions. 

2. The strategic position the company holds in the Solution Oriented 

Partnership. This is determined by considering how the company’s 

relative dedicated investments in location specifi c or asset (tangible or 

intangible) specifi c investments affect the companies overall revenue 

potential within the partnership. Moreover, it involves assessing how their 

relative size compared to other partners may effect their position within 

the partnership. Finally, it also means evaluating how their complementary 

assets’ strategic relevance relative to those offered by the other partners 

effect and determine the revenue generated by the partner based 

solution. 
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3. The degree and probability that other partners will behave opportunistically 

undermining the overall Solution Oriented Partnership’s revenue 

potential, and consequently each individual company’s internal payoff and 

strategic position within the partnership

Opportunistic behavior

Opportunistic behavior is defi ned as being either Proactive or Passive Calculated 

Self-Interest driven, where Proactive calculated self-interest opportunistic behavior 

is a classifi cation that houses all forms of opportunity and incentive based behaviors 

that a partner can manifest where they act deceitfully by proactively taking advantage 

of certain circumstances for individual and personal gain rather than for the overall 

benefi t of the Solution Oriented Partnership as a whole. A classic example would 

be one member’s development of a strategic alliance with other companies 

outside the Solution Oriented Partnership that could threaten its survival and/or 

profi tability. Passive calculated self-interest opportunistic behavior, on the other 

hand, comprises all the other forms of opportunity and incentive based behaviors 

related more to the level of commitment, dedication and responsibility orientation 

towards activities that need to be carried out in order to guarantee the successful 

development and implementation of the Solution Oriented Partnership business 

venture. A typical example of passive calculated self-interest is when a partner 

dedicates less time and resources than it should for the successful development 

and implementation of the Solution Oriented Partnership. This, in turn, will not 

only affect the overall probability of success and profi tability of the entire Solution 

Oriented Partnership, but will also affect each member’s relative strategic position 

within the partnership.

External payoffs

What does it mean to evaluate the external payoffs of investing or leaving a Solution 

Oriented Partnership business venture? External payoffs are the potential revenues 

(costs) incurred by a partner that either invests or disinvests from a Solution 

Oriented Partnership venture that result from activities external to the solutions. 

In other words, a partner may not only gain or lose from activities internal to the 

Solution Oriented Partnership, but may also gain or lose from potential activities 



that lie outside the boundaries of the partner based solutions. For example, a 

member fi rm may be able to take advantage of another member fi rm’s brand equity, 

competency and/or technologies in business ventures that lie outside the Solution 

Oriented Partnership boundaries. Therefore, to better evaluate and quantify the 

extent of external payoffs, each company should identify and quantify the typical 

payoffs that may arise from the development of strategic alliance or partnerships 

with other fi rms. The main externalities that can exist are:

1. Development of parallel markets which typically occurs when a  partner 

feels that it can take advantage of the use of a technology, component or 

sub-product of the industrialized solution in a market that runs parallel to 

the chosen target market of the partner based solutions. 

2. Taking advantage of potential spillovers. As the term suggests, spillovers are 

leaks that may arise from the collaboration between partners in the design, 

development, implementation and delivery of the proposed partner based 

solutions. In particular, the collaborative nature of the Solution Oriented 

Partnership offers the possibility for partners to develop, exchange and 

transfer assets between themselves in a more fl uid manner. The three main 

types of spillovers are competence-specifi c spillovers, technology-based 

spillovers, and brand equity based spillovers.

What is important to note is that these external payoffs may positively and/or 

negatively effect the strategic position and therefore the overall decision to either 

invest or disinvest from the Solution Oriented Partnership venture. Consequently, 

when determining the effects that these externalities may have on a corporate 

strategic decision, each company must identify the positive or negative impacts that 

each type of externality may have, the probability of their occurrence and fi nally 

their connection with internal payoffs and potential opportunistic behavior related 

to the partnership. 

Balancing partnership related payoffs and opportunistic 

behaviour is a must

Turning our attention to the multi-stage part of the decision process to invest or 

withdraw from a Solution Oriented Partnership business venture, each company 

involved must re-evaluate its relative payoffs against the degree and probability of 
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opportunistic behavior of each partner in the Solution Oriented Partnership at 

different key moments in the development of the venture. In particular, there are 

4 key moments that should prompt a business planning re-evaluation at the fi rm 

level:

1. The introduction of new participants to the Solution Oriented Partnership. 

Every time a new partner is integrated within the Solution Oriented 

Partnership, it is paramount that the existing members re-evaluate their 

individual strategic position so as to safeguard their investments/payoffs 

against potential opportunistic behaviors. This situation will typically arise 

whenever there are major modifi cations made to the solution design or 

scope. The introduction of new partners is typically an iterative event 

that occurs until the partnership feels comfortable with the number and 

division of responsibilities and risks between partners. 

2. Upon reaching predefi ned milestones defi ned in the Solution Oriented 

Partnership methodology related to the evolution of the various solutions. 

These milestones differ from the introduction of new participants given 

that not all milestones suggest the introduction of new participants. In 

fact, each company should evaluate their position within the Solution 

Oriented Partnership every time there are major modifi cations made 

to the structure and/or scope of the solutions: these evaluations will 

primarily be described by the most recent agreed upon documentation 

that summarizes the state of the art of the partnership and related partner 

based solutions in terms of scope, responsibilities, commitments, activities 

and solution descriptions.

3. Upon signing a Heads of Agreement, which represents the key 

milestone separating the partner based solution’s design phase from its 

implementation phase.

4. Any other moment in time when a company feels that they need to 

re-evaluate their position within the Solution Oriented Partnership. 

These moments could arise for exogenous circumstances related to the 

partnership or to the company’s other day-to-day operations.

From a corporate strategy perspective, what this multi-criteria and multi-stage 

approach means is that a company’s level of commitment to the development and 



implementation of the proposed solutions will grow and become concrete when 

their level of uncertainty can be balanced with an adequate level of confi dence 

in the information needed to calculate their potential costs, benefi ts and risks 

associated with the Solution Oriented Partnership. To accomplish this, the fi rm 

level business planning activities need a certain level of completeness in terms of 

system level thinking before a business decision can be made. A completeness that 

manifests itself only after:

1. The Solution Oriented Partnership has collectively decided on the 

specifi city, structure and role that each partner will play in designing, 

building, implementing, delivering and renewing the proposed partner-

based solutions. 

2. A set of partner innovations scans can be drafted that evaluate the assets, 

competencies, technologies and general knowledge that each partner 

brings to the Solution Oriented Partnership and related partner based 

solution development phases. 

3. A project plan has been drafted and agreed upon by all Solution Oriented 

Partnership partners in which the nature, scope, business strategy and 

plan of action for the development of the partner based solutions are 

documented.

Using these as inputs each fi rm should be able to systemically evaluate the benefi ts 

and risks associated with the Solution Oriented Partnership and its partner based 

solutions so as to better understand their strategic position within the venture.
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Users and Society
Pia Valota

The HiCS project approached the fundamental issue of users and society 

straightforwardly as “users are society”. In our opinion, terms such as “consumers” 

and “users” are ways of naming “people”, within the present global market economy 

discourse, which deliberately ignores territorial and political characteristics 

implicit in similar terms like “citizens”. The referent of these words – a group of 

human beings - is the same, but “consumer” and “user” suggest they are merely 

constituents of a potential market for a particular named product or service. So, 

people’s spending capacity is by these terms evidentiated, whilst people in their 

capacity to acquire economic power are named “workers”.

Specifi c wording is of course needed for sector discourses to remain clear. We 

see “consumers” as being the points of junction between production systems and 

territories. This interpretation is used because it recognises people’s real complexity. 

This stance is unusual in economic studies (but common in anthropology for 

example) despite the fact that taking it reveals many appropriate and effective 

insights of great potential benefi t for business activity.

Keeping in view people’s real complexity

There is no doubt that any entrepreneurial activity should take into account the 

consumer or user of its output. There is also no doubt that producers will take into 

consideration the societal environment they are, or will be, acting in. However, these 

issues have usually been left to the marketing culture whose current representation 

of the consumer is so restrictive that it appears unreal from the consumer’s own 

point of view. For instance, it normally considers consumers just as potential or 

actual buyers, not as input givers to the design of a product. This is a dangerous 

misunderstanding that dulls innovation capacity. If the consumer is seen as having 

only very limited intervention in the product lifecycle, only from point of sale 

to disposal, it is as if ‘people’ are not part of earlier production phases in different 

countries or in other roles. 

Globalisation in particular relies on this limited view of “consumers”, but at 



the same time there are obvious opportunities for new wider interpretations of 

“consumer” that emerge in parallel with the expanding information society. It 

seems that at present these two different views – embedded in their use of words 

- come into confl ict; the traditional all-inclusive territorial view versus the new 

sector-functional one that is supposed to fi t the new global economy. Neither 

should prevail. There are reasons to be happy with global markets, but people 

would be very unhappy with a purely economy-focussed society and are in fact 

beginning to reject this perspective. Diffi cult as it is to deal with a comprehensive 

interpretation, we need to face the actual challenges of the world we are living in. 

Here we explain the way the consumer was integrated into the Solution Oriented 

Partnership approach, starting with the knowledge that the way consumers defi ne 

their role in society dictates the roles they expect producers to play, and infl uences 

the way they interpret product qualities. 

The consumer as a person with fundamental rights

First of all, the consumer must be defi ned according to the 1985 UN Charter 

on consumers’ rights; as a person characterised by having the following eight 

fundamental rights: 

1. the right to satisfy her/his fundamental needs

2. the right to health and safety

3. the right to be correctly informed

4. the right to choose products and services

5. the right to be listened to and represented

6. the right to be paid for her/his damages

7. the right to be educated about responsible consumption

8. the right to a safe environment

These consumer’s rights set the general framework to be considered when designing 

or evaluating any product or service and regulations and codes of practice provide 

for their enforcement.

The consumer or user as the sum of different roles

From the producer’s perspective, any output of a productive process is called a 

“product”, be it a material or non-material good or a service. The “customer” is the 

receiver of a product, “consumers” being one of many types of possible customer.
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From the consumer’s perspective, services differ from goods because they cannot 

be checked and tested in advance. Goods may be used to deliver a service, but the 

service itself is an intangible moment in time and space. Each service arises at the 

interface between the consumer and the organization providing it.  For this reason 

services cannot be stocked and, as an example, an airliner fl ying without passengers 

cannot constitute a service. 

Therefore, these two aspects of services need to be considered – fi rstly the 

circumstances, and secondly the entities that come into contact at the moment 

of service delivery. Complementarity should be the sign of a good service. 

The supplier’s capabilities and organization should match the consumer’s 

characteristics and needs. In most services, and especially in food services, contact 

between consumer and supplier may occur at several points in the process and in 

various ways. The same person may be a different consumer-user depending on 

circumstances, whilst an organization must be aware of the range of consumer-user 

types it is trying to serve.

Accordingly, a single term – consumer or user - appears to be too wide and generic, 

maybe even confusing. In order to describe this complementary interface usefully, 

the standard production-consumption-disposal lifecycle needs to be reviewed. The 

full set of roles people play should be identifi ed, and the most relevant ones should 

be given specifi c names. The following have been intended for the purpose of the 

HiCS project. Other authors or different service settings may generate different 

roles and associated names. Many different factors affect fi nal service quality 

and many different services may potentially be designed. Therefore, the implicit 

knowledge of local promoters is usually the best way to identify these roles. Using 

the Solution Oriented Partnership approach the need for a common language was 

identifi ed as a means to facilitate internal communication about solutions; 

• Customer: the role of who (a person or an organisation outside the 

producer organisation) infl uences requirements, production process 

characteristics and the quality of the offering end-users receive from the 

producer  

• Client: the role of who (a person or an organisation) negotiates price and 

buys the offering thereby entering into a contract with the producer 

organisation
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• Co-supplier: the role of who (a person or an organisation outside the 

producer organisation) actively co-operates in the production or delivery 

phases of a service thereby having a direct impact on quality 

• End-user: each consumer inevitably plays this role when they use or 

receive the service, some consumers may take this role only.   

So an individual consumer or user does not necessarily only play the role of end-

user. She or he may also play a combination of other roles depending on the 

circumstances of the service interaction. From this perspective the consumer is seen 

as the sum of all the roles they actually play in relation to a given service. 

The consumer-user is an intrinsically changeable fi gure

From the consumer’s perspective, getting a service means someone else doing 

something on your behalf so that a particular personal objective is better or more 

easily achieved. From the consumer’s point of view, services should be evaluated 

according to the degree to which the service delivery improves one’s own overall 

condition.

A lot of interpretation takes place at the user-supplier interface that can turn a 

simple misunderstanding into real frustration. People’s motivations for a service 

may vary greatly meaning that in the same situation people may have very different 

needs and desires. They may also have different expectations of the service that 

result from their own or other people’s experience. All of these variables will have 

an infl uence on how people perceive the quality of a service.

The following is a list of contrasting motivations for a meal delivery service 

identifi ed from real cases:

- poverty or reduced physical capability or diffi culty in using cooking devices vs. desire to use 

one’s capabilities and resources in other ways

- lack of time to cook or lack of equipment, space, or cooking skills vs. dislike of cooking as 

an activity

- being isolated within a scholastic, therapeutic or work place setting vs. being tired in a hotel

- having psychological problems or general inability to look after oneself vs. desire not to waste 

a sunny day cooking

In other words, the consumer is an intrinsically changeable fi gure. Taking a single 

limited view of the consumer may set unnecessary limits to entrepreneurial activity. 
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At the same time getting information in advance on what is required from the 

organization’s own capabilities is a fundamental  requirement for success. 

People infl uence each other

To take into account the numerous ways people interact at the societal level, 

infl uencing each other as individuals and as a general public, requires a distinction 

between the direct customer (individual consumers) and the indirect customer 

(people who set service requirements for and in the name of the consumer).  For 

example a consumer may be in contact with a doctor in such a mediator role. 

In most cases laws and societal norms impose some requirements as well: the 

consumer may have infl uence as a citizen.

On the other side of the interface, producers may have a strong or even mandatory 

infl uence on characteristics set by law, especially when reference is made to 

technical standards. Generally though, procedures, technical specifi cations and 

equipment will be defi ned by internal company decisions or at a collective level by 

an industrial community. Therefore when consumers are a company’s shareholders, 

they may fi nd themselves with a confl ict of role. 

Decisions on products are therefore actually set at many hierarchical levels. Locally, 

an additional fi lter to a consumer’s range of choice is set by the distribution system 

and the retailers’ policies. “Customisation” may just add trifl ing variety to products, 

whilst real input from consumers – that could result in new product families – can 

only be gained at earlier steps for system innovation to occur.

Indirect clients are also a means to articulate all the ways in which service costs are 

shared by people other than the end-user. Among the many kinds of indirect clients 

are: parents, health authorities, social services, and tax-payers through the public 

money used to support enterprise. Such actors often act as indirect customers as 

well, and  their impact on end-user satisfaction is crucial. However, most companies’ 

management systems currently overlook these impacts.

Indirect co-suppliers also exist, normally in family situations. When receiving 

a service that benefi ts the family group, different family members may take 

responsibility for different phases of the interface with the supplying organization. 

We can all think of personal examples of where sharing responsibilities causes 

problems, and how different evaluations of the same service can result. 



In summary, the same individual may receive the same service but in very different 

situations that result in very different degrees of satisfaction. When looking for a 

better service, this person may not only seek more appropriate circumstances or 

better information, but may also switch roles, both as an individual and as a social 

being.

People’s identities develop in relation to their context

In reality we fi nd much steadier individual consumption behaviour than is found 

analysing higher level groups of consumers. People’s link with the place they 

(temporarily or permanently) live is one reason for this. That place is more than 

just a geographical location and because of its stable characteristics, is often felt as a 

fundamental part of one’s identity. Context  is a term that can be used to account 

for both the material and non-material environment, and is an appropriate key-

word to explain the reciprocal infl uence of ‘place’.

Physical and cultural contexts should be seen as elastic or “zooming” concepts, like 

“home” for example: it may mean Europe when you are in Asia, your country of 

origin when you are abroad or your own fl at when you are in town. The borders 

of a person’s physical context may be no larger than their residential community, 

whilst the borders of their cultural context are only limited by the individual’s 

memory and information capacity, which may expand far in space and time. At 

present, and certainly in the future, no universal link can be pre-supposed between 

one’s physical and cultural contexts, as was the rule in traditional societies. Today 

the same physical territory is shared by people whose cultural contexts are very 

different. For the concept of “context” to be used effectively when designing 

products some general questions need to be answered; what constitutes a “good” 

product, and  what do we mean when we say humans are “social animals”? Buying 

a product, even an artistic work, is never an objective in itself. People are actually 

seeking to improve their condition through the benefi ts they expect from the 

product. People are motivated to fulfi l these expectations according to their 

personal priorities. Products will be judged good or bad at this level according to 

the individual as well as the society they belong to. People, even the stylite, live in 

constant relationships with others. The consumer is an individual but never ceases 

to be part of a community.  One’s individual purchase behaviour is always under the 
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scrutiny of groups of other people. In most cases, people in the community will be 

part of these groups, but not always. Usually, it is a person’s cultural context as well 

as their map of human relations that counts. The result is an invisible network of 

affi nities and aversions that qualifi es a person’s feeling of belonging. 

Background environment is a system that impacts choice

Contextualisation should take both these conditions, match them together and 

embed them into the product to be designed.  Today people’s relationship networks 

can be so extended, and their expectations so volatile, that such a task may appear 

impossible. In reality people’s natural egocentrism – a valuable asset for survival 

– sets some limits, making people more attentive and involved in events that are 

perceived as nearer. People therefore give these events higher priority. Nearness 

then, in all the accepted meanings of the word, is a fi rst necessary condition that 

makes contextualisation possible. A second limiting condition is set by the systemic 

nature of people’s material environments. Nearly any product, in order to deliver 

an effective service, needs other complementary environmental resources and 

equipment. Expanding context beyond the borders of home, water and electricity 

supply systems can be considered the high level environmental resources. 

These assets frame a background with characteristics that are largely independent 

of the individual, being common and pre-set at the local level. The impact of this 

background to consumption is therefore mostly stable. It may constitute the setting 

for most activities, but not for all. 

Contextualisation shapes products differently to traditional marketing 

input

One might suspect that contextualisation is just a new name for existing marketing 

tools. After all, marketing has always been aware that people are different, think 

differently and have imagination but live in a real and pre-established world. Where 

is the difference? The main difference concerns the intended use of essentially 

similar types of information. It is, of course, the fi nal objective that will dictate the 

way this information needs to be collected and processed.

Marketing tools generally aim to establish whether some of a place’s inhabitants 

can be considered a profi table opportunity for a pre-established product sold with 



only limited “customisation”. A company is likely to choose a market because of 

its existing background characteristics. When companies consider modifying the 

original situation the envisaged changes will usually aim to increase the enterprise’s 

power in that context. Once solidarity obligations have been satisfi ed through 

taxation, “social marketing” becomes a way to add value to the brand. All of this 

seems reasonable, but in fact it is just an extension of the nineteenth century “black 

box” approach, maintaining the divide between producers and the societies they 

serve. But social solidarity should not be seen as an external philanthropy (e.g. giving 

economic help to local charities or sport groups) nor as an internal tax obligation.  

Instead it should be seen as an opportunity to bring a new wave of creativity to 

productive processes and has the potential to become a key driver for advanced 

industrialisation.  Contextualisation should therefore be a way of identifying the 

steps towards this internalisation. Companies can do business for profi t and at the 

same time strive to improve social situations by designing appropriate products and 

processes that address the needs of the context without creating new problems. 

People’s needs and desires for products are, of course, a major part of what must be 

taken into consideration, but should not be the only focus. Nor should designers 

slavishly comply with consumers’ pre-set expectations. Instead, companies should 

aim to increase creativity both internally and externally through open interaction 

not only with consumers, but with citizens, workers and other organisations. 

This is a distinct position compared to both “normal” business and ‘Third Sector’ 

initiatives, whose explicit aim is “to build communities and society through 

market and business activities”. Deserving as they are, the latter’s priorities are 

the reverse. Moreover, they lean towards localism but local failings can often be 

rooted at higher levels or in other places. In contrast, when addressing a local 

issue, a contextualised Partner Based Solution can turn to the Platform of shared 

knowledge, capabilities and resources, to fi nd coherent and effective synergies across 

locations. Technological fl exibility, innovation and new methods are required to live 

up to the suggestion that industrialised solutions should be based on economies of 

scope and social learning rather than on economies of scale and scale and scale volume. 

Contextualised product quality

In the real world what does contextualisation mean in terms of a product’s quality? 
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Firstly, widely held values should be respected by even small businesses. Honesty, 

transparency, environmental care, product safety, and social accountability are not 

just required to satisfy especially “critical” consumers, but should be the starting 

point of any “good” that is good for the consumer. Additional criteria should also 

be adopted, primarily dealing with the kind of product that is being designed. A 

high level of intrinsic quality is more important than ever. 

When considering the case of food on the HiCS project one question that arose was 

- is providing local food, or employing local agricultural products, an appropriate 

interpretation of “food related to context”? In general this principle was agreed to be 

a good choice, but not necessarily the best or only option in all cases. When high level 

conditions are fulfi lled, the global market becomes an opportunity to explore. Nothing 

better than food, being the repeat consumption product par excellence, gives people a 

way to profi t through variety and express their increasingly individual and changeable 

needs.  

What should be kept in mind is the importance of reaching an overall improvement 

in the consumer’s situation. The way to achieve this depends on a variety of factors. 

When solutions aim to address a contextualised situation they will be shaped by 

the local needs they choose to face. The solution’s confi guration is defi ned by 

these factors, and independently of ideological preferences, a philosophy that is the 

reverse of the predominant multinational approach.

Whose business is it, to decide upon a product’s fi tness? 

Currently producers have privileged access to knowledge that enables them to 

make valuable assessments of product fi tness. What people need is the transparent 

sharing of this knowledge so that citizen-consumers can compare it with their own 

private and societal knowledge when making consumption decisions. At present 

retailers become liable because of the choices they make on behalf of consumers. 

This traditional dependence upon assuming consumers’ attitudes is beginning to 

be replaced by a willingness to reduce knowledge asymmetries. The increased 

availability of information is one reason for this, but there is also a recognition that 

too many decisions have been taken in the name of the consumer that people do 

not agree with. People do not like experiencing contradiction between roles and are 

becoming much more knowledgeable about products than before. The consumer’s 



attitude, once based upon how well they could adapt to production systems, is 

now increasingly based upon assimilation  - how well the production system fi ts 

them. Individual consumers are now happy to explore and use their power, whilst 

guarding it tightly. Even pricing is at stake as the usual relationship between quality 

and price becomes challenged, not in itself but by people looking for individual 

quality at the best price. Consumers seem to have suddenly recognised that market 

segmentation is a tool for levering extra revenues from specifi c markets with 

specifi c product features. As a result the search for the same product at the lowest 

price, or for cheaper products with the same performance, is becoming a clever 

new parlour game and no longer has the stigma of poverty.

A clear distinction is growing between the producer and the consumer encouraging 

the former to be more open to dialogue with stakeholders than ever. The fact that 

stakeholders are stimulating creative tension in this way can only be good news for 

an effi cient market economy.

Contextualised products can address weaker consumers’  interests 

Not all consumers are in the position to exercise power over producers.  Should this 

mean that these special targets need to be characterized and addressed by special products? 

This is the traditional response of institutional marketing approaches. However 

the Solution Oriented Partnership approach takes a different view on this issue. 

When we think about the inhabitants of a given place, we normally think of them 

as citizens and in this way we inadvertently enter into the frame of institutional 

thought. Contextualisation does mean thinking about people in their own territory, 

but not a priori following the same classifi cations that local institutions apply. 

Institutional thought is functionally related to the idea of communities, where 

people share the same territory independently of the many population groups they 

belong to. When people in a community share problems over time, resulting in 

social concern, then an institution intervenes to ensure the community’s existence 

by protecting lives and restoring order. The community in trouble is seen as a 

whole and envisaged as dependant. 

The approach brought in by industrialisation, in contrast, separates the person and 

their characteristics from their territory. It analyses the general public independently 

from geographical location, identifying different population groups that have stable 
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confi gurations of needs and desires. Criteria for segmentation are then selected 

according to the producer’s ability to sell products to a certain number of consumers 

and quantitative mapping indicates which locations represent a profi table market. A 

specifi c product or technology is the basis of this consideration of territory. Using 

the Solution Oriented Partnership approach, Partner Based Solutions can take both 

the local dimension and the characteristics of real people into consideration. This 

process of contextualisation matches the person and their characteristics to the 

delivery interface representing an integrated approach that respects the diversity of 

people and contexts. 

The HiCS project addressing people with reduced mobility

People are continually infl uenced by both markets and institutions. For this reason 

the phrase “people with reduced mobility” will normally conjure up the image of 

needy (having charitable/social-welfare needs), handicapped (with reduced mobility handicapped (with reduced mobility handicapped

as a stable characteristic) individuals.  However, the HiCS research project found 

that this is a very misleading image upon which to base a new food service. 

As you drop the assumption that reduced mobility is a “stable” or “permanent” 

condition it appears that many different people may have temporary reduced access 

to food. One indication of the scale of this is that every day in Milan more than 

1.7 million out-of-home meals are consumed. This is more meals than there are 

inhabitants. When you drop the assumption that these consumers are “needy” it 

seems that even people with full access to food will enjoy a home delivered meal. 

Exploring the way people enjoy food you fi nd that being an “individual” alone 

may be detrimental to people’s satisfaction. Companionship whilst eating is widely 

appreciated when you can choose your companions. Institutional meals may be 

especially disliked, regardless of quality, because people have no choice about 

who they eat with. Enlarging the potential group of consumers in this way is a 

business opportunity and does not compromise any original social objective. On 

the contrary, “needy, handicapped individuals” are no longer likely to accept being 

classifi ed on the basis of what they lack compared to “normal” people. Instead they 

want to share, as far as possible, the same market as anybody else.

If physical access is the problem, then delivery must be the solution. In reality the 

cost of delivering a meal service is high compared to the cost of the food itself. 



Relative delivery costs will also drop as the number of meals delivered increases. 

This economy of scale is one rationale used to justify the institutionalisation of 

physically handicapped people.

If economic access is an additional problem for some people at home, then costs, even 

in a for-profi t business, can be internalised and shared among all users of the service. 

Within a small geographical area a mixture of people with and without access, and 

with or without the need for charitable support, are likely to live and have the 

potential to enjoy meals together. Many examples of satisfactory solutions can be 

imagined. In the HiCS project such fi ndings wiped out the importance of setting 

targets and gave rise to many new ideas for possible solutions. 

Consumer and NGO contribution to Partner Based Solutions 

Unfortunately consumers are currently expected to participate only at the end of 

the product design process, when customer test panels are asked for their opinions. 

Where NGOs are concerned there is always a danger that general opinions are 

viewed as fl imsy petitions, instead of as effective design inputs. Their old and well-

established role requires them to provide their input in the form of specifi c product 

requirements.

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach specifi es early consumer involvement 

in design projects and the shared goal of sustainable solutions. These are certainly 

reasons underlying the positive results of the HiCS project. In addition, the early, 

equitable and ongoing participation of all partners gives Solution Oriented 

Partnerships a means to share their often very different cultures. When different 

stakeholder types meet it is a challenge to understand each other, whether it is a 

producer understanding a consumer or a producer understanding other business 

partners. For new solution ideas to be born many hurdles need to be overcome. 

From both the consumer’s and producer’s point of view, a co-evolutionary process, 

using specifi c partnership building tools, is a worthwhile way of achieving this. 

42/43



Users in context-of-use
Simona Rocchi & Christina Lindsay, Philips Design

This chapter answers the question ‘How can we better understand users’ needs and 

expectations in order to provide customised solutions?’ by outlining the importance of 

the local context-of-use.

Beyond traditional market segmentations

Current advanced societies present complex structures of living. People 

are increasingly characterised by multiple lifestyles, which are less 

dictated by available income and more related to a freedom of choice 

often underpinned by a new perception of ‘quality of life’. This new quality of 

life includes values such as health and personal well-being, education, protection 

of the environment, safety and balance, socio-cultural enrichment and personal 

empowerment.

The market place is therefore becoming more sophisticated and diffi cult to predict. 

On the one hand, users are more demanding: they are looking for personalised 

solutions to better fi t their own individual multifaceted needs and local habitats; 

they are looking for solutions able to provide not only material answers, but also 

to supply experiences and meanings, and to fulfi l values. On the other hand, 

companies’ competitiveness cannot be based anymore only on technological 

innovation since this is becoming the common equity among all enterprises. 

Early methods of segmenting demand, such as traditional socio-demographics in 

the 1950s and 1960s and segmentation by lifestyles in the 1980s, have proven to 

be less effective in capturing complex market dynamics and user requirements, 

and have started to deliver a lower return on investment. Certainly, analysing 

and monitoring current socio-economic segmentations (e.g. class, position, 

income, education) and demographic forces (e.g. ageing population, gender) 

helps companies to better understand the general direction of the marketplace, 

and, as such, make a valuable contribution to the way business is conducted. 

However, these studies do not cover two relevant dimensions:

• the understanding of new emerging socio-cultural values - in relation 



to changes in beliefs and value systems - and, therefore, the possibility of 

anticipating new future market demands;

• the understanding of the individual’s unsatisfi ed or latent needs related 

to the local contexts of everyday life, and, therefore, the possibility of 

exploring new potential current market opportunities.

These dimensions require complementary user investigation models 

for doing business, including new patterns of interaction between users and 

companies. 

New emerging approaches

Competitive enterprises have started to search for additional ways to gain a deeper 

understanding of user’s ‘needs’ and ‘expectations’. While there are no tried and 

tested instructions for doing this, there are already some strong indications on 

possible directions. New methodologies for business 

value-creation seem to combine macro and micro scale analysis of the market and 

the society.

On a macro scale, social and cultural trends analysis can help businesses to anticipate 

future demands through an understanding of the deeper layers of transformation in 

society and the changes in beliefs and value systems, both globally and regionally. 

In order to tap into these changes, we can use methods and tools from the social 

sciences, as well as observing the expression of this transformation by looking at its 

fi rst manifestations in art, music, fashion, advertising, etc. For this purpose, it is 

possible to develop and visualise a number of ‘scripts’ or ‘narratives’ - rich in socio-

cultural knowledge – able to refl ect people’s view of future quality of life and 

values. As a result, business can have a much wider understanding of what will be 

important to people in the next years. 

On the micro scale, to achieve a deeper understanding of users’ current personal 

needs and wants, a promising approach seems to be to consider the user in his/her 

everyday life environment: in other words, an approach able to analyse the user in 

his/her specifi c socio-cultural and physical context. The assumption is that while 

lifestyles are in principle almost infi nite in number, the contexts - in which user 

demand is expressed - are limited. As a consequence, the complexity of this demand 

can be reduced.
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Context-of-Use: the theory

Understanding the context or more precisely the context or more precisely the context context-of-use, its 

components and their interactions and reciprocal infl uences, becomes 

for us the very starting point of understanding human behaviour 

and users’ preferences. It becomes one way to increase the possibility of achieving a 

higher degree of personalisation (localisation) with the business offer. But from this 

perspective, how can we defi ne a context and a context-of-use?

In order to create some working defi nitions necessary to carry out our action-

research study, we looked into different disciplines including linguistics, literary 

theory, psychology, philosophy, anthropology, biology and architecture. These 

disciplines provided us with different insights, generating a wide range of meanings. 

fi gure 1: from a collective macro level to the micro individual 

level: a theoretical framework for researching social phenomena, 

cultural trends and users’ needs. 

Source: Philips Design 2002



Nevertheless, three basic components emerged as key elements in describing the 

context-of-use:

• Socio-cultural component

Clark and Carlson consider a context as the sum of the norms belonging to a 

precise society and shared by a certain number of individuals (Clark et al., 1992). 

This sharing is articulated on different levels: it relates to cultural socialisation 

agencies, identifi able as both formal institutions (e.g. educational systems, public 

bodies, etc.) and informal institutions (e.g. family, friends, etc.).

• Psychological component

The study of context cannot leave out psychology or more specifi cally the 

psychology of human behaviour. The convergence of personal experiences, history, 

education and other aspects that individuals have internalised during their life, 

affects personal interpretations of socio-cultural context. This can lead to new 

inputs and new behaviours (Flavell et al., 1993).

• Physical component

Hillier and Hanson argue that physical context has a specifi c logic and organisation, 

which derives from social functions, cultural signifi cance and behavioural 

implications. For them, “human societies are a spatial phenomena: they occupy 

regions of the earth’s surface, and within and between these regions, material 

resources move, people encounter each other and information is transmitted” 

(Hillier and Hanson, 1984). The physical component has a spatial element, but 

this does not have to be a static space, such as a home, but can refer to a person’s 

movements through different spaces, as in travelling to work.

Starting from these components, we have defi ned a context as “the environment 

- which is the result of continuous tensions among socio-cultural, physical and psychological 

components - where an action takes place and assumes a meaning, at a particular time”. 

Within this, the context-of-use is “the context of an action where the user interacts with 

a product, service, or system of products and services”.

Therefore, it is in the interaction of these three components and the user that the 

context-of-use is found (Figure 2). 

In the light of these defi nitions, it becomes evident why the development of a 

context-of-use methodological approach (see Chapter Context-of-use Co-research 

methodology) is one of the milestones of our project: to fully understand the 
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meaning of an action (users’ interactions with products and services), we need 

to refer to its contextualization (local manifestation).

fi gure 2: the socio-cultural, physical and psychological 

components of a context.

Source: Philips Design 2002

Understanding users

We believe that the investigation and analysis of the contexts-of-use 

can help companies to become closer to users, gaining more in-depth 

information about them, and even involving them in a solution-oriented 

co-creation process - whether creating products, tools, services or fi nal product-

service mixes. Indeed, users may not only have ideas about new solutions but may 

already be working to solve their problems. 

In doing so, users can also help generate a shift from a ‘consuming society’, where 

they are considered as passive players, to a ‘building society’, where they assume an 

active, responsible and co-creative role.

Our project to develop a methodology to understand users in their contexts-of-

use provided us not only with information about people and their relationships to 



products and services, but also helped us in the identifi cation of those local actors 

necessary for the implementation and the success of new global-local business 

ideas. In addition, such information gave us the possibility to envision real-life 

scenarios that facilitated the discussion and creation of a common vision among 

partners with different competences and business interests. The context pillar of the 

Solution Oriented Partnership methodology thus provided valuable insights for the 

other two pillars.

fi gure 3: visualization of the Solution Oriented Partnership 

(SOP) methodological framework. 

Source: Politecnico di Milano 2002
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Context-of-use: investigation and experimentation

Our challenge was to develop a practical methodological approach able 

to combine the benefi ts of short-term traditional consumer research techniques, 

such as surveys and focus groups, with new emerging medium/long-term 

investigation methods, such as ethnographic studies. The approach had to be able 

to explore local manifestations of users’ interactions with products and services via 

a repeatable, fl exible, cheap and easy-to-use process. 
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We considered it essential to ‘set the scene’ by starting at the macro level (Figure 

1) with an exploration of general emerging trends in food consumption, outlining 

possible future market directions at the European level. To move to the micro level 

required us to determine how to select contexts-of-use, and we decided to identify 

contexts-of-use broad enough to contain a certain variety of classical consumer 

segmentations. 

These are the context-of-use selection criteria that we decided to use: 

• Geographical restrictions

- territorial and physical barriers that limit ease of access 

to food for users. Contexts-of-use located in the countryside 

or in peripheral urban areas are often not supported by adequate infrastructures; 

even particular urban areas are sometimes not equipped with the necessary facilities 

to provide access to food. 

- possible access, for the research team, to the physical and socio-cultural 

environments of our investigation.

• Social relevance

- new emerging societal trends (e.g. aging populations, migration fl ows, etc.) that 

generate different manifestations of needs and desires in local contexts.

- people’s critical social conditions in their everyday life (especially for fragile 

categories of our society such as immigrants, elderly, people that require health-

care, etc.) related to the presence, or absence, of services for supporting their access 

to food.

• Market opportunities

- possibilities to provide better answers than existing solutions to current needs, or 

new answers to hidden or emerging needs.

- possibilities to simultaneously satisfy needs related 

to different categories of users across different contexts-of-use.

• Food quality limitations

- restrictions in access to food based on different quality parameters 

such as fresh, healthy, tasty, diet friendly, ethnic food, or even 

reduced access to knowledge of ‘where’, and ‘how’ to get food and 

to prepare it.  

To fi nish the shift in focus to the micro-level of users in their contexts-of-use, 



we related the context-of-use directly to the issue of people with reduced access 

to food by considering the phases of food delivery, shopping, preparation and 

consumption. 

By using these selection criteria, 42 pilot cases were addressed in this initial 

exploratory investigation (Figure 4). Regional teams of user researchers, designers, 

and sometimes the users themselves, carried out the research. 
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fi gure 4:  overview of the major contexts-of-use investigated. 

(This shows the major pilot cases analysed in Italy, Spain, UK 

and The Netherlands, clustered by different target groups and 

specifi c contexts.) 

Source: Philip Design 2002

The geographical locations of the contexts-of-use were Italy, Spain, the UK and the 

Netherlands and both urban and rural sites. In addition, we considered private and 

public spaces as well as people in temporary locations such as hotels or at work. 

The social criteria enabled us to consider elderly, disabled or blind people at home 
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and in community or healthcare centres as well as immigrants in public spaces and 

students in shared accommodation. The market opportunities identifi ed in the food 

consumption trends report had shown that increases in the elderly and immigrant 

populations in Europe offered potential expanding markets. Our defi nition of 

the food quality criteria including issues related to all three components of the 

context-of-use (socio-cultural, physical and psychological) enabled us identify a 

wide variety of problems to investigate. 

The issues emerging from the contexts-of-use analysed have been grouped in 

six main clusters: knowledge; experience; timing; variety and choice; physical 

barriers (to shopping/delivery); quality. Finding out about people’s everyday lives 

in their contexts-of-use provided information about general and specifi c issues 

and problems, both overt and latent, which have been shared with the industrial 

partners through visual and narrative inputs. Feeding into the other streams of the 

Solution Oriented Partnership framework, this information has been presented 

during several creative workshops for concept generation and scenario building. 

During the creative process, and sometimes at the later phase of commercially 

evaluating the concepts, new potential contexts-of-use were identifi ed for further 

exploration. These contexts then became new bases for the ideation of new 

concepts considered for the fi nal development of sustainable and contextualised 

solutions. 

Value and limitations

The context-of-use analysis has produced real-life information (latent or 

unsatisfi ed needs, wants and wishes) valuable for both the design process and 

the business innovation process. The research fi ndings have provided important

information and inspiration inputs for designers to create added-value 

solutions customised to specifi c socio-cultural and physical environments. In 

particular, these fi ndings have supported the creative phase by outlining the 

characteristics of potential solutions needed to answer particular issues: issues 

that often have been recognised across different contexts-of-use, allowing for 

the extension of the potential solutions from one context to another, therefore 

solving multiple problems. The context-of-use information has also been used 

for envisioning design scenarios that communicate how potential solutions 



resolve people’s current problems, how they can be used and which actors are 

necessary for their implementation. From this perspective, the fi ndings have 

contributed to: 

• the identifi cation of those local partners necessary for the implementation 

and success of specifi c new global-local business propositions (e.g. maps 

and videos documenting users’ interactions with local products and 

services helped us fi gure out the players involved in current solutions, but 

also those less visible, or even hidden, players that can potentially assume 

an important role in the promotion of new solutions);

• the creation of a consensus on the strategic direction to be followed and 

the roles and responsibilities to be taken by the global and local partners, 

resulting in a common accepted vision (e.g. the use of story-boards to 

visualize issues and problems emerging in a specifi c context-of-use helped 

us clarify realistic and precise activities that can be carried out by different 

partners to fulfi l and optimise performance).

Considering the outcomes of the overall Solution Oriented Partnership 

process, the importance and limitations of our approach become quite 

clear. The context-of-use approach was intended to produce qualitative 

inspirational and informative knowledge. The success of the approach,

and the usefulness of the information it is able to produce, has been demonstrated 

through its use in subsequent stages of the project. It should be emphasised, however, 

that this approach was not designed to replace traditional consumer research on 

current and future market potential and size, but to enhance it by providing new 

and complementary kinds of information: information that should be used to 

design new solutions that improve on those currently available. Therefore, we advise 

that the context-of-use approach should be used in conjunction with traditional 

consumer segmentation analysis and market research (fundamental for gathering 

quantitative data on current market opportunities) and with future socio-cultural 

studies (fundamental for understanding new emerging trends and anticipating 

longer term demands). Indeed, it is in combination with these existing research 

methods that the context-of-use approach can fully express its added value: the 

value of using an ‘human focus’ approach as a precondition for generating real 

contextualised and sustainable solutions for users, local communities and society.
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Partnership Building
Stephen Evans

What is special about Solution Oriented Partnerships?

Collaboration between organisations from different sectors (business, charity, 

government), of different scales (multi-national, local), often with different goals 

(profi t, social improvement) is needed to deliver Partner Based Solutions. The 

Solution Oriented Partnership methodology recognises that we need many actors 

to work together to design a Partner Based Solution, and that these actors must 

work on a common activity that delivers benefi ts to all. Many forms of partnership 

currently exist, from tightly defi ned customer-supplier business relationships, to 

‘public-private-partnerships’. 

Few of these partnerships follow the logic of emergence, where the subject of the 

partnership is allowed to change and be designed in parallel to the partnership 

membership and structure itself. Only through the fl exibility to design the 

partnership in parallel to the outputs and activities of the partnership can we deliver 

the targeted benefi ts of a Partner Based Solution.

The fi nal benefi ts of such a partnership are valuable, but the lack of personal 

successful experience of such a way of working might cause concern. The job 

of partnership building within the Solution Oriented Partnership is to ensure 

that partners can effi ciently work with other organisations; some of which may 

come from a very different history. They need to be able to help with some tough 

questions:

• How will we ensure that other work to our speed/urgency? 

• How will we, a charity, ensure that the businesses don’t just make money 

from us? 

• And without any history of working together how can we fi nd a partner 

who we will understand and can work our way?

A major focus for partnership building is on establishing mechanisms for sharing 

benefi ts, especially when the benefi ts are not known at the beginning of the co-

operation, and on protecting ideas and intellectual property.

The effort any organisation will have to put into joining or starting a SOP is 



expected to create a benefi t. If the risk of not getting the benefi t is high then they 

will not put in the effort. Individual organisations that are considering joining or 

starting a SOP can often see the excellent benefi ts but they may also quickly see 

many diffi culties of working in this new way, with new organisations from different 

backgrounds.  So a SOP must know how to work together safely and effi ciently.

The cost of partnership building, and the risk of failing 

to achieve the benefi ts, must be minimised.

The Co-ordination Model

Building a Solution Oriented Partnership can be seen as a set of co-ordination 

challenges. The diagram below illustrates how some partners (individual organisations) 

might meet and choose to work together over time to implement a work-plan that 

follows the SOP method. The result is a Partner Based Solution that is sustainable, 

industrialised, and delivers benefi ts to all the partners. The co-ordination model 

separates the co-ordination of relationships from the co-ordination of progress. 
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The separation between co-ordination of progress 

and co-ordination of relationships allows partners

to analyse a complex situation and to structure their actions.

In most partnership situations either the relationship or the task is fi xed. We either 

know what we want to do and are looking for a suitable partner, or we have a 

working relationship that is looking for a new task to carry out. For a Solution 

Oriented Partnership this is not the case, with the both tasks and partnership 

members changing over time. While the search and integration of new partners is 

likely to be happening away from your own subject knowledge and even network 

of contacts. The situation can appear to be complex, and the Solution Oriented 

Partnership methodology framework provides tools that separate the analysis of the 

partnership situation into relationships and progress.  

Making progress with fl exibility

To make progress toward a Partner Based Solution, the overall Solution Oriented 

Partnership methodology suggests tasks for the partnership to work on together, 
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and has tools to help in those tasks. The co-ordination of progress is used to ensure 

that different partners can work on their own tasks while understanding and using 

the efforts of their partners on the same or other tasks. Though based on standard 

project management disciplines, the challenge is to keep the fl exibility of the 

Solution Oriented Partnership by allowing changes to solutions, to business plans or 

to contexts-of-use based on knowledge emerging from the partners work together. 

This fl exibility is extremely unusual in standard partnerships, where the reduction 

of co-ordination cost and risk is achieved by fi xing the tasks rigidly beforehand. 

As Solution Oriented Partners learn about possible contexts, possible solutions, 

etc they can re-plan the whole activity to take advantage of the new knowledge.

This fl exibility can also be confusing. Most projects with multiple partners are clear 

and precise about their goal before beginning. In the case of Solution Oriented 

Partnerships it may be impossible to agree in detail how to share the eventual 

benefi ts until the solution design emerges. So re-calculation and agreement about 

benefi t-sharing is part of the continuing co-ordination of progress. 

Integrating partners

As the solution itself emerges it may change the demands on existing partners, even 



requiring new partners to be found. The challenge of co-ordination of relationships 

is increased in an environment where the partners may not have previous experience 

of working together. Special effort is required to maintain focus on the prime issue 

of making progress toward the Partner Based Solution, rather than distracting the 

energies of partners into issues around the selection, behaviour or rewarding of 

partners. All of these challenges have been experienced and discussed under the 

term ‘networked economy’. They include envisioning benefi ts through (non-

traditional) co-operation, the parallel emergence of solutions and relationships, the 

sharing of benefi ts and a reduction in co-ordination costs. These experiences also 

point to ways that networks of partners may fail: no previous relationship means 

no shared history and reduced willingness to work through problems (”the ties 

that bind”); diffi culty in fi xing the business relationship early (‘no contracts’ or 

inappropriate, infl exible contracts); distractions or diffi culties push one partner to 

reduce priority on this new business development delaying the other partners. The 

Solution Oriented Partnership approach is to separate the analysis and prognosis of 

co-ordination in order to simplify and reduce co-ordination costs.

Relationships

The co-ordination of relationships needs to be organised and proactive, rather than 

rely on individual skills and attention. Within the Solution Oriented Partnership 

methods to understand and document progress toward an agreed form of partnership 

must be used. Describing partnerships in a way that helps all the partners identify 

costs, benefi ts and risks; that help them agree a legal relationship and know when 

they are ready for it; and that help in protecting Intellectual Property and resource 

investments made, is a key need.

New forms of solution and new benefi ts are available to those 

organisations that can conquer the co-ordination task for emergent 

partnerships. Separating the co-ordination of emerging progress and 

the co-ordination of emerging relationships may be one weapon.
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Meeting the emergent partnership challenges

We have considerable history with supply chain relationships. Our dominant 

business relationships have been with customers, with suppliers, rarely with equal 



I.5 Partnership Building

partners. Where there are genuine peer-to-peer partnerships these rely on fi xed 

rules to co-ordinate efforts, as with membership organisations or with professional 

partnerships (such as law fi rms). Partner Based Solutions offer benefi ts to partners, 

to society, to customers/users, and to the environment; but they may not happen 

if the partners do not continue to co-operate. Partnership building is therefore 

a required capability of any organisation seeking these benefi ts. Through active 

involvement in a number of Solution Oriented Partnerships we have observed:

• That it is possible for disparate organisation types to co-operate.

• That self-interest is necessary, acceptable and its open discussion should 

be encouraged.

• That the fi nal shape of a partnership can be pre-planned or it can emerge 

through interaction (top-down and bottom-up).

• That the co-ordination tasks are rarely fully shared. And that there may 

even be a special role for a co-ordinating partner who ensures analysis and 

planning of any co-ordination tasks.

• That the ability to describe possible future outcomes (even before they are 

agreed) is a key to recruiting new partners.

• That using good networkers is an effective way to fi nd potential partners 

outside of normal contacts.

• That analysing and planning for a co-ordination of emerging progress and 

co-ordination of emerging relationships is feasible.

• That new solutions and new benefi ts are available for organisations that 

can embrace new forms of partnership.

• That Solution Oriented Partnerships can successfully emerge in parallel 

with the solutions and contexts that they deliver.

New forms of collaboration are proposed to offer new levels and types of 

breakthrough performance based on their ability to tackle issues unapproachable 

with traditional structures. Effective co-ordination and supporting tools are needed 

at a practical level. Such co-ordination should aim to reduce the energy wasted on 

internal analysis and act to release the energy of the partners onto the system design 

and problem solving tasks.



System architecture 
Luisa Collina

Why do we refer to system architecture in relation to design and solution 

production?

Solutions, in order to be accessible in terms of cost, must be produced industrially: 

they cannot be unique, but rather they must be customised and contextualised 

combinations of components and relationships among recurring elements. In other 

words, various “applications” of a common architecture. The solutions that can be 

ascribed to a common architecture can, in these terms, be considered to belong to 

the same system. Here, the topic of architecture is applied to solution systems as a 

fundamental way to overcome the dichotomy, of uniqueness and accessibility, that 

exists between traditional and industrial production methods. 

Only in the presence of system architecture, designed to allow a high level of 

synergy among different solutions, is it possible to produce highly industrialised 

solutions. 

But what does solution system architecture mean? What similarities and what 

differences are valid, compared to the current and consolidated concept of product 

architecture? 

Product architecture

Product architecture is the conceptual tool that makes it possible to express types 

of product subdivision. It is the scheme according to which product functions are 

organised into physical elements and components are aggregated into sub-groups, 

sets and groups of components, so-called “chunks”. If a product is considered in 

terms of a set of components, product architecture defi nes:

- how the main physical groups within the product relate to their function 

(”what they do”);

- the interfaces between the various groups and between single groups and 

the product itself.

Numerous theoretical studies on product architecture were carried out in the ‘80s 

and ‘90s, when mass production was replaced with the new paradigm of mass-
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customisation, aimed at responding to the market requirement for more customised 

products, within shorter time periods from the placing of the order. From this 

point of view, the design focus shifted from the products to their architecture as, 

with the same product architecture, it is possible to obtain a “family” of single 

products, different from each other. Research on product architecture therefore 

has the objective of overcoming the confl ict between a project dimension that, 

taken to extremes, aims to respond to the requirements of every consumer with a 

singular product, and a production dimension that tends to reduce the variety of 

the products themselves. This dichotomy between singularity and inexpensiveness 

is made more critical when reference is made to industrialised solutions instead of 

products.  

Product architecture versus System architecture 

Moving from physical products towards solutions, we may defi ne solution 

architecture as the “form” or “structure” of a product system. It is the confi guration 

of relationships between different components of a given solution. It defi nes the 

patterns through which these components interact and the interfaces that link 

them. Traditionally (in the building sector, in new product development and 

innovation management), the term architecture refers to material components. As 

far as solution architecture is concerned, it refers to different components: material 

(products and infrastructure), relational (services) and immaterial (communication, 

knowledge and information). For this reason, designing an architecture for 

personalised, contextualised and industrialised solutions is very different from 

designing a product and its architecture.

The main problem when considering solution architecture is its hybrid (material-

immaterial-relational) nature. This unusual characteristic implies that, when 

describing solution architecture, we have to consider something very similar to 

traditional “product architecture” (for the material components of the solution and 

their interfaces) and, at the same time, a “process architecture” (for the immaterial 

and relational components and their interfaces). The processes needed to deliver 

the solution (i.e. the services and communication components), which we call 

“functional processes”, are integral parts of the solution (i.e. the product system 

on which the solution is based). In contrast, the processes needed to produce the 
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solution (i.e. to develop and manufacture the material components and organise 

the immaterial and relational ones), which we call the “production processes”, 

are not part of the solution (i.e. production processes are not to be confused 

with functional processes). These two different parts of the solution (”product 

architecture” and “functional process”) will be referred to in terms of “front view” 

(the solution from the viewpoint of the user) and “plan” (the processes needed to 

deliver the solution) of the general system architecture. 

Studies by Joseph Pine, the main theorist of mass-customisation, are centred on the 

resolution of this contradiction between “plan” and “front view”. It is suffi cient to 

consider that the main objective of mass-customisation is the combination of the 

two different aims, low costs and high effi ciency in mass production (the process) 

and the capability of meeting individual consumer requirements (the product or 

rather the product service system). These studies are of interest, but they do not 

succeed in resolving the solutions problem, as they have mainly been focused on 

products or services.  

What characteristics can architectures have? How do they evolve?  

In dealing with system architecture, we can refer to studies on product architecture 

and try to extrapolate their main characteristics in order to highlight the different 

confi gurations that architecture can assume: some of the polarities taken as 

reference points include modular or integral, open or closed, reversible or 

irreversible, fl exible or rigid. Ulrich and Eppinger, for example, make a distinction 

between two main types of product architecture, modular architecture and integral 

architecture, according to the differing correspondence between the functional 

elements composing the product and the physical elements. Joseph Pine in Mass 

Customisation identifi es, among the 5 major process and product innovations of 

mass customisation, the adoption of a modular type of architecture. This enables 

the mass production of standard elements, which combined in different ways, 

generate widely differentiated products.  Other types of product architecture 

classifi cation use the terms open and closed (generally modular architecture is 

open: different modules can be developed by different companies; in a closed 

architecture, the design of components and their interfaces is managed directly by 

one company), and fl exible and rigid. A priori fl exibility refers to a product which 
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can be adapted to the variety of user demand at the moment of purchase (e.g. 

Swatch watches). More generally, we can say that a priori fl exibility is the degree 

to which technology elements can be used in different conditions and for different 

purposes. Alternatively, we can refer to subsequent fl exibility (or fl exibility of use), 

referring to the greater or less aptitude of an element to be modifi ed, replaced or 

incorporated. Modularity gives the consumer increased personalisation (a priori 

fl exibility) and  fl exibility of use (subsequent fl exibility).

A high degree of personalisation and fl exibility of use is also related to a different 

“scale” of product architecture: from a type of modularity that refers to a single model 

designed to be marketed in various versions to a modularity that refers to a wider 

view; from the design of a single product to product families, where single elements, 

strategies, targets or, at least, “cohabitation rules” between elements are shared by 

several solutions. These common, material and/or immaterial “ingredients”, shared 

by different members of a solution family are defi ned by various authors as a 

platform. This concept of platform is a crucial part of  solution system architecture: 

the platform is the real core of any industrialised solution that allows a variety of 

specifi c solutions (i.e. solutions that are related to specifi c users in their specifi c 

contexts-of-use) to be delivered industrially (i.e. with effi ciency and effi cacy).

Three HiCS Partners Based Solutions

The book “Food Delivery Solutions “ presents 3 Partner Based Solutions developed

during the HiCS project and referred below:”La Fiambrera –Good food for all“,

“Punto X –Get fed with wellness“ and “DuniChef –Freedom of choice“.

“La Fiambrera –Good food for all“

SME employees order and pay for their lunch and fresh food shopping in advance through 

the smart ordering system on the internet. Meanwhile, the Social Services place an order 

through the smart ordering system for a number of set menus for people in need enrolled in 

their scheme. The Social Services choose according to the medical needs of each user (e.g. food 

options for diabetes or low cholesterol diets). The orders go through to a catering company’s 

central kitchen and shopping orders to a market stall in the Municipal Market. Here the 

stallholder and a volunteer prepare the ordered fresh food and place them into separate bags 

for each person. A van with prepared meals from the central kitchen (for both Social Services 
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and SME users) goes to the market, where meals for people in the Social Services scheme are 

left in a secure coolbox. Food shopping prepared for SME employees is then collected from 

the market stall and put in the same van. The van then travels to the SME where prepared 

meals and food shopping is delivered into a coolbox at the SME premises.  The Social Services 

users  walk to the market to pick up their meals from the secure coolbox. The food can be 

stored for two or three days in the fridge, and at the desired moment can be heated in domestic 

microwaves or ovens for eating. 
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“Punto X –Get fed with wellness” 

“Punto X” is the name of a system of products, services and expertise, that offers food 

solutions personalised to meet the needs of specifi c contexts-of-use. The solutions are based on 

traditional local, fresh organic and healthy meals, either “ready to eat” cold, or “ready to heat”. 

The requirement for personalisation arises from the different local conditions and personal 

situations of users.  “Punto X” is a system of four solutions, delivered through different 

“service formats”, representing different organisational patterns that the system can assume 

Material flow 

Information flow

Elderly's homes

Social Services

Local market

Catering provider

Smart System
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before reaching a user in a given situation (localised context). 

The four formats are:

- Your all inclusive meal service: a home delivery service for personalised daily meals for users 

at home;

- Your personal meal box: a periodic delivery service for personalised meals to a community 

situation where an area is equipped for consumption. A service geared mainly for offi ces and 

day stay centres.

- Your dining corner: an automatic vending facility for personalised meals in a community 

context where an area is equipped for consumption. A service developed mainly for offi ces, 

universities and places of transit.

- Your take away meal:  a point-of-sale for personalised take-away meals, mainly for shops, 

stations and transit points. 
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Intermediate 
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“DuniChef –Freedom of choice “

A tray that permits different meal confi gurations: on which there can be different modular 

containers, with different food in them and in different sizes.



System architecture in the HiCS project

What sort of architecture will solutions have? 

Modular or integral? Closed or open? Rigid or fl exible? A priori, or subsequent 

fl exibility? 

What kind of platform will they have? Comprising a core component, or 

characterised by a set of standard components? Based on core knowledge or the 

sum of coded knowledge?

In what sequence is system architecture (and the platform) designed?

From the solution system architecture to the solutions? Or, from the solutions to 

the system architecture?

Is the system architecture generalised or vertical? Global or local? From the top 

down or from the bottom up?

Does it consist of modules (elements) present in all contexts? Who arranges them 

(the “glue”)?

Here are some architectural questions that arose at the beginning of the HiCS 

project. Now, after years of developing these solutions, it is possible to present some 

answers to these. 

Some architecture properties described above have been recognised as essential 

since the beginning of the project:

- fl exibility: in terms of ability to provide different solutions using the same 

system; to incorporate solutions to be developed in the future; to avoid 

long term partnerships;

- system openness: in terms of the ability to involve new elements or new 

partners during the process;

- interchangeability: of different partners and solution components; where 
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elements/partners are not connected by unique relations;

- presence of a platform: intended as the “common denominator” of 

several solutions, ensuring the feasibility of industrially manufacturing 

the solutions.   

1. The vision in perspective

Seen by the user, the solution appears as a combination of components - material 

(products and infrastructure), relational (services) and immaterial (communication, 

knowledge, information) - assembled ad hoc to respond punctually to a 

specifi c user requirement (customisation) expressed in a specifi c context 

(contextualisation). From this perspective, solution architecture is perceived as 

integral, where the solution is seen in unitary terms with a priori fl exibility but 

without subsequent fl exibility,  so once “delivered”, the solution is not designed for 

further customisation. Flexibility of use means that the ingredients, rather than the 

complete prepared meal, are delivered. These “enabling solutions” are present, for 

example in “La Fiambrera”, where extras or alternatives to the meal are delivered to 

the homes of SME employees, as well as the shopping requested; also in the “Take 

away your meal” and “Your all inclusive meal service” by “Punto X”, it is possible 

to collect or have delivered either the complete meal or its different ingredients. 

Regarding the platform, some elements present in the different solutions can be 

identifi ed:  

- the simplifi ed microwave, provided to users, the recipes and the distribution 

system in “La Fiambrera” characterise both the solutions offered: the delivery of 

prepared meals to social service users and the delivery of prepared meals and fresh 

food shopping from the local market to SME employees;

- organic, healthy and high quality food, recipes, food information, packaging 

and brand identity, consumer profi ling and fi rst level logistic system are the main 

common elements of the different “Punto X” solutions.

In addition to these platform elements there are elements that are specifi c to the 

single solutions:

- In La Fiambrera:  the secure coolbox (with lockers) at the market, where the people 

pick up their meals, is only used in the solution for social service users; the food shopping 

bags and the smart ordering system distinguish the solution for SME employees;
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- In Punto X: the type of vending machine and the fi nal distribution system 

differentiate the different solutions, making this differentiation the main 

“penetration” strategy for the different solutions contexts: some integrative partners 

(e.g. the university service manager, the assistance provider, the local food shops) 

are intermediaries able to reach different contexts; we may defi ne them as access 

facilitators in different context-of-use. In contrast, in the “DuniChef - Freedom of 

Choice” different solutions are the result of different meal product confi gurations, 

distributed in a complete form to hospital patients. In this case the platform can be 

traced back to the presence of a tray on which there can be different modular food 

containers: this is a tangible core component which acts as the support structure for 

the different solutions. This case also represents the solution for which there is the 

most concentrated, “design investment”. For DUNI, the tray actually constitutes a 

completely new product created ad hoc for the HiCS project but was also designed 

to be used in other solution contexts.

In the other cases, where there was no single “core-component” present, design 

activity was mainly concentrated on the creation of an innovative system for 

elements already present in the market or the retrieval from the so-called 

“innovation warehouses” of the different companies of temporarily abandoned 

ideas/prototypes. In terms of the solution, this means:

- recombination of existing elements, without the introduction of new elements;

- some elements being present in several solutions;

- none of the elements of the solution having been designed to be specifi cally 

employed in that given system only; some of them have been re-designed, in 

order to make them fi t the specifi c solutions (e.g. electrical appliances, such as 

simplifi ed microwave ovens and modifi ed refrigerators); another was “brushed up” 

from a previous project that never reached the experimentation stage (the vending 

machine of the “Punto X” solutions).

Taking the users view of the solutions, it is of little importance if these solutions 

are the result of a traditional process, as they have always been, or and industrialised 

one (reducing cost or improving general accessibility of a solution). A neighbour 

can bring a meal prepared ad hoc to someone, but not everyone has a neighbour 

that cares about them enough to provide this kind of service.  
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2 Plan vision

Seen as a “plan”, we can add industrialisation to the important characteristics of 

personalisation and contextualisation, which have signifi cant roles in solutions. 

What does it mean if a solution is industrialised?

 While it is well known what is meant by “industrialising” material components, it 

is far less clear what it means to industrialise immaterial and relational components. 

To industrialise a whole complex hybrid artefact, a solution, is a completely new 

issue. The building sector is an interesting reference point regarding this issue (a 

building is a unique contextualised and customised product). The debate over what 

it means to industrialise a building started in the ‘60s and continues today. Recently, 

the conclusion has been reached that an industrialised building does not necessarily 

have to be composed of industrially produced parts (prefabricated off-site). Instead 

highly industrialised and standardised components and traditionally produced 

“unique pieces” can co-exist within the building (the introduction of numerically 

controlled machine tools has made the dichotomy between industry and craftwork 

partly obsolete). This concept has been replaced with the industrialisation of the 

organisational and logistic process that creates the building. Interest has therefore 

shifted onto organisation systems that can produce varied objects. 

Similarly, in the HiCS project, the starting point is the use of solution industrialisation 

to increase effi ciency and effi cacy. In principle, both effi ciency and effi cacy refer 

to single components and the solution as a whole. But in the research, the most 

interesting aspect is the issue of increasing the effi ciency and effi cacy of the solution 

as a whole. Therefore it is recognised that to achieve the advanced industrialisation of 

solutions they must be supported by an industrially organised and managed process.

For the HiCS project, this idea similarly leads to studies on innovation in the 

building sector like the ones on virtual organisations, not to commit all solution 

components to industrial production but rather with a view to industrialise the 

interfaces between these “logistics”. This is the so-called “glue” that, in terms of the 

“front view” above, results in a solution made up of physical, virtual and unitary 

aggregations between elements. Considered in terms of the “plan view”, this refers 

to the relationships between the different protagonists/partners and the different 

process stages; an organisational system that forms the fundamental element of 

the architecture. In these terms, the industrialisation of the solution is associated 

I.6 System architecture



with the introduction of “system organisers” able to structure and coordinate the 

entire functional process (without being responsible for manufacturing the single 

elements), from order to the delivery of the solution. They are able to combine 

products, services and communication effi ciently and effectively.

This “system platform” in this cases takes the form of a computerised system 

which facilitates the exchange of organisational and logistic information, allowing 

electronic collaboration within projects. The smart system that collects orders and 

sends them to the distribution system in “La Fiambrera”. In “Punto X” the system 

processes the parameters making up user profi les, food characteristics, recipes 

and the logistic system. In DuniChef the system collects the choices of different 

patients, transmits them and takes care of the confi guration and delivery of the 

DuniChef tray. These different forms of organisational-informative-logistic “glue” 

has not yet been fully developed by the three partnerships. The absence of this pre-

determined structure, controlling fl ow management, information and interfaces 

among the parties, means the hypothesised “platform” concept  is still developing 

and must be considered a future target for the project.

Otherwise the presence, in the HiCS project, of a “platform” formed by common 

procedures, agreements, more in general “cohabitation rules” between elements and 

partners may be considered as a more feasible nature of a platform more respondent 

to the actual fl exible, fl uid, constantly changing company organizations.  

3 Other questions

From the solution to the system or from the system to the solution?

Rudolph Arnheim makes a distinction between a “from the top downwards” 

design process (from the product as a whole to its elements), and a “from the 

bottom upwards” process (from product elements to the whole). Likewise, Ernst 

H. Gombrich makes a distinction between “subdivision” and “repetition and 

extension” design processes. In the IT sector, the transition from (immaterial) 

products to solutions has been highlighted and companies are developing solution 

platforms: packages that feel like they are entirely customised to an individual 

customer but are actually 90 % pre-developed and thus capable of being offered to 

a range of buyers. This is generally the result of a process that shifts from the single 

solution to the standardisation of its elements, in order to subsequently propose a 

68/69



means of combination that offers a higher number of customised solutions.

In the HiCS project, the process was divided into different stages. First a 

brainstorming stage aimed to create a high number of solutions, starting from 

a protagonist present on the project. The second stage clustered these solutions 

into families characterised by the shared elements (e.g. physical or organisational 

elements). The third stage evaluated how these “families” or systems could create 

a higher number of solutions. This continuous fl uctuation between solutions and 

architecture and vice versa can be said to characterise the Solution Oriented 

Partnership design process. 

Top down or bottom up architecture? Local or global platform?

Is there a relationship between the local dimension and the solution? Or can a 

global protagonist provide solutions (e.g. IBM now sees itself as “seller of solutions” 

rather than products)? Or does the high level of customisation needed in the 

solution itself, its contextualisation, require the presence of local protagonists?  

The building sector is characterised by general contractors with strong links to 

the local area but usually a low levels of innovation. These local companies tend 

to work with larger international materials and components manufacturers with 

high degrees of innovation. Paradoxically, something similar can be observed in 

the IT sector. Firms that operate in the global market supply single or assembled 

components, whereas small local fi rms function as “adaptors” of these standardised 

components for single users and different contexts.

In the HiCS project, two main directions are represented, due to the different 

nature of the three enterprises at the “core” of the three different partner based 

solution systems: a big global enterprise (DUNI), a small, local and new enterprise 

(BioLogica) and a design consultancy (CDN). In the fi rst case, the system was 

created by a fi rm that operates in an international market and aims to broaden 

this market. In contrast, the second and third cases local fi rms followed a bottom 

up process where solutions were designed and tested locally, based on partnerships 

with other local protagonists, and aimed expressly at specifi c contexts. As such 

solutions were not “exportable” to other situations without making modifi cations 

to both the elements and the partnerships. 

From these examples we can propose an emergent model of:

- international “suppliers” of solution components as well as standard elements 
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(paper napkins, etc);

- local solution component “integrators” (e.g. a hypothetical “piadine” supplier, a 

typical product in the Italian region of Emilia, that is only included in solutions 

offered in that specifi c region);

- “assemblers” of both physical and immaterial component units that are able to 

asses the specifi city and potential of different reference contexts, create systems for 

them, adapt component units for different contexts (transforming the units into 

solutions) and coordinate the general solution production and supply.

The latter fi gures, the key protagonists of the process, are predominantly local (they 

can be defi ned as “context related”) and have limited spheres of activity. Once these 

spheres of activity have been exceeded they are no longer able to take advantage 

of offering different solutions. A symbolic example is the role of Whirlpool across 

“Punto X” and “La Fiabrera”. In the former they collaborated in the design of 

solutions, and could be considered “assemblers” in the Italian solution. However in 

the Spanish project they only “supplied” existing products, which were modifi ed 

ad hoc for the local context. 

Lessons learnt

1.  Taking the “plan” view of system architecture, the presence of a “platform” allows 

the effi cient and effective combination of products, services and communication 

elements and therefore the production of highly industrialised solutions.

2. The defi nition of this platform has gradually taken on a conceptual rather than 

a physical nature.

3. The formation of a platform, in its different aspects and/or stages (the creation 

of a common view; of a trust environment; the defi nition of “interfaces rules” 

between elements and partners, like agreements, procedures and defi nitions; the 

construction of an IT infrastructure, etc.) takes time and resources. With the progress 

of the project, the focus has inevitably shifted from the component elements of the 

solution to the interfaces among them. In other words, from the “modules” to 

the “glue”. It is the integration of such modules that allows the supply of highly 

industrialised solutions. In the HiCS project this platform, aimed at organising 

and managing the functional solution supply process, became “a shared vision”, 

“a unitary language” and “a group of rules for achieving compatibility between 
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different elements and partners”.

4. When designing and producing advanced industrialised solutions, the solution 

architecture and the partnership system form two sides of the same coin. A Partner 

Based Solution in the HiCS project, can be seen as a system architecture characterised 

by low intensly interconnected elements where the interfaces are a set of rules for 

achieving compatibility. This situation is mirrored in the partnerships between the 

different protagonists involved. The collaboration agreements are mostly non-

exclusive,  changeable (many partnerships changed during the project), potentially 

reversible and have limited time periods. These are systems made up of fl exible 

non-binding relationships. This kind of partnership and solution architecture is a 

better response to the actual fl uidity and fl exibility of the organizations involved in 

solution oriented partnerships. Exceptionally, more formal partnerships are able to 

move this model (e.g. becoming a promoter of a shared computerised infrastructure). 

As underlined by studies on product architecture, the platform concept requires a 

high level of R&D time and economic investment, which must be shared between 

fi rms. There should be early design effort applied to the development of platforms 

with long life cycles so that the required R&D investment can be shared across a 

number of solutions. The relationships between solution promoter fi rms using a 

platform tend to reject conventional supplier-customer type relationships because 

the fi rms share objectives (supplying the solution) and design capabilities. But, this 

is not an immediate change as seen in the HiCS project experimentation work.

5. Finally, the designer is a key contributor to the solution project, tentatively 

creating solution ideas, displaying shared visions, facilitating the convergence 

process and outlining the system architecture for the different solutions and their 

shared platform.
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Introduction

Within the HiCS project Partner Based Solutions have been developed. Partner 

Based Solutions are solutions produced and delivered by Solution Oriented 

Partnerships . The main characteristic of these partnerships is that they are able to 

deliver highly dedicated solutions for users in a wide range of specifi c contexts-

of-use (i.e. the meta context). These solutions are produced and delivered based on 

platforms that are ecologically and economically optimised. The Solution Oriented 

Partnership Methodological Framework aims to facilitate the Partner Based 

Solution innovation process and the close interactions needed between all involved 

actors. The methodology described in the Solution Oriented Partnership approach 

has to be seen as a new way of innovating. To realise a Partner Based Solutions it 

is necessary to innovate the product, the related service and the underlying system. 

From this perspective the Solution Oriented Partnership approach can be seen as 

an approach to achieve system innovation. 

In the literature system innovation has been defi ned in different ways. Recent 

literature defi nes system innovation as an important step towards transitions, like 

Rotmans and Butter. Transitions are major changes in society towards sustainable 

development. The premise is that a number of sustainable system innovations, that 

are smaller and more well defi ned than a transition, can lead to a transition. Within 

this perspective the development of sustainable solutions can be seen as a form of 

bottom-up system innovation with a large potential to contribute to transitions. 

Much has been  learned about which elements of the Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach can contribute to the realisation of sustainable system innovations.  This 

chapter will defi ne the concept of Sustainable System Innovation (SSI) and its 

relation to the Solution Oriented Partnership approach. The experiences of the 

HiCS project will be considered from the SSI perspective, and based on this 

refl ection, the following central question will be answered: 

How does the Solution Oriented Partnership approach enable Sustainable System Innovation, 

and which elements of the approach are crucial and unique to the achievement of this goal? 

Sustainable System Innovation
Tom van der Horst
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I.6 Sustainable System Innovation

This chapter will refer to cases of Partner Based Solution piloted during the 

HiCS project; the Duni case, the CDN case and the Biologica case. An extensive 

description of these cases is published in the book: “Food delivery Solutions - cases 

of solution oriented partnership”.

Sustainable System Innovation

Different defi nitions of system innovation can be found in the literature. Rotmans 

defi nes a system as a coherent combination of parts that infl uence each other in 

a certain direction. For example an economic sector, a branch, a city or region, a 

societal domain or theme. The system is the umbrella under which individuals, 

companies and organizations have organized themselves. System innovations 

are innovations that go beyond existing organizations and radically change the 

relationships between companies, organizations and individuals. System innovation 

is defi ned as a combination of technological, organizational and cultural change 

that results in a totally new fulfi lling of needs. System innovations themselves have 

originate from smaller project-, product and process-innovations. Transitions and 

system innovations are seen as social learning processes. This means that they require 

a continuous learning cycle, occurring at all levels and with all actors involved. 

For sustainable system innovation a number of key characteristics can be defi ned. 

The author believes the following is a list of 7 characteristics of successful 

sustainable system innovations:

1) Inherently sustainable. The essence of sustainable system innovation lies in 

fi nding solutions in which the economic interests of individual companies 

and organisations can co-exist with the objectives of societal sustainability. 

This win-win situation is referred to as ‘inherently sustainable’.

2) Focus on the user. User needs are taken as the starting point of system 

innovation. Continuous interaction with (potential) end users and 

consumers during the innovation process appears to be crucial. 

3) Balance short-term and long-term. Large scale social change cannot be 

achieved in the short-term. However, short-term progress is needed to 

encourage and create a basis of support for innovation. Therefore, fi nding 

the balance between long-term and short-term ambitions is a key aspect 

of sustainable system innovations.



4) Integrated multidisciplinary approach. Sustainable system innovations involve a 

combination of changes in technological, cultural (including behavioural) 

and structural (i.e. organisational, economical, administrative) systems, 

requiring an integrated and multidisciplinary approach. In past and 

present practice most innovations are implicitly or explicitly based on 

technology push alone, so they are very often doomed to failure. 

5) Multi-stakeholder. System innovations exceed the boundaries of individual 

companies and can only be achieved with the involvement of multiple 

stakeholders. This means that versatile joint ventures (both private and 

public-private) must be developed and that the basis of support among 

different stakeholders must be built up step by step.

6) Multilevel.Sustainable system innovations must pay attention to the 

opportunities and threats at different levels of scale – micro, meso and 

macro. The macro level, that of national or supranational government, is of 

importance because system innovations can only make a contribution to 

large-scale social change if there is a basis of support at this level. The meso 

level considers the interests of actors like trade associations and regional 

and local governments. The micro level comprises individual players, each 

with their own specifi c interests. System innovation success depends the 

willingness of actors at these levels to innovate or create a basis of support 

for it. 

7) Multipliable. Finally, sustainable system innovations must be multipliable, 

meaning that they should in some way be part of a broad societal move 

toward sustainability. This is a prerequisite of the assumption that a number 

of system innovations must be capable of generating a transition, either in 

parallel or sequentially. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach from the perspective of 

Sustainable System Innovation

Inherently sustainable 

Sustainable system innovation requires solutions where the economic and social 

interests of actors in society (companies, government, consumers) can co-exist with 
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the objective of a sustainable society. We are searching for win-win relationships 

between profi t (economy) people (social) and planet (ecological aspects). To achieve 

these inherently sustainable situations it will be necessary to rethink existing ways 

of doing business and to develop new sustainable business models. The value chain 

itself is an important point of focus when analyzing and innovating systems. Value 

chains dominate relationships between partners. To create new business models new 

value chains have to be developed. And to create new sustainable business models 

these value chains must take into account the social, cultural, and ecological interests 

of the actors involved. The Solution Oriented Partnership approach specifi cally 

aims to help achieve this ambition. On a practical level, in real life contexts, new 

solutions have been developed with very promising results. The HiCS research 

project defi ned the space for innovation. The Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach contains a Benefi ts Planning Tool, presenting a process for developing 

new business models based on combinations of economic, ecological and societal 

benefi ts. Taking one example from the HiCS project, the CDN case very clearly 

illustrates the achievement of a win-win-win relationship between economical, 

ecological and social improvements. Using a system that is both economically and 

ecologically more effi cient (because it uses less transport) means that, in the town 

of Rubi in Spain, the Social Services can feed more poor people. Within this new 

business model, or rather benefi t model, many interesting value concepts have been 

incorporated, including voluntary charitable donations by workers receiving a food 

delivery service that contribute to the cost of local poor people receiving similar 

meals. The crucial role of the designer in the development of inherently sustainable 

solutions is to combine economical, social and ecological interests in new tangible 

solutions. The HiCS project proved that this combination can stimulate very 

promising new concept ideas. For example, the modular Duni food packaging 

makes it possible to serve a variety of small customised portions benefi ting the 

user but also resulting in a reduction of food waste, an ecological benefi t. Whilst 

it is  emphasized in the Solution Oriented Partnership approach, this key creative 

visioning role of designers is often missing in many system innovation approaches.

Focus on the user

The notion that the user should be the basis and focus for innovation, including 
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system innovation and transition, is still growing. The essence of this idea is the 

continuous interaction of users and innovators, or that in the extreme users 

themselves become innovators. This approach can be seen as a social learning 

process and is suggested for innovating new products (by Philips vision of the 

future), but also for innovating new systems and solutions for society and interactive 

policy development (by Slob and Hoogma). The Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach offers clear tools for involving users in the design process. On the one 

hand these tools aim to focus on specifi c niche groups with in-depth methods. 

With the other they aim to improve social quality by studying broader societal 

trends. Although specifi c target groups for Partner Based Solutions sometimes 

change during the innovation process (due to changes in focus or interests of 

partners) the in-depth user research conducted early is not wasted because many 

of the insights generated apply across user groups or contexts (i.e. they are general 

to the meta context) and are therefore relevant throughout the innovation process. 

One fundamental issue shared by the Solution Oriented Partnership approach and 

Sustainable System Innovation is the ambition to reach a solutioning society. In 

both these approaches, as well as in transition management and in interactive policy 

development, much attention is paid to the involvement of civilians and consumers 

in the process of societal change. This is seen as an answer to the outdated policy 

of top down societal development (i.e. “the designed society”) or purely market 

driven approaches that do not solve problems beyond individual interests. The 

new bottom-up approaches seek an ongoing interaction process combining more 

input and commitment from society with non-individual social goals. The Solution 

Oriented Partnership approach offers a clear and promising way to organize these 

interactive and bottom-up innovation processes. The approach’s central concept, 

the Partner Based Solution, underlines the importance of involving many different 

sorts of actors in system innovation. As such the approach can be seen as a tangible 

step towards our ambition to become a designing society. 

Balancing short and long-term

Large-scale social change cannot be achieved in the short term. However, progress 

in the short term is still needed to stimulate and support further innovation. 

Finding the balance between long and short-term ambitions is therefore very 
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important when innovating at the system level. The literature on transitions and 

system innovation pays much attention to tools for exploring futures, scenario-

development, backcasting and road mapping. The aim of this future oriented 

approach is to combine the interests and priorities of partners’ in a shared ambition. 

These visions of possible future system innovations make the ambitions tangible 

and desirable and thereby help generate support and interest. At the same time 

these future visions can be far-reaching innovations. Based on these visions realistic 

steps can be identifi ed to bring the ambition closer to today’s reality (i.e. “think in 

jumps, act in steps”). Rotmans believes that these visions of future ambitions will 

change during the transition process (of many years) based on the experiences and 

continuous learning built up in the processes of stepping towards them.

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach offers many opportunities to arrive 

at new visions of ambitious future-oriented solutions. The methodology does have 

some recognizable elements of more conventional design processes as used within 

companies and design schools (client research, concept development, technology 

development, and business planning). The advantage of this starting point is that 

is makes it easy for designers and companies to use the approach. However, the 

solutions developed during the HiCS project by Duni (diversifi cation), Biologica 

(new distribution concepts) and CDN (new system for local food delivery) illustrate 

that the new elements of the Solution Oriented Partnership approach result in 

substantial and very positive changes to the business of the involved companies. 

It seems that the Solution Oriented Partnership approach makes it possible and 

feasible to build up important new business activities.

Crucial to this success is the fundamental and unique choice, at the heart of the 

Solution Oriented Partnership approach, to manifest the ambition for far-reaching 

innovative sustainable solutions in real life projects. The consequence of this choice 

is that the design decisions needed to achieve these ambitious solutions are still 

dominated by the short-term interests of partners. This is understandable in terms 

of the business interests of the participating companies but it potentially limits 

a jump forward in terms of system innovation. However, the big advantage of 

choosing to center the Solution Oriented Partnership approach around practical 

real life projects (instead of concept experiments) lies in the relevant, high value 

and high quality results of this actionable approach. The learning gained in real life 
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and ambitious innovation projects is unique and has a high value for new business 

and policy development. It is hoped that future work on sustainable solutions, by 

companies and researchers, will be positively infl uenced by the learning results 

of these real world projects. From a strategic perspective, this infl uence on future 

sustainable solutions is as least as important as today’s practical results. Improved 

visions for future solution systems are so important because they help increase 

support for societal change. 

Integrated and multidisciplinary

System innovation requires multidisciplinary interactions. This means interaction 

between technological, organizational and social/cultural disciplines. Although 

this statement is certainly not new or shocking, the diffi culty of putting 

multidisciplinary interaction into practice is often greatly underestimated. Both 

literature and experience underline the importance of arriving at shared problem 

visions and of developing a language that can be shared between disciplines. Shared 

language is a good example of something required to make trans-disciplinary work 

effective. The Solution Oriented Partnership methodology is both an approach 

and a new language that helps to bridge between the many different disciplines 

needed in complex international innovation processes. Indeed, it is interesting that 

participants in the HiCS project, using the Solution Oriented Partnership approach, 

often refer to it as a new way of life. The HiCS projects illustrate that designers 

and design-oriented people have strong trans-disciplinary interests and that they 

have the ability to bridge disciplines. The Solution Oriented Partnership approach 

enables people to involve and interact with different discipline specialists in a 

shorter amount of time, without biasing the start point. Organizing the involvement 

of many disciplines in a complex innovation process always leads to what we can 

call the multidiscipline paradox ; that the involvement of all the disciplines needed, 

in all phases of the process, makes the situation unmanageable. If some disciplines 

are not involved at the start important views could be overlooked, or arrive too 

late, resulting in an ineffi cient process. If other disciplines defi ne very strict starting 

points at the beginning to reduce risks, no breakthrough innovation will occur at 

all. It appears that the Solution Oriented Partnership approach solves this issue very 

effectively because the process it presents is non-linear but very clearly defi ned.
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Multistakeholder

Transition and system innovation are, by defi nition, processes in which many 

stakeholders are involved. If we want to fundamentally improve systems, like food 

production and distribution for example, it is clear that this change will infl uence 

many different actors in the system. This is further reaching than simply involving 

the consumer, individual companies or all the companies involved in the value 

chain. To create transition towards a sustainable society requires changes that also 

involve local authorities, national and supranational authorities. Furthermore, 

NGO’s, intermediaries and knowledge centres will undoubtedly have strategic 

roles to play.  Transitions and system innovation quickly lead to discussions about 

the roles of the various players in the process, especially the role of government. 

Is the government, as the representative of social interest, also the primary 

problem owner where sustainable development is concerned? If government 

takes a proactive stance and wants to work with the business community to 

develop sustainable system innovations, how far should this commitment go? Do 

sustainable system innovations and transitions have to be government initiatives 

that are gradually adopted by the market, or does it work differently? Although 

the answers to these questions are not unanimous, the dominant opinion is that, 

because of its broad societal role, government should take the lead in sustainable 

development. Ways then have to be found for government to manage this objective 

within the current interests and trends of society, such as the de-linking described 

under the fi rst characteristic (inherently sustainable). Partnership development 

forms a big part of the Solution Oriented Partnership approach. The framework 

helps to develop solutions delivered by new partnerships and it enables companies 

to work together in innovation processes. As such it is aligned with the current 

trend in innovation management towards co-development and brand sharing in 

innovation. The Duni case illustrates that within the Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach attention can be paid to the interests of other crucial partners in the 

process thereby increasing the chances of successful partnership. The CDN case 

illustrates that involving public sector organisations, like Rubi Social Services, can 

create new business opportunities. 

So it can be concluded that the Solution Oriented Partnership approach contains 

a number of valuable elements that make it possible to build step by step support 
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for a new innovative solution. Different roles for government (at local, national 

and supranational level) are essential parts of this process of developing support, 

particularly because the Solution Oriented Partnership approach tries to develop 

sustainable solutions. Government must be a representative of societal needs (e.g. 

sustainability), a founder of innovation, a creator of new policy and the conditions 

needed for sustainable solutions, a customer of new solutions, and the initiator of 

societal transition processes. These conclusions echo the experience of transition 

projects in the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs. More attention should also 

be paid to the role of the designer within these multi-actor processes. Designers 

often run the risk of becoming the representative of power of change, with the 

responsibility to push innovations forward even when they are not asked for. A more 

desirable situation would be the emergence of natural champions (like companies 

or government) that within the new system context ask for new solutions that can 

be realized by designers. From this perspective it is important to explicitly defi ne 

the role of process manager in projects using the Solution Oriented Partnership 

approach. The process manager’s main task is to create a situation where the actors 

involved discover for themselves new solutions and opportunities for sustainability. 

The process manager should facilitate the change of organizational, cultural and 

technological system conditions achieved by the actors. One important role for 

designers is to stimulate this innovation process by developing visions and solutions, 

making them visible, tangible and inspiring.  

Multilevel

Here the assumption is that transition, system innovation and structural change in 

society can only occur if trends and developments on three different levels (micro, 

meso and macro) are mutually supportive. The HiCS project has illustrated that it 

is possible to generate societal, ecological and economical win-win-win situations 

on a micro level. It is also clear that a greater number of such solutions would 

become possible if conditions changed at the meso and macro level. Examples 

would include changes in the economic and legal conditions that could be made by 

(local, national or supranational) government. The fact remains that the challenge 

of system innovation is to fi nd connections between trends and developments on 

these three levels. These fi rst steps in this direction are of great importance because 
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information about the micro-level boundaries identifi ed within real life HiCS case 

projects can be fed back to the macro level. Moreover, it is hugely important that 

government priorities at the macro level continue to infl uence the domains and 

subjects that become the focus of future experiments in practice. A good example 

occurred during negotiations for the HiCS project when the EU underlined 

the importance of the elderly target group and the domain of food. These were 

major areas of alignment with EU policy. The next step should be to evaluate the 

experiences of the HiCS project from the perspective of EU policy, and to identify 

how government can support further initiatives. 

Multiplication

Sustainable system innovations must be multipliable; in one way or another, 

individual system innovations should be part of a broader societal transition toward 

sustainability. This is based on the assumption that a number of system innovations, 

either in parallel or sequentially, must be capable of generating a transition,. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach aims to develop new products 

and services. By their very nature these innovations aim for multiplication using 

the ability to scale-up as a business driver. Furthermore, the Solution Oriented 

Partnership approach strives to create platforms as a means to replicate solutions. 

The number of properties common to all three HiCS project cases illustrates the 

feasibility of these generic platforms.

The starting point for all Partner Based Solutions is that they are inherently 

sustainable. They are good for business and good for society, so both companies 

and government should be interested in their multiplication. However, for this 

support to materialise both have to be convinced of all the benefi ts of the Partner 

Based Solution. As such it is very important to have a good monitoring system for 

assessing the experiments in practice and to support the social learning process.  

Lessons learnt

The central question was: How does the Solution Oriented Partnership approach enable 

Sustainable System Innovation, and which elements of the approach are crucial and unique 

to the achievement of this goal?

The discussion above leads us to draw the following conclusions. The Solution 
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Oriented Partnership approach offers organisations who want to develop radical 

new sustainable solutions a promising and strong methodology. This methodology 

opens up many possibilities for shaping practical innovation processes that can 

initiate sustainable system innovation. The following crucial and unique elements 

of the approach can be identifi ed. The inclusion of a tool for developing a 

Benefi ts Plan formalises the ambition to develop new benefi ts models - business 

models that defi ne value streams in terms of economic, ecologic and societal 

benefi ts. From the perspective of system innovation and transitions, the Solution 

Oriented Partnership approach offers a promising methodology for achieving 

our ambition to become a ‘solutioning society’. This approach seeks to combine 

bottom-up societal input and commitment from individual citizens, with business 

drivers and the high-level societal needs of government. On the one hand this 

interactive approach provides an answer to outdated top-down policy development 

approaches (the ‘designed’ society’). On the other it is a antedote to purely market 

driven approaches that fail to solve problems beyond individual interests. The 

Solution Oriented Partnership approach combines the ambition to develop far 

reaching and innovative sustainable solutions with a focus on real life projects. 

The learning outcomes of these ambitious real life innovation projects are unique 

and have a highly valued infl uence on new business and policy development.

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach also offers a clear methodology 

and language that enable many different partners from across disciplines to work 

together. These elements make it possible to involve and interact with more 

specialists from different disciplines, quickly and without biasing the project start 

points. 

The dominant opinion is that government, because of its broad social remit, 

should take the lead when it comes to sustainable development. Ways still have 

to be found for government to combine this objective with society’s current 

interests and trends. The Solution Oriented Partnership approach facilitates a 

multi-actor innovation process including important potential roles for government; 

representing societal needs, fostering innovation, creating new policy conditions 

for sustainable solutions, being the customer for new solutions and initiating the 

societal transition process. 

The major challenge of system innovation is to fi nd mutually supporting 
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connections between trends and developments on the three levels: micro, meso and 

macro. Within the Solution Oriented Partnership approach governmental priorities 

at the macro and meso levels infl uence the domains and subjects that become the 

focus of practical micro level projects. Learning about how projects work at the 

micro level is then fed back to the macro level.

Finally, the starting point of any Partner Based Solution must be that it is inherently 

sustainable; it should be good for business and good for society.  As inherently 

sustainable both companies and government share the motivation to multiply and 

propagate the solution.
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Introduction to tools
Stephen Evans and Luisa Collina

This book has proposed that Partner-Based Solutions are feasible. The following 

Tool essays answers to the critical question of How such Solutions and their 

required such Solutions and their required organisational form of a Solution 

Oriented Partnership can be made to happen effi ciently and effectively. Both the 

craft tradition and mass production tradition offer possible directions. But neither 

approach is effective and effi  cient, requiring signifi cant resources and/or failing to 

deliver solutions that meet specifi c needs.

Many of the challenges described within the Theme essays are taken up here and 

essays are taken up here and turned into practical advice. The operationalisation of 

these is non-trivial; while parts of each tool may appear obvious, this is part of the 

elegance of a well-designed method – to seem obvious and clear, to use existing 

ideas and methods wherever possible, and to link together into a whole.

The individual essays tackle a range of challenges. Firstly the Solution Oriented 

Partnership Methodology Framework essay describes the integrating logic that can 

take a seed of an idea to a workable Partner-Based Solution with an operating 

Solution Oriented Partnership. All other tools follow the logic of the framework, 

and connect to other tools through the framework. For example, the Context-

of-use Method essay use essay describes how a deeper understanding of potential 

consumers can be gained and how that can inform the process of solution design. 

The Design Plan essay presents the critical methods used by partners to design the 

solutions themselves. Specifi  c methods to help partners build a Benefi ts Planning 

Roadmap are described, focussed on understanding how to fi nd and equitably 

share the benefi ts arising from the designed solutions. If the consuming context, 

the solution design and the potential benefi  ts are emerging, then organisations will 

need to fi  nd and integrate new partners into the Solution Oriented Partnership.

The essay Tools for Co-ordinating Solution Oriented Partnerships describes how 

new partners can be integrated into an emerging partnership, while managing 

contractual issues and concerns. The Solutions Scan essay describes how a single 

organisation can begin to seek out new partners and to assess them for their ability 
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to join with a solution-centred innovation task.

Given the objective of a Partner-Based Solution to deliver economic, environmental 

and social benefi ts, the serious technical challenges for System Assessment are 

described along with approaches to deal with assessing solutions that operate at 

a system level. Finally, a Life Cycle Costing method appropriate to system-level Life Cycle Costing method appropriate to system-level Life Cycle Costing

method appropriate to system-level solutions is explained.

Taken together, the tool essays operationalise the process by which different social 

essays operationalise the process by which different social players converge towards 

highly context-based, advanced industrial solutions.
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SOPMF: Solution Oriented Partnership
Methodological Framework

Anna Meroni*

A methodological framework for developing Partner Based Solutions

The Solution Oriented Partnership Methodological Framework (SOPMF) is a 

structured, interconnected, methodological reference framework, aimed at the 

planning and implementation of Partner Based Solutions, and within which to 

collocate specifi  c methodologies and instruments.

It is the methodological structure that underlies the process by which different 

social players converge on highly context-based, advanced industrialised solutions;

a problem-solving tool for setting up a system innovation project in terms of 

strategic design. Indeed, working together towards partner based solutions that offer 

their users results, integrating visions, expertise and assets, is above all a question 

of identifying common interests alongside individual interests and pursuing these 

using a shared strategy.

The basic principle of the SOPMF is to include within the solution planning 

process actions that aim to establish alliances between partners and that bring 

players face to face with specifi  c contexts. The result is a matrix derived by crossing 

three streams (rows) - Partners, Contexts and Solutions - with four stages of activity 

(columns) consisting of a process of Exploration and Development carried out 

twice in each stream. The twelve resulting cells each suggest a set of key actions that 

aim to organise this convergence by laying out the important stages of

development.

Therefore the value of SOPMF is in outlining the important (and crucial) points

on the path towards strategic convergence as simply as possible, using an approach

that facilitates the setting up of the system architecture and its supporting 

platform.

This occurs thanks to the ability of this instrument to:

- defi ne key actions common to all players involved in building the system,

* a fi rst draft of this methodological tool was outlined by: Andrew Burns, Ezio Manzini and Simona 
Maschi
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matching them to specifi c methodological instruments that are potentially capable 

of being reshaped ad hoc for each project-link planning factors together and bring 

out the relationship between system performance and its logical and productive 

organisation 

- defi ne important points at which to assess progress and align strategies

- stimulate discussion in decision-making while viewing the process from different 

perspectives

- share an effective technical language, able to facilitate the exchange of 

experiences

The result of the path is a system of Partner Based Solutions delivered, by a Solution 

Oriented Partnership, in Specifi c Contexts-of-Use.

Description of the SOPMF

The SOPMF aims to support a complex planning activity by organising it and 

reducing the margin of risk through the orchestration of a series of actions which 

back up critical stages in its progress.

• It supplies an interdisciplinary base on which facilitators and integrators 

with different, complementary expertise, can work alongside a group 

of stakeholders towards the goal of becoming a Solution Oriented 

Partnership.

• It is not a step-by-step methodology but rather a fl exible, open framework 

that proposes not a linear path, but a series of actions to be repeated over 

again. It offers a basic framework on which to draw up different pathways. 

Within this framework the process of design/generation is continuous, 

based on a set of specifi c methodologies, adaptable to different project 

situations, themes and objectives.

• Each cell corresponds to a key-action or set of actions with a precise aim, 

summarised in the cell title. Progresses generally occurs from left to right, 

but the succession of actions that correspond to each cell is not necessarily 

linear. Action can occur simultaneously in several cells, or move freely from 

one cell to another adjacent. It is always possible and often necessary to 

move back to previous, or even to the initial, stages. Action can start from 

any of the left-hand cells and will end on one of the three right-hand cells. 
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Revisiting of previous actions is usually necessary when new

information, new ideas, or new actors appear.

• Horizontal movement means that progress has been made towards the

evolution and completion of the solution and supporting partnership.

Vertical movement means that progress is being aligned across the three

themes around which players can converge on a Partner Based Solution.

Streams

Here the three streams defi ning the rows of the matrix are presented.

First stream: partners

The concept of partners used here comes from the idea of partnership as a fl exible

strategic alliance between different players (economic, social or institutional).

The rules of alliance are laid down case by case in order to achieve the best 

formula for collaborating in the development of a solution. Such alliances may 

consequently include leadership and enterprise roles for local actors, advantageous 

co-operation between profi t and profi t and profi t non-profi t bodies, synergy between public and non-profi t bodies, synergy between public and non-profi t

private organisations, symbiosis between multinationals and SMEs, the sharing of 

specifi c markets, and effective collaboration with users. This is partnership fuelled 

by the conviction that it is advantageous to ally oneself with others when striving 

for sustainable objectives despite traditional dynamics of global-local production, 

using shared scenarios that leave everyone the space to continue pursuing their 

own specifi c strategic objectives.

Progress along this stream is defi  ned by the cells: Solution Promoters, Platform 

Providers, Planned Providers and Solutions Providers

Second stream: contexts

The concept of context-of-use includes all the variables that intervene in the 

implementation of a solution in a specifi c situation. This includes not only the user, 

but also her physical and social habitat, made up of people, products and services. 

The context-of-use is therefore also a context of activity, potentiality and limits, 

which the new solution must face. A solution that is able to respond appropriately

and effectively to the requirements of a context must, necessarily, measure up to 

the (practical, organisational and cognitive) capabilities found there and present 
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itself as a service able to use them to best advantage, according to a strategy of 

economy of resources and local enhancement. Then a new concept is introduced 

- the metacontext- of-use - which is a simplifi  ed model of the context-of-use, 

characterised by a reduced set of properties which prove to be common to a set of 

specifi c contexts-of-use. It is an abstraction shaped by the need for effectiveness in 

analysis and design: it involves the adoption of a point of view to fi  lter the reality, 

allowing only the characteristics important for the specifi c design process to pass 

through. The meta-context-of-use, is therefore, a design act that brings with it a 

vision of what the partners are trying to achieve.

Progress in this stream is defi  ned by the cells: Contexts-of-Use, Meta-Context-

of-Use, Target Contexts-of-Use and Specifi c Contexts-of-use.

Third stream: solutions

The concept of solution used here refers to a system of products and services 

orientated towards solving a problem through a service of high environmental 

quality and socio-economic value. Such a result is possible in so far as producers are 

able to offer a complex service at lower (economic, environmental and user effort)

cost than that of the contingent, asystemic combination of individual products and

services. To do this it is necessary to plan the interconnection of elements that make 

up the system, or rather the architecture of the system itself, and the standardisation 

of the interfaces between them. Progress in this stream is defi  ned by the cells: First 

Solution Ideas, Solution Platform Elements, Proposed Solutions, Partner Based 

Solutions.

Columns

Here the four stages of activity that defi  ne the columns of the matrix are

presented.

First Column: platform exploration

This stage explores and identifi  es the initial terms on which to base the process of 

convergence towards a common platform and explores its foundations. The project 

pathway may spring from any one of the conditions defi  ned by the actions shown 

in the three cells, or even from the co-existence of several conditions: this means 
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that there can be one or more partners recognising a Context-of-Use or some 

possible Solution Idea as interesting, so that they decide to explore a system level 

innovation addressing that context or that idea. This means that, in any case, action

requires the exploration of the other cells and then proceeds towards an initial 

hypothesis of a system.

Second column: platform development

This stage outlines actions aimed at consolidating the initial results of the platform

exploration stage: the effort focuses on the defi  nition of a set of partners, contexts

and solution ideas which will constitute the basis of the solution system being 

developed. The fi nal aim is to propose a hypothesised structure for the platform 

and to outline the shared Platform Vision from which to start in identifying the 

integrative competences needed to develop the solutions. At this stage, the platform 

is shaped by a set of solution elements, making up various solution ideas, designed

and delivered by several providers and addressing a set of requirements common to 

a number of contexts-of-use (the meta-context-of-use).

Third column: solution exploration

Given the Platform Vision as the basis of the system, this stage starts the investigation 

of specifi c solutions which together cover the meta-context-of-use. The system 

architecture is explored as a function of the competence and strategies of the 

integrative partners needed to implement solutions in specifi c contexts. 

Again, these activities are explorations of new specifi  c possibilities (in terms of 

solutions, partners and contexts), but beginning this time from the opportunities 

and constraints of the agreed platform. A fi rst series of project assessments are 

needed at this stage in relation to the target economic and environmental context-

of-use.

Fourth column: solution development 

This stage outlines the actions necessary to fi  nalise convergence of the partners, 

and to implement the various Platform-Based Solutions in real contexts, fi rstly 

through pilot experiments and then in industrialised form.

It envisages defi nition of commercial, general system management, brand 
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management and intellectual property rights agreements to structure the type of 

alliance between the various partners.
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Solution promoters

The identifi cation of project promoting organisations 

motivated to build a platform of products, services and 

competences able to offer solutions. Input: a request by 

one (or more) partner(s) for a strategic alliance toward a 

particular objective. Output: a vision of requirements and 

solution proposals to inform the identifi cation of partners for a solution platform, 

utilizing convergence on interesting Contexts-of-Use and some initial Solution Ideas.

Context-of-use

Here, Platform Promoters undertake systematic 

exploration of possible Contexts-of-Use and identify 

emerging demands that may be met by specifi c 

solutions. Input: a vision to guide the specifi c focus 

on a particular area of demand. Output: an in-depth 

analysis of the environmental, social and personal conditions in which some of the 

possible potential solution-users live, with special focus on existing opportunities 

and resources.

First Solution Ideas

Generation of the fi rst solution ideas, starting from 

Contexts-of-Use understanding and based on the 

strategic interests of the Platform Promoters. Input: 

a series of stimuli, based on the vision of a possible 

technological production platform, which responds 

to the demand arising from defi  ned Contexts-of-Use. Output: a structured 

set of Solution Ideas that are promising (in terms of added value for the user, 

competitiveness, profi tability, social and environmental sustainability) that can 

serve to start a strategic dialogue with other players to draw into the partnership. 

The ideas are expressed as concepts, which could be broken down into the main 

product and service elements which make up the solution.



Platform providers

Identifi cation and integration of partners needed to 

enable full development of all elements in the platform. 

The partners become fully involved in the project by 

collectively setting up a shared vision. This takes place 

through a series of strategic dialogues among players. 

Input: the Platform Promoters’ vision is a statement of the ability, interest and 

commitment of the individual players in the project. Output: a group of Platform 

Providers (including Platform Promoters and new partners) united by a shared 

vision and the rules by which a common project can be initiated. The fi rst 

objectives are to identify the reference Meta-Context-of-Use and on the basis of 

this, a series of possible solutions.

Meta-Context-of-use

Identifi cation and integration of partners needed to 

enable full development of all elements in the platform. 

The partners become fully involved in the project by 

collectively setting up a shared vision. This takes place 

through a series of strategic dialogues among players. 

Input: the Platform Promoters’ vision is a statement of the ability, interest and 

commitment of the individual players in the project. Output: a group of Platform 

Providers (including Platform Promoters and new partners) united by a shared 

vision and the rules by which a common project can be initiated. The fi rst 

objectives are to identify the reference Meta-Context-of-Use and on the basis of 

this, a series of possible solutions.

Solution Platform Elements

Development of the fi rst solution ideas that fi  t with the 

partners shared vision and identifi cation of product and 

service elements that make up the platform.This activity 

begins by selecting the most promising First Solution 

Ideas, identifying expertise necessary to implement them 

and a fi rst draft of a conceivable organizational and technological model for the 

94/95



platform. Input: the First Solution Ideas and the Platform Providers assessments of 

the identifi ed Meta-Context-of-Use. Output: defi nition of the Solution Platform 

Elements and their articulation within a system. Systematic consideration is 

given to specifi c solutions, their various elements and the expertise necessary to 

implement them.

Planned Providers

Exploration of possible partners needed to complete 

the system and implement the solutions at specifi c local 

level, by means of targeted contacts and meetings with 

possible interlocutors. Input: the vision of the Platform 

Providers and a statement of missing expertise needed for 

the development of solutions. Output: a group of partners motivated to contribute 

to the local implementation of solutions and able to conduct the implementation.

Target-Context-of-Use

Selection and analysis of specifi c Contexts-of-Use for 

the application of solutions developed by the Solution 

Oriented Partnerships. Input: a variety of specifi c 

contexts outlined in the Meta-Context-of-Use and the 

real capacities and strategies of possible (local) providers. 

Output: an analysis of real contexts and the demands emerging from them, by 

which to personalize the specifi c solutions.

Proposed solutions

Generation of ideas for Partner-Based Solutions, based 

on previously agreed platform characteristics and the 

capacities and strategies of partners. Input: the vision 

and capabilities of the partners, and an ambition to 

deliver solutions into real, specifi c Contexts-of-Use. 

Outputs: detailed and contextualised ideas for Partner-Based Solutions, where the 

organization of the general architecture of the system is clearly visible and the roles 

and responsibilities of the players involved in the Solution Oriented Partnership is 
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foreseen. Meta-Context-of-Use. Output: defi  nition of the Solution Platform Elements 

and their articulation within a system. Systematic consideration is given to specifi c 

solutions, their various elements and the expertise necessary to implement them.

Partner-Based Solutions 

Final defi nition of Partner-Based Solutions with fully 

integrated partner capability, motivation and strategy. This 

occurs with the detailed planning of solutions and their 

component elements and the simultaneous defi nition of 

the architecture that supports them. This closing stage in 

project development focuses particularly on defi  ning rules of interface between 

the elements of the system. Input: the Proposed Solutions and the implementation 

limits/potential emerging from the context and the abilities of the specifi c partners. 

Output: the plan of all the elements and the system organizational architecture that 

makes up the Partner-Based Solution.

Solution providers

Finalisation of agreements between partners and the 

negotiation of duties, responsibilities and benefi  t-

sharing mechanisms (economic, image, and other 

benefi ts) needed to deliver to the shared mission. This 

activity requires agreement over the form of strategic 

alliance and the formulation of a system-oriented business plan. Input: the Proposed 

Solutions and the economic and organizational limitations arising in specifi c 

contexts. Output: a series of organizational, economic and strategic agreements 

among the Planned Providers as to how to implement the solutions, expressed as a 

defi  nition of the Solution Oriented Partnership.

Specifi c Context-of-Use

Detailed analysis of the individual specifi c contexts, and 

fi nal assessment of solution impacts and benefi  ts for the 

user, the environment and society. Input: the Proposed 

Solutions and knowledge of Specifi c Contexts. Output: 

a cognitive vision of the specifi c contexts, oriented 

towards the introduction of Partner-Based Solutions.
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Context-of-use Co-research methodology
Christina Lindsay & Simona Rocchi, Philips Design

What is the Context-of-use Co-research methodology?

Understanding the context-of-use, its components and their interactions and 

reciprocal infl uences, is the starting point of understanding users’ behaviour and 

preferences. The context-of-use is the environment of an action where the user 

interacts with a product, service or system of products and services. It consists 

of three components: the socio-cultural, the psychological and the physical.  The 

context-of-use co-research methodology is designed to explore users’ behaviours, 

their needs, wants and preferences by looking at their everyday lives and, starting 

with the physical component of the context-of-use, investigating the actors and 

their aims, actions, activities and artifacts. A key component of this methodology is 

to work with users to create with them ‘stories’ or ‘narratives’ around their everyday 

lives. This co-research goes beyond the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of users’ actions to 

the ‘why’, and strives to develop, with users, hypothetical solutions that improve 

their lives. The philosophy behind this research approach refl  ects the elements of 

contextualisation and partnership of the Solution Oriented Partnership approach.

The context-of-use co-research methodology:

• takes an ethnographic view by considering people’s by considering 

people’s everyday lives in context;

• offers a multi-disciplinary perspective in which researchers, in which 

researchers, designers and the users themselves work together as a team;

• enables the co-creation of solutions by the researchers, the designers and 

the users.

This methodology provides a selection of methods to examine the micro level 

aspects of contexts-of-use in people’s lives. The macro level of societal changes and 

trends was addressed through a socio-cultural study.

Why do we need a different research method?

To investigate the physical, socio-cultural and psychological complexity of 
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contexts-of-use the research needs to move beyond the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of people’s 

lives to the ‘why’ so that the research team can:

• begin to understand the complexities of people’s lives and problems, both 

open and latent, with respect to the research issue;

• investigate what people actually do, not just what they say that they do;

• obtain the view from within people’s lives, to fi nd out what is actually 

important to them and not what is assumed to be important;

• examine all aspects of people’s relationships to the research issue and not 

look at just one specifi c problem;

• consider the research issue, not just in isolation, but how it fi  ts into the 

rest of people’s lives.

Consumer research tools, such as surveys based on questionnaires, telephone or 

direct interviews and focus groups are valuable instruments to collect basic and 

general quantitative indications of current consumer preferences and market 

trends. However, they are static, one-time data collection techniques cannot 

generate insights into specifi  c emerging or latent needs related to equally specifi c 

contexts-of-use. In order to create added-value solutions a different, more complex 

kind of information is required to identify differences in people’s use and socio-

cultural habitsInnovative, dynamic and interactive consumer research techniques 

are available today. Cultural probes, shadowing and ethnography offer adequate 

knowledge on how people act and interact in particular contexts and why (i.e. 

what motivates them). The choice of technique depends very much on the goal 

of the research, the breadth of the investigation, the level of involvement of the 

research team, and on the budget and time available.

Unfortunately, these naturalistic techniques are not always effective and affordable

methods of investigation for business. They are expensive (in terms of expertise 

and time involved) and they require a translation of the data collected into 

useful information for designers and marketers. The idea of including the users 

in the design process is not new. Practitioners in the fi eld of participatory design 

have extensively involved users in the design of, primarily, information and 

communication systems.

There have also been attempts to include designers in the research process, for 

example through the Empathic Design approach. However, existing methodologies 
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and practices have met with limited success and, in general, address only one part of 

the research and design process. The integration of researchers, designers and users

as co-creators in both the research and design processes has not been extensively 

researched or developed. In summary, there are many well-documented research 

methods for investigating people’s lives – some of which (e.g. design ethnography;

contextual research) have been adapted for use in the design fi eld. However, these

methods are usually presented individually and not linked together in a research 

process that provides a fl exible framework of varied methods for use in different 

contexts. In addition, there is very little written on how to translate the  information 

obtained using these research methods in the design process.

The challenge

In this framework, the research challenge was to develop a practical, methodological 

approach that combines the benefi  ts of short-term traditional consumer research 

techniques with new emerging medium/long-term investigation methods. It had 

to be an approach able to capture users’ personal preferences, wants and desires in 

their original contexts-of-use, resulting in:

• a repeatable process (precise but fl  exible enough for adaptation);

• a relatively inexpensive process (in terms of people and time involved);

• a relatively easy-to-use process (no particular expertise in social research,

but enough sensitivity and skills to conduct social analysis);

• a process for the empowerment of the user (enabling participation

through self-reporting activities);

• a process providing immediately available inspirational information

for designers during the creative process of concept generation.

In addition, the research method had to be designed so that it was fl  exible enough 

to be adapted for different individual contexts-of-use while still uncovering enough 

information about the complexities of everyday life to analyse the socio-cultural, 

physical and psychological aspects of these contexts-of-use.

Where does this fi t within the Solution Oriented Partnership process and 

who should be involved?

This research methodology is for use in the context stream of the Solution Oriented 
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Partnership Methodological Framework, for the exploration of potentially 

interesting contexts (fi  rst half of stream) as well as for detailed investigation into 

specifi c contexts-of-use. Verbal and visual articulations of the research fi ndings 

are used in the solutions stream to help generate solution-hypotheses that answer 

similar needs manifested in different and specifi c contexts-of-use. In addition, there 

is feedback to the partnership stream to assist the industrial partners in identifying

potential local partners and in suggesting other possible contexts-of-use to 

investigate.

One of the keys to the success of this research methodology is its emphasis on 

multi-disciplinary teams. Not only should researchers and designers work together

to conduct this research, but users should also play signifi cant roles. This must go 

beyond simply paying ‘lip-service’ to obtaining these people’s buy-in, and it should 

recognise that team members are all able to contribute different skills, knowledge 

and viewpoints. In fact, users become an essential and integral part of the research 

team and actually perform some research activities themselves. The users are experts 

in the research subject – their own lives.

In addition to providing unique insights, the inclusion of designers in the team 

facilitates the transfer of the research fi ndings into the partnership and solutions 

streams of the Solution Oriented Partnership process. By actively experiencing the 

contexts-of-use co-research, designers are able to take this fi  rst-hand knowledge of 

people’s lives and needs into their subsequent design and development processes.

The context-of-use co-research methodology

The contexts-of-use co-research methodology was therefore designed to meet 

the challenges encountered as well as allowing for the research methods to be 

multiple, fl exible, varied and interactive. The research methodology is shown in 

the fl  owchart below. Each step of the fl  owchart is explained with respect to its 

aim and an overview of some of the key tasks involved. There are two paths in the 

methodology and both will give insights into people’s everyday lives. While both 

paths entail spending signifi  cant time with the users, the additional time spent in 

the in-depth route will enable the research team to investigate more of a ‘slice of 

life’, and to uncover further problems, existing solutions and latent needs.

100/101



II.2 Context-of-use

fi gure 1: The fl owchart shows the two research paths that can 

be taken. The path on the left side, ‘Broad method’, gives less 

depth of information than the ‘In-depth method’ path on the 

right side, but takes less time.

Step 0: Select context(s)-of-use

The chapter ‘Users in Contexts-of-use’ gives details on how to select contexts-of-

use for study, based on criteria of geographical restrictions, social relevance, market

opportunities, and food quality limitations.

Step 1: Initial contact with organisations and groups

Aim: To fi nd appropriate research sites and research subjects within the chosen 

contexts-of-use by contacting people in relevant organizations and institutions and 

obtaining their commitment to the project and a list of possible users.

Step 2: Initial contact with the user

Aim: To explain the project in detail to possible participants including what is 

expected of them and the schedule, and to gain their informed consent. This starts



the relationship between the research team and the users.

Step 3: Doing an activity (Broad path)

Aim: Focused on one or more specifi  c activities, this is the main data-gathering 

period (2 or 3 hours) spent with the users in their contexts-of-use. While users 

perform activities related to the research issue, information is collected through 

observation and explanation of what the user is doing, why and how it fi ts into 

their lives, and through taking photos and video if possible. The user is also given 

an explanation of how to conduct the self-report assignments.

Step 4: Building the relationship (In-depth path)

Aim: This is a relatively short period (2 or 3 hours) spent with users in their 

contexts-of-use to establish the relationship and to fi  nd out about the user’s 

general views on the research issue, through an informal unstructured interview, by 

taking photos and by drawing maps.

Step 5: A day in the life... (In-depth path)

Aim: To observe users’ relationships to the research issue by spending an extended 

period of time (5 – 7 hours) ‘shadowing’ users, and taking photos and video 

to illustrate the stories obtained during observation. The user is also given an 

explanation of how to conduct the self-report assignments.

Step 6: Extended research - self-reporting

Aim: The users document their lives over a week with respect to the research issue

by keeping a diary, drawing maps, taking photos and collecting things. If they run 

out of ideas of what to do, trigger questions are provided in the toolbox.

Step 7: Analysis of the information collected

Aim: The research fi ndings are analysed from two points of view: 

• from the user’s perspective, working with the research team, to determine what 

is important, the problems encountered and the actions taken by the user to solve 

them;

• from the research team’s perspective focussing on identifying hidden needs and 

102/103



problems as well as recognising patterns of behaviour. The next part of the analysis 

is to move from individual contexts-of-use to comparison across different contexts-

of-use, looking for commonalties and differences, and clustering problems together. 

In this way, similar problems across different contexts-of-use can be found.

Step 8: Follow-up with the user 

Aim: This is a brief telephone interview two weeks later to tie up any loose 

ends, collect any further thoughts the users may have and to ask any outstanding 

questions.

Step 9. Translation of fi ndings

Aim: Presentation of the research fi  ndings in ways suitable for use in concept 

generation:

• using the raw data - text, spoken word, photos, videos, drawings, objects etc.;

• using the analysis of clustered problems;

• innovative ways of presenting the data such as through personas, roleplaying and stories.

fi gure 2: The user toolbox provides a variety of creative tools 

and includes; blank coloured cards; post-its; crayons; a bag 

to put objects into; a disposable camera; and a help phone 

number on a card.
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The method in use

Case studies using this methodology were carried out throughout Europe - 

specifi cally in the Netherlands, the UK, Italy and Spain. Illustrating the fl exibility 

of the methodology, a refi  nement was made to accommodate particular 

circumstances of some contexts-of-use. Interviews in contexts-of-use (in steps 1, 

2, 3, 7, 9) constitute. (in steps 1, 2, 3, 7, 9) constitute an alternative approach used 

when only a single, relatively short visit to the user is possible. In this case, the 

user is considered a passive actor able to provide answers to pre-determined open 

questions, often only about one part of the research issue.

The user does not carry out any homework assignments, but the research team is

able to observe the contexts-of-use fi rst-hand and to take photos for later analysis.

fi gure 3: Some of the photos taken by the users during the

self-reporting step of the Context-of-use investigation.

104/105



Lessons learnt

The evaluation of the context-of-use co-research methodology focused on what 

kinds of information were obtained, the value provided, the skills and effort 

required of the research team, the user involvement needed (time and effort) and 

the limitations of the method. The in-depth method provides a slice of the users’ 

lives through stories, diaries, videos, photos, drawings, objects and observations. The 

information obtained can cover many aspects of the research issue and provides 

detailed knowledge, the how and why of an action, latent needs, hidden solutions 

and the user’s personal view. 

All of these are highly inspirational inputs for the design process. The broad method 

provides similar information but related to just one or two elements of the issue 

being researched, giving snapshots of people’s lives. The skills required of the 

research team are also similar in the two methods and include strong interviewing 

abilities, observation skills, and empathy and communication skills. However, the 

methods differ in the amount of time the research team spends in the fi eld with 

the users for each case study (less in the broad method). The time required for 

analysis of the extensive and varied information obtained should not be forgotten. 

In addition, there were some fi nancial costs associated with the materials supplied 

to the user as research tools. 

The involvement and commitment required from the users included spending 

time with the research team and selfreporting over a period of about a week. As 

with any longer term research, both methods require a signifi cant commitment of 

time and effort from the user, as well as a sense of adventure to experiment as a co-

researcher and a willingness to open their homes to the research team. Interviews 

in contexts-of-use should be used when it is not possible to obtain the time, effort 

and commitment required of either the research team or the users. The information 

obtained provides an overview of specifi c issues or moments in users’ lives through 

stories and photos. This method does not include the extended user self-reporting 

activities, yet offers the advantage of being closer to the socio-cultural and physical 

scene of an action. In this way it is possible to catch some insights into the ‘how’ 

and the ‘why’, and to collect visual inputs that can become useful sources of 

inspiration during the concept generation process. Sometimes the context-of-use 

II.2 Context-of-use



itself precludes the use of research methods that are longer term or that involve 

close contact and collaboration with users.

Examples could include investigating people’s reduced access to food when staying 

overnight in hotels or at a music festival. In these cases more traditional methods 

of questionnaires and surveys can be used. We strongly suggest, however, that these 

methods are used in conjunction with other qualitative methods, perhaps when 

they have uncovered the questions that should be asked. In summary, the context-

of-use co-research methodology is customisable to different contexts-of-use and 

research needs. 

A combination of the research methods discussed here should be used, depending on 

the research issue and the depth and breadth of information required. For example; 

questionnaires could be used initially to explore issues and for market research; 

interviews in contexts-of-use could then be used to obtain more information 

about potential contexts-of-use; the broad method would obtain general insight 

into one or more activities in the selected contexts-of-use; questionnaires based on 

these fi ndings could be used to obtain more specifi c quantitative data; and the in-

depth method would be applied to collect more details, inspiration and information 

about the research issue and how it fi ts into people’s everyday real lives.
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Design Plan 
A design tool box to facilitate solution oriented partnerships

François Jégou, Ezio Manzini, Anna Meroni*

A tool to communicate and exchange among partners

The Design Plan is a strategic design tool-box that works as a series of formats 

formats to present, in a synthetic way, a solution involving numerous actors in a 

complex interaction process. 

II.3 Design Plan

The Design Plan formats allow the actors involved to:

Build a common language...

The formats provide a learning process that brings convergence. A large number 

of actors from very different backgrounds and with limited understanding of each 
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fi gure 1: The Design Plan is based on a series of formats that 

help different partners communicate and develop a solution

together.



other tends to make conversation between them diffi  cult. The very process of 

learning, modifying and agreeing a common language requires them to reconsider

their perspectives, discuss their divergence and begin the process of convergence.

The Design Plan formats also provide a shared framework for this convergence. 

Different actors working in parallel need to build a common framework of 

expression. Fixed formats using explicit rules of representation allow them to share 

the same language, to speed up the comparison of their views and to facilitate 

decision making. In other words, to share a common approach to the design of a 

solution.

Support the strategic conversation...

The formats help reach a user-oriented visualisation. Multiple actors with different 

professional backgrounds and interests have diffi  culty reaching shared visions. The

Design Plan visualisation formats are evolved models of representation based on 

typical user-oriented communication media - advertisement, user story-boards, 

topographic diagrams, etc. - and are designed to facilitate strategic conversations 

between actors.

The formats provide a visual identifi  cation for each stage of the solution design 

process. The Design Plan is a practical tool that helps translate the different strategic 

issues that occur during the solution development process, providing a common 

visual identifi cation for each. For example early phases of concept generation 

tend to produce large numbers of alternative ideas and tentative solutions. The 

systematic visualisation of each solution using a common format (a solution with a 

name, a slogan and a visual identity) helps partners remember and recognise them, 

thereby facilitating convergence on one or more of the ideas.

Customize a standard language...

The formats provide a kind of open technical drawing. A single common language

can never encompass the uniqueness of each project. The Design Plan allows the 

customisation of standard formats that can be adapted to the specifi c purpose of 

its users. For example each stakeholder icon can be customised using associated 

pictograms and verbal elements unique to the solution. The formats provide a 

qualitative expression of the solution. A standard language facilitates conversations 
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among partners but should also allow the refi  nement of the solutions by leaving 

areas open to personalisation and interpretation. This enables the creation of 

complementary elements that enrich the library of standard elements and refi ne 

the visualisation.

A tool for the co-elaboration of solutions.

The Design Plan works as a mediation tool for collectively building and refi  ning 

a complex solution:

Producing synthetic views...

The Design Plan uses a limited number of formats. Creative workshop sessions and 

successfully involving partners in meetings require a complete set of information 

for the participants. The communication of large amounts of this information 

(multiple actors, numerous ideas, complex solutions) in a limited time is facilitated

by the standardization of the information in a reduced number of formats. The 

formats allow control at the level of details. The concept generation phase requires 

the progressive refi  nement of several solution ideas whilst maintaining a controlled 

and equivalent level of detail for each. Each Design Plan format requires a certain 

level of detail (i.e. the graphic readability of the format is a clue to the level of detail 

that should be presented and the quantity of information to include).

Providing easy-access and fl exible formats….

The Design Plan formats are formalisations in-progress and easy to change. The 

process of refi ning solutions and involving partners is iterative and needs numerous 

and constant adjustments. Therefore, formats based on open software and modular

elements allow quick upgrading and refi nement by the actors involved.

The Design Plan formats provide a formalisation system independent of the graphic 

capabilities of its users. Visualisation materials normally require the intervention of

experts/designers which slows the strategic conversation process and increases its 

costs. A system based on the manipulation and association of prefabricated library 

elements, mixed with home made pictures, within a widely available software 

presentation system allows and even encourages the contribution of all actors 

involved to contribute even when they have no particular skill in the fi eld.
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Agreeing a visual contract...

The Design Plan creates informal collective documents agreed “de facto”. The 

fi rst phase of a new partner’s involvement in the Solution Oriented Partnership 

methodology focuses on identifying the possible basis of collaboration. The resulting 

“fi rst solution ideas” constitte the fi  rst shared evidence of a potential collaboration. 

Materialised through the Design Plan formats, they constitute the fi rst informal 

agreement between partners. The Design Plan is a solution-oriented format with 

fi rst business plan considerations in the background. The process of formalising 

solution ideas forces the potential partners to consider the ways in which they will 

collaborate. The Design Plan formats help to “boil down” the implications of a 

hypothetical solution in terms of the relationships needed between potential partners 

and encourages the fi  rst steps in the progressive preparation of a business plan.

A solution generation design toolbox

How does the Design Plan work?

The Design Plan is a shared and and progressive system for representing and 

elaborating a solution. The Design Plan is a shared system in the sense that it 

is based on standard rules system in the sense that it is based on standard rules 

allowing the representation of solutions in a reproducible and comparable way. It 

uses a series of fi  xed presentation formats (maps, matrixes, story-boards...), an open 

library of graphic elements (icons, pictures, arrows...) and a set of rules (layout, 

syntax...) to represent the different dimensions of a solution proposal (platform 

organisation, partner interests, user interaction...). It provides conceptual and 

visual models, a kind of “technical drawing”, to communicate solutions, but it also 

supports designers thinking about solutions because representation is a means to 

structure thinking and solve problems. The Design Plan is progressive in the sense 

that it is a “formalisation-in-progress”, in the sense that it is a “formalisation-in-

progress”, facilitating strategic conversation among partners, and giving a more and 

more accurate picture of solutions over time. This is to say that it presents the on-

going state-of-the-art of a solution, providing a shared vision that helps to preview 

its development. To do this the Design Plan provides visualisation models targeted 

on the progressive objectives of the solution development. It specifi es “input 

formats” and “output formats” at each stage of the Solution Oriented Partnership 

110/111



methodology, from early visualisations of fi rst solution ideas and hypothetical 

partnerships, to detailed descriptions of agreed specifi cations within an identifi ed 

partnership.

What does the Design Plan consist of ?

The Design Plan consists of 4 main formats presenting the solution from different

points of view. The common goal is to develop “generative images” that start 

particular discussions about the solution. These formats have different contents and 

correspond to different aims; therefore they use various levels of abstraction and 

ways of interpreting the solution.

Main Design Plan tools

System organisation map

The system organisation map shows the solution form the point of view of the 

organisation of the partnership providing the solution.

The map consists of both a visualisation of the solution idea (an advertising-like 
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fi gure 2: System organization map
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image showing the solution) and a map of the general system organisation (the main 

stakeholders and the fl ows and relationships between them). The map identifi es system 

boundaries, the primary and secondary stakeholders, the physical, informational and 

fi nancial fl ows; the core performance of the solution and its secondary functionalities.

Interaction storyboard

The Interaction story-board shows the solution performance along an horizontal 

shows the solution performance along an horizontal time line. It is the translation 

of an event, which takes place in space and time, into a sequence of static images 

and explanatory captions. As such it is a series of images that represent the signifi  

cant interactions between the user(s) and the provider(s) of a product-service. In 

view of the need to represent services organised as solutions, this is an effective, 

polymorphous tool, able to mix contextual detail with narrative content to tell 

the story of the solution. In a limited sequence of pictures it visualises the salient 

service situations and the advantages that result. The main actions are visualised 

 

fi gure 3: The Interaction story-board shows different levels of 

interaction between a core partnership providing the general 

solution organisation and local providers that manage various 

points of solution delivery where the user fi  nally interacts with 

the service.
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against a succinctly outlined background context and only those elements that 

usefully communicate and reinforce the atmosphere of the situation are included.  

Compared to a classical story-board, the Interaction story-board, is intended as a 

representation showing not only the experience of the fi nal user and the “front 

offi ce” of the solution, but also the different levels of interaction between various 

stakeholders during the delivery of the solution. Thus, several vertically distributed

lines of interaction show the synergies and connections, between different provider 

and user categories, that constitute the architecture the Solution Oriented Partnership.

Solution elements brief

The Solution element brief breaks down the solution into elements that can be 

breaks down the solution into elements that can be recomposed to give different 

fi nal Partner Based Solutions. It helps to systematize and communicate the complex 
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system. Its aims to simultaneously visualise the connections among elements and 

partners so that the solution can be designed, built and delivered. It shows:

- all the solution elements that are required to perform the targeted Partner Based

Solutions (horizontally);

- the different options for each solution element (vertically);

- the contribution of each partner (which elements are already in its core business,

which can be implemented and which connections with other elements require 

careful consideration);

- the elements that are delivered by specifi c partners.

Stakeholders motivation matrix

The stakeholders motivation matrix shows the solution from the point of view 

of the stakeholder’s interest in taking part in the partnership. The matrix shows 

a checklist of motivations, benefi  ts and contributions from each stakeholder’s 

point of view, between individual partners and over the whole partnership. Cross 

referencing the stakeholders (those already identifi ed and those still needed) allows 

them to check what are or could be their respective motivations to evolve their 

current business; what each can bring to the partnership and what each gets out of 

the partnership; and what potential synergies/confl  icts may occur between partners. 

The stakeholders motivation matrix is initially fi lled by the solution promoters as 

an input to the Solution Oriented Partnership methodology showing:

- each solution promoter, their intentions, potential contribution to the

partnership and expected benefi ts;

- the target Solution Oriented Partnership being aimed for;

- the description of hypothetical partners still to be identifi  ed during the

process.

As more partners are identifi  ed during the building of the Solution Oriented

Partnership the motivation matrix is completed:

- hypothetical partners are substituted by real ones;

- partners contributions and expected benefi  ts are adjusted;

- partner interactions, synergies and potential confl icts are investigated.

Once complete the Stakeholder motivation matrix can form the basis of the 

Business Plan and the fi rst formal agreement between partners, the Memorandum 
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of Understanding.

The Design Plan distributed along the Solution Oriented Parnership

methodology framework

The 4 main formats of the Design Plan are form the input and output for each 

of the different steps of the Solution Oriented Partnership methodology. Figure 6

shows a typical distribution, but their use is fl exible and should be adapted to each 

specifi c project and its particular requirements.

Step 1: Explore

When starting the project the Solution Promoters can fi ll in the Stakeholders 
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motivation matrix (to understand the motivations, relationships and results expected 

by the different parties involved) and defi ne the current Solution organisation map 

(to describe the current system which the project aims to evolve). Designing, 

particularly in this phase, is a matter of continuously matching visions, interests and 

solution ideas. 

The results of Context-of-Use studies provide early input ideas for creative 

workshops and form the starting point for the Interaction story-boards). The First 

Solution Ideas generated are formalised in a fi rst series of Solution organisation 

maps (showing an image of the proposed solution and the organisation of actors 

needed to provide it).
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fi gure 6: The different formats of the Design Plan distributed 
along the Solution Oriented Partnership methodological 
framework.
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Step 2: Develop

The superimposing of the various Solution organisation maps allows the fi ltering

and/or integration of the various solutions. The building of the partnership also 

requires ongoing modifi  cation of the Stakeholder motivation matrix. 

At the end of this second step a solution architecture is outlined (represented 

in one Solution organisation map and one Stakeholders motivation matrix) and 

Interaction story-boards are produced showing, in more detail, the solution benefi  

ts from both the user and stakeholder point of view.

Step 3: Explore

The breakdown of solution components is shown in the Solution element 

brief format format which defi  nes which parts of the solution each actor 

will design, develop and deliver. The Interaction story-board is used to 

assess the solution for different users in the is used to assess the solution for 

different users in the context-of-use: the business customers who act as local 

providers of the solution via a typical business to business relation; and the fi  

nal users who play the role of active consumers and effective co-designers. 

As such it is a fi rst way to asses the potential market acceptance of the solution. 

The Solution organisation map is used to consider the environmental 

assessment and lifecycle costing of the solution. The Stakeholder motivation 

matrix is used as the basis of the business plan and partnership agreements.

Step 4: Develop

The solution is developed and the various formats are used for reference to keep 

the project in-line with the initial concepts.

It should be noted that the Design Plan is presented here in relation to the different 

phases of the Solution Oriented Partnership methodological framework. 

However, in general it should be understood as a series of independent 

representation tools that can support the formalisation of a solution, from different 

points of view, in any product service system design process.

II.3 Design Plan



The power of visualisation to support convergence

Lessons learned

This apparently banal statement, on the synthetic and universal character of 

visualisations, needs to be reaffi rmed here for its particular pertinence in complex,

multi-actor projects. Two aspects have to be stressed:

- visual schemes illustrated with concrete elements allow quicker understanding 

and better recall within an heterogeneous group of actors;

- tools that produce quick and easy visualisations are very welcome in project 

teams developing new solutions, especially when people have not been trained 

in visualisation techniques and because the production of visual material is often 

expensive and time consuming.

* This methodological tool is the reusult of the team work of the authors, that in this book it has 
been written as foolows: Jegou, paragraphs: “A solution generation toolbox”; “Main Design Plan 
tools”; Manzini, paragraphs: “A tool to communicate and exchange among partners”; “A tool for the 
co-elaboration of solutions”; Meroni, paragraphs: “The Design Plan distributed along the Solution 
Oriented Methodology Framework”; “The power of visualisation to support convergence”.
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Benefi t Planning Roadmap
Menno Marien, Laura Vidal, Joanna Lambert, 

Tommaso Buganza, Alessio Marchesi

Introduction

What

The Solution Oriented Partnership Benefi ts Planning (SBP) Roadmap describes 

the methodology to develop a benefi ts plan for the PBS platform and specifi c 

elements.  The name Benefi ts Plan purposely highlights the difference between 

a normal business plan and a Solution Oriented Partnership business plan. The 

Solution Oriented Partnership not only includes profi t oriented companies but 

could also include other organisations such as governmental and other not for 

profi t organisations. Benefi ts describe a wider aspect of the “profi ts” obtained from 

the solution, including also social and environmental and therefore sustainability 

benefi ts. The SBP roadmap starts with an initial company with an innovative idea, 

and provides 10 steps guiding the company in the process of creating a SBP formed 

of a Partner Based Solution and a Solution Oriented Partnership. The SBP roadmap 

steps should be interpreted as “snapshots” from a “benefi ts” oriented view, the SBP 

roadmap integrates and refers to all other tools and methods that support the 

SOPMF: the method for concept generation, the Solution Oriented Partnership 

development method and the method for Context of Use defi nition, and the 

Solution Scan tool. Furthermore it provides with a “template” to fi ll out during 

the process of developing the solution and the Solution Oriented Partnership. Also 

it provides a decision support tool enabling individual companies or organisations 

to evaluate the benefi ts and investment impact of joining the partnership.

Why a Roadmap for Benefi ts Planning

There exist many roadmaps, templates and guidebooks to develop business plans 

for companies. However, considering that the Solution oriented Partnership 

approach is multi-dimensional and different to a normal business approach, a need 

is felt to develop a special roadmap to analyse and keep track of the benefi ts that the 

approach can offer to the group of companies and organisations that are involved. 



The benefi ts plan differs from a normal business plan by:

• Being a dynamic and fi lling document. As the concept generation is an 

iterative process, also with a continuous interaction with partner search, the 

“snapshots” differ every time a new step and iteration is made.

• Describing a solution composed of many different products and services, 

and therefore directed to many different targets / contexts of use, requiring 

different counting of benefi ts and growth perspectives.

• Offered by a partnership and not by an individual company. This requires 

different approaches towards marketing, strength and weakness analysis, 

analysis of dependencies and understanding the breakeven of the Solution 

Oriented Partnership as a whole.

The SBP roadmap supports the partnership to understand the potential benefi ts of 

the partner based solution and enables them to value if they should enter or not 

into the partnership.

Who

The Roadmap is developed to be applied by the Solutions Centre or any other 

business opportunity consulting company. The Roadmap refers to several other 

SOPMF tools, but also assumes that the user disposes of a basic knowledge of 

business plan development (general knowledge on marketing, company strategies, 

competitive analysis, etc.). The process of developing the SBP should be led and 

guided by the consultant till the point of Freeze is reached where the Solution 

Oriented Partnership is supposed to be self supporting.

The Solution Oriented Partnership Benefi ts Roadmap

The SBP Roadmap could be considered as making “benefi ts” snapshots during 

the process of solution development and supporting partnership development. 

Therefore high interaction with other tools is needed.

The picture in the next page shows the overall process of the SBP Roadmap.

The Roadmap should be read from top to left to down.  From top to down 3 

“maturity levels” are defi ned: empty, fi lling and the freeze level. Furthermore the 

roadmap is crossing the integration levels from an individual company towards a 

SOP through the support of a Solution Centre. The following paragraphs explain 
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these maturity and the integration levels.

Maturity levels

The “EMPTY” level.

The roadmap starts with an individual company having an innovative business 

idea and with the objective to further exploit this. At this point the company 

would normally be acting on its own or maybe with a fi rst partner. However the 

partnership and the possible partner based solution would be at a very broad level 

and not yet fi lled with “real” data, fi gures and/or concrete solution elements. At this 

level the SBP is considered to be at the “EMPTY” maturity level. This means that 

most of the information is based on assumptions and conceptual ideas of services, 

markets, growth perspectives and expected benefi ts. Essential at this level is the 

defi nition of required partners and the creation of good presentation material in 

order to attract new partners or investors.



The “FILLING” level.

At this stage the selling activities start and the creation of the partnership is initiated. 

During this stage iteratively the solution concepts will be adapted and enriched 

according to the ideas and contributions of new incoming partners, further studies 

and detailing of the context-of-use. The SBP will therefore be a highly dynamic 

document that will fi ll with more and more “real” data.  Solution elements, specifi c 

contexts and the related targets, market coverage and expected benefi ts will be 

concretised during this fi lling stage. At this level each partner will use their own 

decision support tool to analyse the attractiveness of the SBP and the impact it 

might have to participate in the partnership. 

The “FREEZE” level.

At this stage the decision will be taken to FREEZE the Solution Oriented 

Partnership in a legal format and organisational structure defi ning responsibilities, 

shares and other necessary agreements to commercialise the solution. This decision 

will be made when all the involved partners are satisfi ed with the expected results/

benefi ts of the solution concept proposed, and a reasonable break even is expected 

for each of the partners. It is important to take a decision on FREEZING the 

iterations of solution design and inviting new partners because at a certain stage the 

interest of partners might disappear if they do not start to see concrete results. 

The opportunity detected might run out if it takes too long to launch the 

concepts. It should not be understood as an absolute freeze as it can respond to 

new opportunities, interesting partnerships, contexts of use, etc… that may appear 

once the concepts are launched and functioning.

Integration levels

From left to right different “integration levels” are distinguished. The Integration 

levels refer to the level of how companies and organisations are getting their 

processes, mentalities, cultures and other behaviour integrated towards a Solution 

Oriented Partnership. Though we live in a “networked” economy, still there are not 

many networks that really share a solution offer. One could interpret the left and 

right side of the roadmap also as generating the process from bottom up (the fi rm 

level) and a top down approach (the partnership and system level). The process as 
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a whole is constantly moving from the individual bottom up view at fi rm level 

towards the holistic and system view and vice versa. The Solution Centre has a 

“connecting” role in this process and should keep a holistic view but at the same 

time match the individual interests of the companies and organisations. 

The Firm level

At this level companies and organisations are acting as individual entities. They 

collaborate with clients, suppliers, etc, and have the normal collaboration activities 

in their sector. However, they do not collaborate on a strategic partnership level. At 

this level, organisations may be interested to join a solution oriented partnership 

as a provider of specifi c solution elements, however, they would still act as an 

individual entity and would not promise more. This position is low risk and does 

not create any dependency on other organisations. However, companies and other 

organisations with innovation and expansion objectives might be interested to 

enter in a higher level of collaboration and integration with other companies/

organisations. This is when the process would start creating a full solution oriented 

partnership. The Roadmap provides steps to take, and the organisation can come 

back several times to its individual fi rm level in order to measure if it is still 

interesting for them to proceed with integration with others.

The Solution Centre Level

The Solution Centre has the role of creating synergy between organisations that 

are looking for similar opportunities. The HICS centre has a stimulating and 

guiding role in the process to bring organisations together and create the basis for 

integration of activities. The Solution Centre should guide partners through the 

roadmap and should consult in all steps to guarantee a fl uent process. 

The Partner Based Solution and Solution Oriented Partnership level

At this level the organisations reach a level of integrated processes and business and 

benefi ts interests. At this level the organisations should reach a level of strategic 

partnership. 



The steps of the SBP roadmap

STEP 1. The solution eye-opener

Description

The eye opener step could have two possible starts: From the company or from the 

Solution Centre.

• It can start with a company that has an innovative business idea and would like 

to exploit it.

• The company contacts the Solution Centre. If the company idea is innovative 

or complementary to other possible company initiatives a Solution Scan 

workshop is planned with the company.  

• This will guide and introduce the company in the solution approach and 

further enhance the focus of the business idea. The results are a fi rst defi nition 

of the platform elements and a conversion of individual business ideas into a 

partnership oriented business focus.

STEP 2. The Tentative Solution Generation

• This step consists of two activities: 

• The generation of the fi rst solution concepts defi ning elements and possible 

partners that should be involved. Further analysis on the context-of-use should be 

executed. This should provide market potential estimates to be used in the next step. 

• the Proposed Partner Forms (PPF) should be fi lled out for different possible 

scenarios of partners and their tasks assignment

• The concepts should be illustrated and further explained using the graphical 

tools and icons as described in the Design Plan,

STEP 3. Create the empty SBP

• In this step the fi rst “benefi ts oriented” snapshot will be taken by ordering 

all the information, ideas and concepts obtained in the previous steps. This 

“ordering of information” should be done using the template.

• The Benefi ts snapshot consists in defi ning exploitable solution elements 

and trying to price them by positioning the solutions compared to possible 

competitive solutions. 

• The snapshot at this level permits the company to refl ect on their  initial 

124/125



II.4 Benefit Planning Roadmap

business idea and to get an impression on the business/benefi ts potential.

STEP 4. Search for partners and sell

• The company, supported by the Solution Centre should search for possible 

partners that comply with the required partner profi les.

• It is very important to understand clearly the partner profi les required, 

especially considering innovation intention, strategic directions and market 

positioning of the partners. 

Selling

• Once the possible partners are selected and prioritised the selling activity 

should be prepared.

• The empty SBP provides the necessary information to highlight the benefi ts 

to possible partners. 

• The selling activities should be on an individual basis. 

• Considering the fact that this is a new approach the presentations in the 

selling activities should be as pragmatic as possible with a concrete focus on 

the individual impact for the organisation.

• After the selling activities a short report/minutes should be written in order to 

document the fi ndings, reactions and expectations of possible interest of the partner

STEP 5. The new company level decision taking

Firm level decision making

• This step comprises the activities of the organisation at an individual level, to 

analyse and decide if the concepts are of interest.

• The organisation will have a clear idea on what role is expected from them and 

also what the benefi ts could be.

• The more iterations are made the more concrete the data becomes. At the 

same time, the more partners that join, the impact of new partners joining 

on the other partners is getting bigger as well. When a new partner joins, the 

decision not only affects the new partner but also the other partners that are 

already in. 

STEP 6. The Platform vision, defi nition and solution design development

This step is where the three development streams are running in parallel in order 



to design the fi nal solution. The different activities include:

The concept generation activities

• This is at a similar level as in step 2 but with more partners. What is very 

important to understand is that the entrance of a new partner may bring new 

solution ideas. This could have a positive effect on the benefi ts potential of the 

solutions, however it could also lead to problems with balance in the share of 

tasks and investments.

• In a second iteration the concept generation workshops should be at a more mature 

(”fi lled”) level. At this level the concept defi nition is becoming more complex 

as there will be more partners involved, more ideas and more possible directions. 

• In a third iteration the platforms should be defi ned and the linking to specifi c 

solution elements on top of the platform elements can be further developed. 

Again, at this stage the management of the (benefi ts) interests of the different 

partners is very important.

The Solution Oriented Partnership Method activities

• The partnership building activities are essential in this phase as there will be 

continuous adaptations of the roles and expectations of the different partners.

• The PPFs created during and /or after the concept generation will be the 

input for workshops. 

• The results of these workshops could be the identifi cation of new required partners.

• At further iterations the Solution Oriented Partnership activities will focus on 

management structure defi nitions and maturing the partnership relations. 

STEP 7. Filling the Solution Oriented Partnership Benefi ts Plan

Description

• In this step further “benefi ts oriented” snapshot will be taken by ordering all 

the information, ideas and concepts obtained in the previous step. 

• The “fi lling Benefi ts Plan” will now start to be fi lled with real data based on 

studies and on concrete knowledge, networks, market access, brand values, 

etc… of partners.

• In this step it is very important that all the companies receive appropriate 

support from the Solutions Centre.

• The fi lling of the Benefi ts Plan will make the partnership more attractive for 
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new partners. 

STEP 8. Search partners and sell 2

This step of search and selling is similar to step 4 of the empty level, however more 

partners are in the partnership, and the shared interest becomes more complex. 

Search

• When selecting partners it is important to consider the possible impact the 

possible partner could have on the development and “enrichment” of the 

solution concept. Considering the Benefi ts point of view, also the possible 

market positioning and access to different contexts should be considered when 

selecting possible partners.

Selling

• Once the possible partners are selected the selling activity of the concepts 

should be prepared.

• As before, the more the SBP is “fi lled” the more attractive the partnership will 

be to enter, and therefore easier to persuade a new organisation to join. 

STEP 9. The company level decision taking

• As in the step 6 description, when modifi cation are made to the concepts, this 

will lead to changes in expected roles, benefi ts and investments in the Partner 

Based Solution (as are described in the PPFs)

• Therefore the partner could reconsider its interest in staying in the 

partnership.

STEP 10: FREEZE

• At this point the SBP should be completely “fi lled” and the partnership signed 

a Heads of Agreements.

• This means that all partners are aware of their risks, expected benefi ts, the 

growth potential, etc… of the proposed solution.

• The Freeze level can be made in a workshop.

• Following the freeze the management of the partnership will be led by the 

partners.



Lessons learned

Important lessons learned during the development were:

• Two separate teams should work in parallel on the Partnership development and 

on the solution development. This is essential as decision taking is connected 

but differently focused: the Solution Oriented Partnership decisions are 

business decisions, whereas the solution decisions are more related to technical 

and product development decisions.

• Companies and organisations need to be very well prepared for the iterative 

approach to the benefi ts planning.

• At the moment of selling the concept a good analysis should be made of the 

business/benefi ts and interests of the potential partner and the selling activity 

should be directed towards these.

• An external consultant or “third party” should guide the companies through 

the process of developing the Benefi ts plan
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Tools for Co-ordinating Solution 
Oriented Partnerships

Andrew Burns and Stephen Evans

Partnershipping as a Solution Oriented Partnership activity 

The process of building a network of partners, capable of effectively working 

together to design and deliver a solution, is fundamental to the Solution Oriented 

Partnership Methodology Framework (SOPMF). Partnershipping as a process will 

be at the heart of any Solution Oriented Partnership’s activity, whatever its stage or 

maturity. This chapter provides an introduction to tools that a Solution Oriented 

Partnership can use to address key partnershipping issues, introduced in the fi rst 

part of this book; co-ordinating progress and co-ordinating relationships.

Co-ordination tools

Three tools are presented, each designed to support the co-ordination of Solution 

Oriented Partnerships in terms of their progress towards objectives and the 

relationships between partners. 



1. The PPF (Proposed Partnership Form) matrix allows the Solution 

Oriented Partnership to represent and plan the complex interaction of 

their relationships and activities, thereby aiding the separate planning of 

both. 

2. The LPS (Legal Progress Support) tool then helps Solution Oriented 

Partnerships co-ordinate the process of building and formalising the 

relationships between partners, and the sharing of costs, benefi ts and risks 

across the Solution Oriented Partnership.  

3. The MTG (Management Team Guidelines) tool provides Solution 

Oriented Partnerships with a mechanism and guidance for the co-

ordination of the group’s progress towards the goal of a Partner Based 

Solution reaching the market. 

Tool Application

These tools are specifi cally designed to be used throughout the life of a Solution 

Oriented Partnership. The PPF tool helps to force the discussion of different 

partners’ ambitions, expected benefi ts, capabilities and potential responsibilities. It 

also helps identify partners that are missing and still required to make the Solution 

Oriented Partnership work. Later it is used to incorporate new partners and can 

form the basis for business planning and legal relationship formation. 

Questions about legal relationships can occur early in the Solution Oriented 

Partnership process, particularly surrounding Intellectual Property issues. Concerns 

tend to focus on ensuring delivery from other partners and on the repercussions 

of non-performance by a partner. The LPS tool therefore supports these issues 

throughout the Solution Oriented Partnership life-cycle.  It proposes a progressive 

process of increasingly formal relationships building up to the commitments 

inherent in the launch of a Partner Based Solution to market. The tool provides 

guidance on a variety of relationship types that SOPs can move towards, rather 

than prescribing one ideal Solution Oriented Partnership organisational form. 

From day one, the effective management of the individual and collective activities 

of the Solution Oriented Partnership and its members is essential for effective 

progress. The MTG tool provides a structure and guidance for setting up a Solution 
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Oriented Partnership Management team. The earlier this co-ordination function is 

set up, the sooner effective progress can be made. 

Tool focus

The emphasis of these three tools is the management of the partnership’s progress 

in terms of integrating members, structuring relationships and supporting activity. 

Whilst incorporating consideration of key success factors, these tools do not 

specifi cally address soft partnershipping issues such as ‘trust’, ‘alignment’ and ‘culture’. 

These ‘relationship factors’ are indeed critical and relevant to partnershipping in the 

context of Solution Oriented Partnerships, but they are by no means unique to 

this context and tools exist to help (see HiCS project deliverable D10). The three 

tools presented here also assume a Solution Oriented Partnership is in progress and 

do not cover the partner search activities contained in the Solution Scan tool (see 

next essay).

Proposed Partnership Form Tool 

The tool is designed to be used by at least two organisations that believe they have 

a common basis of working together. Before the tool can be used, this Solution 

Oriented Partnership must have at least initial ideas of the solution(s) they intend 

to co-develop and the belief that these require a partnership. 

The tool focuses on mapping the Solution Oriented Partnership’s future internal 

relationships and activities over the life-cycle of Designing, Building, Delivering, 

and Renewing a Partner Based Solution. PPF uses two matrices as a basis of 

convergence and agreement between partners. These matrices evolve over time, 

acting as a shared record. The fi rst provides a structure for assigning roles and 

responsibilities at each life-cycle stage to members of the Solution Oriented 

Partnership and thereby forces the identifi cation of gaps in the partnerships 

capabilities, this can lead to the search for a new partner. The second then provides 

a mechanism for each partner to present to others their personal view of the scope, 

costs, benefi ts and risks associated with their involvement in the Solution Oriented 

Partnership. Eventually these matrices lead the partnership toward Legal and 

Business Planning activities. The process of partners coming together to complete 

the matrices provides the key moments of convergence on the shared goal that are 



pivotal to the success of the Solution Oriented Partnership. 

PPF matrix one – Roles and Responsibilities

The fi rst matrix calls for the Solution Oriented Partnership to identify the key 

actions that are required in the Design, Build, Deliver and Renew stages of the 

overall process for creating a Partner Based Solution and a supporting partnership. 

There are 4 stages of activity. First the solution must be designed; this is the 

DESIGN stage. The Build stage is where the designed solution is resourced and 

elements are prepared for production. Finally the solution is ready for the market 

and the SOP enters the DELIVER stage; the solution is promoted, sold and 

supported in the market. Later, the Solution Oriented Partnership must move to a 

RENEW stage where new contexts for solutions are identifi ed and the future of 

the partnership is planned. 

Activity

Capability 
needed

DESIGN

BUILD

DELIVER

RENEW

PPF - Roles and Responsabilities Matrix
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Each partner is likely to prepare individually prior to meeting together in a 

workshop devoted to completing the matrix. Usually the matrix will be completed 

as a large poster with the group using post-it notes and marker pens. The result 

is then converted into a shared electronic document that is updated after each 
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subsequent use of the tool .The general process for completing matrix one is as 

follows:

1. The fi rst step is to generate the solution activities and enter these as the column 

headings in the matrix. These are based upon the individual solution elements. 

Each heading is usually a task that a partner will have to undertake. It is normal 

to have an incomplete list at the beginning. (Example activities in a food solution 

included: Food Provision, Menu Provision, Appliance Provision, Assembly of 

Solution, Transport to market, Distribution in Market, Waste Management, Sales 

and Ordering, Marketing).  

2. Tasks for each stage of the lifecycle are entered into the appropriate cell. (Example 

in a food solution: Menu Provision might be broken down as – DESIGN: research 

food preferences, create menu options, BUILD: identify suppliers, build menus, 

DELIVER: communicate menus, manage menu updates, RENEW: develop new 

menus.) The aim is to document the tasks required to bring the solution to market. 

Similar tasks are removed by merging. 

3. Once the tasks have been identifi ed the partners begin volunteering for tasks. 

Each partner should put forward their selfi sh view of the roles and responsibilities 

they wish to take on and which tasks they want to be involved in. (Example: many 

may wish to be involved in the DESIGN stage of Food Provision. But only one 

partner is likely to take on the responsibility of physically handing over meals to 

customers.)  

4. As a result of the allocation of roles and responsibilities it is inevitable that there 

are certain tasks that the SOP cannot currently fulfi l, either through a lack of 

capability or a lack of will. These ‘missing capabilities’ are entered into the fi nal row 

of the matrix where they serve as a guide to the new partners that the SOP must 

involve. (Example: “we have a food provider but we need someone to DESIGN an 

IT ordering system”.)

Once this initial stage is complete the partners must resolve any areas of 

disagreement or confl ict. The Solution Oriented Partnership is then ready to begin 

using the second matrix.

PPF matrix two – Costs, Benefi ts and Risks

The second PPF matrix is completed using a similar process to the fi rst,  It aims to 



capture each partner’s view of the impact of doing the tasks they have volunteered 

for. The matrix provides a mechanism for each partner to identify the scope of their 

involvement in activities, the benefi ts expected in return, and the expected costs and 

risks. It is important to recognise that each organisation must defi ne costs, benefi ts 

and risks in their own terms. Whilst a business might defi ne benefi ts in terms of 

fi nancial revenues, a charity might defi ne them in terms of social improvements. 

Ultimately the matrix allows the partnership to decide whether to proceed or not 

by checking there is enough benefi t to share around, with minimised costs and 

risks. On the basis of the convergence achieved here the partnership can begin to 

consider which legal and business relationships can accommodate the needs and 

concerns of all partners.

Activity

Capability 
needed

SCOPE

BENEFIT

COSTS

RISKS

PPF - Cost Benefi t Risk Matrix
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In the second matrix each organisation uses one column for each of the activities 

it has volunteered for. The same activity may have several columns, one for each 

organisation involved. Eventually these  columns should be grouped together. 

Again individual preparation occurs before partners come together in a meeting 

devoted to completing the matrix and fi nally conversion to a shared, updateable 

electronic document.  The general process for completing matrix two is as follows;
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1. Each partner identifi es the activity that they plan to do. Ensuring that each 

partner is selecting activities from the same list of headings. 

2. For each activity heading each partner then inputs to the matrix;

- what is the SCOPE of involvement? The market size, the duration of involvement, 

the physical range of involvement, the stage of involvement (DESIGN, BUILD, 

DELIVER, RENEW)

- what is the COST of involvement? Effort, resources, knowledge/ intellectual 

property, fi nancial, equipment, brand equity.

- what is the BENEFIT expected in return? Financial, social, environmental, access 

to new knowledge, access to new markets,.

- what is the RISK of involvement? External legal liabilities, non-performance by 

partners, fi nancial risk, loss of intellectual property.

Many of these items will apply generally across activities but partners must strive to 

identify the specifi cs associated with each activity.   

3. The matrix is then fi lled in such a way that different partners’ columns for the 

same activity appear next to each other. 

4. The matrix is then studied to identify capabilities missing from the Solution 

Oriented Partnership. The activities are identifi ed and the COSTS, BENEFITS 

and RISKS of each are brainstormed. This is used to identify partners that are 

needed but currently missing.

5. Once the matrix is complete the partners discuss the integrity and reasonableness 

of the situation it represents. (Example: “we are one of many partners so we cannot 

claim 100% of the profi t” or “we are taking little risk, so we might get less share 

in the profi t”). The aim is to prepare for an equitable sharing of costs, benefi ts and 

risks. Each partner generates its own TOTALS column describing their SCOPE, 

COSTS, BENEFITS and RISKS of involvement. TOTALS columns should also be 

created for potential future partners. It may be impossible to reach agreement at the 

fi rst attempt. In such cases the use of the tool should stimulate activity. (Example: 

“we need to go and investigate how much revenue we can generate in this market” 

or “ we need to investigate how much this equipment will cost”.)

6. Finally the TOTALS columns developed for the missing partners are used for 

approaching and introducing new partnership members.  Each existing partner’s 

TOTALS column can form the basis of their business planning, and the division 



of responsibilities and risks can form the basis of any legal relationships that might 

be required. 

Summary

It is important to remember the PPF matrices evolve over time. Early discussions 

will focus on the need to fi nd new partners and what they might look like. Later 

discussions will focus on the shape of the partnership as a cost/risk/liability/benefi t 

sharing entity. Initially Solution Oriented Partnership members should be selfi sh 

and describe the partnership they want or need. Over time convergence occurs and 

trade offs are made by all. It is unlikely that the fi rst use of the PPF will result in the 

fi nal organisation form of the SOP being reached.

The Legal Progress Support Tool

The LPS presents information and relative properties of different forms of legal 

relationship and is used as a decision support guide for partnerships formalising 

legal arrangements between members. The LPS explains different legal structures 

and their pro’s and con’s. Progress to achieving legal relationships is promoted as 

a progression from informal, via quasi-formal, to legally binding documents. The 

achievement of these legal relationships is an option that only some Solution 

Oriented Partnerships will choose. The LPS tool should not be used without 

each partner seeking independent legal advice. The landscape of commercial law 

is forever shifting and the authors accept no responsibility for the accuracy of the 

information presented here. The full tool includes template legal documents and is 

available elsewhere (see HiCS project deliverable D10).  This section will provide 

an overview of LPS and the guidance it contains.

The process of legal convergence

When partners come together to work on a shared idea it is inevitable that legal 

issues will at least be discussed. Often the relationship between partners starts very 

informally; no commitments are made and ideas are just being discussed. Later 

there may be a need to formalise the relationship; resources are committed, risks are 

taken, intellectual property shared and partners have to be relied upon to do their 

part of the work. In Solution Oriented Partnerships, the power of interesting new 
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solution ideas often dominates people’s thinking. Concerns over losing this idea, 

or having it copied or stolen, means that confi dentiality can become a concern. 

Later, some partnerships may want to create a legal structure formalising the 

relationship between partners. Other partnerships may be less concerned and wish 

to use traditional contractual relationships. Either way it is important to recognise 

that Solution Oriented Partnerships can organise themselves in a huge variety of 

ways, and that it is impossible to prescribe a single legal organisational form. Mature 

Solution Oriented Partnerships will often be bound together by more than one 

legal agreement and may include more than one type of partnership. However, 

common to all Solution Oriented Partnerships will be the shift from informal 

to formal relationships over time, and the sharing of concerns such as; liability, 

obligation, intellectual property, risk, assets, relationships with 3rd parties, fl exibility, 

legal entity, degree of control, taxation, and confl ict resolution. Refl ecting these 

shared concerns and the progression to formal relationships the LPS tool proposes 

the following general process;

1. DEVELOPING THE SOLUTION ORIENTED PARTNERSHIP

The introduction of partners, discussion of solution ideas and the initial use of the 

PPF tool allow progress towards developing the Solution Oriented Partnership. 

During this period the confi dence to contribute fully to the partnership can be 

supported by drawing up Confi dentiality Agreements. The subject and terms of 

these agreements are decided by the partners with the benefi t of legal advice. The 

aim is to protect the idea the partnership shares. Existing members and new partners 

joining the Solution Oriented Partnership sign this document binding them to 

non-disclosure. At this stage it is suggested that the Solution Oriented Partnership 

puts in place a management structure for co-ordinating progress including that 

towards legal agreements (see the MTG tool in the next page).

2. SHAPING THE SOLUTION ORIENTED PARTNERSHIP 

As the Solution Oriented Partnership continues in its activities, the relationships 

become more defi ned. If partners are to continue to devote time and energy to the 

partnership they will need confi dence that it will last. More substantial and/or costly 

actions are likely to be taken and partners need to feel that they are not taking on 

these risks and costs alone. At this stage the partnership considers what organisational 

shape it will adopt. The LPS tool provides information on the legal options open 



to the group and the advantages and disadvantages of each. The partnership should 

draw up a Memorandum of Understanding outlining the basis of the collaboration, 

the roles and responsibilities of each partner, the benefi ts they expect in return, 

and the process for managing the Solution Oriented Partnership. By signing, the 

partners demonstrate their commitment to the partnership and they agree contents 

of the PPF and the aims of the Solution Oriented Partnership. Memoranda of 

Understanding should not be legally binding, but nonetheless, legal advice should 

be sought during their drafting. The Memorandum of Understanding can provide 

the desired level of confi dence needed to progress to the prototyping stage.

3. FIXING THE SOLUTION ORIENTED PARTNERSHIP

The legal relationships that make up the Solution Oriented Partnership, and its 

interaction with 3rd parties, is formalised by the drawing up of legally binding 

Heads of Agreement documents. Heads of Agreement will take a variety of 

forms and there are likely to be multiple documents covering different types of 

relationship. Solution Oriented Partnerships may not always require progression 

to this stage if they feel confi dent going forward on the basis of quasi-formal 

relationships.
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Solution Oriented Partnerships as legal entities

The full LPS tool provides guidance for Solution Oriented Partnership members 

on the appropriateness of 7 possible legal arrangements. Each has its advantages 

and disadvantages. The LPS provides guidance in identifying which structures are 

suitable for the kind of Solution Oriented Partnership that has been defi ned using 

the PPF. The key variables on which the structures are compared are as follows;

- Legal Status 

- Taxation

- Liabilities

- Assets

- Control

- 3rd Party Relationships

- International differences

- Level of Commitment

The 7 partnership structures presented and compared in the LPS include

Contractual Joint Venture (Integrated)

Contractual Joint Venture (Non-integrated)

Joint Venture Company

Corporate Partnership (General)

Corporate Partnership (Limited Liability)

Unincorporated Association / Co-operative

European Economic Interest Group

The LPS tool contains several guides and decision making processes designed to be 

used in a facilitated workshop setting. These mechanisms let individual members 

record their preferences and requirements and allow the partnership to arrive at a 

group decision. The aim is for the group to identify the ideal target organisational form.

The Management Team Guidelines Tool

The MTG tool provides a series of guidelines for the formation of a Management 

Team required to co-ordinate the Solution Oriented Partnership’s progress. The 

tool emphasises the following key priorities of this co-ordination role; 

- Encouraging Action & Progress

- Set-up Costs

- Flexibility

- Management Structure

- Ownership rites

- Confl ict resolution

- Motivation

- Pros

- Cons

- Hazard & Risk Avoidance



- Co-ordinating Work Plans

- Reducing Wasted Effort 

- Communication

The MTG tool is a simple guidance mechanism for running the co-ordination 

function of the Solution Oriented Partnership. A formal management team will 

be set up early and its operation will be agreed between partners. The MTG tool 

provides a template for this team and guidelines for its activities. These cover the 

need to focus on factors that infl uence the successful progress of the Solution 

Oriented Partnership, and include confl ict resolution. The tool provides an agenda 

for the management team throughout the Solution Oriented Partnership lifetime.

The MTG uses standard project management techniques from new product 

development to plan and monitor progress, with special recognition of the need to 

keep all partners involved and committed. 

Conclusion and Links

Solution Oriented Partnerships do not just happen. They need to be actively 

and continuously managed. The tools in this section are designed to reduce the 

Solution Oriented Partnerships reliance on chance. They provide mechanisms 

to support the co-ordination, organisation and direction of Solution Oriented 

Partnership progress and the structuring of the relationships. The tools encourage 

the shared defi nition of each partner’s expected costs, benefi ts and risks of taking 

part. They provide guidance for the consideration of the legal aspects of entering 

into collaborative work. Finally they provide guidance for those partners adopting 

the important role of co-ordinating the Solution Oriented Partnership activities.

Partnership co-ordination is closely linked to the Solution stream. In fact, the 

design of the partner-based solution dictates the kind of partnership that is needed 

to deliver it. The solution is used to form the basis of the PPF matrix and defi nes 

the roles that must be shared between partners. This reference to the solution also 

helps to identify missing capabilities and therefore any new partners needed by 

a partnership. A key to successful partnershipping is often the sharing of visions 

between the partners; in a Partner Based Solution-driven Solution Oriented 

Partnership the vision of the solution itself helps to bind the partners, who must 

then seek shared visions for the allocation of the work to achieve the solution; 
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Solution Scan
Helma Luiten, Tom van der Horst, Emma van Sandick

Introduction

The methodology for creating Solution Oriented Partnerships is a comprehensive 

and ambitious approach to innovation and has to be communicated with care in 

order to get actors involved. With this in mind the Solution Scan is developed 

as a tool for communicating with companies. The partners, that together form a 

Solution Oriented Partnership, are not necessarily just companies. Government 

agencies, NGO’s, and charitable organisations can all be partners. However, this 

scan is typically designed for companies.  

The aim of the Solution Scan is to make a company enthusiastic about the Solution 

Oriented Partnership methodology and about offering ‘solutions’ instead of single 

products. This is the fi rst step in starting a new initiative that needs the investment 

of time and money from partners. The tool allows the opportunities for a company 

to start or to join such a project to be quickly scanned. For example, how capable 

is the company at innovating and is it willing to do so? The tools also generates 

ideas for new Partner Based Solutions and the agreements needed for follow up 

activities. 

Possible results of a Solution Scan session are: 

1. The company is so interested in the ideas generated that it wants to start 

feasibility studies immediately. 

2. The company is enthusiastic about the potential of the approach and 

wants to do a more concrete Solution Scan project. This follow-up project 

will use the Solution Oriented Partnership Methodological Framework.

3. The company sees no possibilities now or in the near future.

Solution Scan: a tool for setting up Solution Oriented Partnerships 

The Solution Scan is a useful tool in the phase before an actual Solution Oriented 

Partnership project can start. The scan is divided into three phases, see fi gure 1: 

• Phase 1: is the analysis phase in which the sources of innovation within 



the company and the market are defi ned. 

• This information forms the basis of phase 2, the idea generation phase. 

Phase 2 offers tools that generate ideas for potential Partner Based 

Solutions.

• Phase 3: the conclusion and agreement to follow up, defi nes the transition 

to the next step in the innovation process. The results are listed and 

uncertainties for realization are defi ned. 

fi gure 1: The phases of the Solution Scan

It takes approximately two hours to complete the whole scan. The company 

involved must actively participate, otherwise the results are unlikely to fi t its profi le 

or needs. This requires a certain amount of trust to have already been established 

and the tool is likely to be used on a second or third meeting with a company. 

Earlier meetings should focus on making the acquaintance of the company and 

introducing the philosophy.  

Dialogue between Solution Centers and companies. 

Solution Centers are responsible for new Solution Oriented Partnership projects. 

They have the methodological knowledge, established networks of (potential) 

partners interested in these projects and are motivated to stimulate new initiatives. 

Solution Centers are located in the Netherlands (TNO and Philips Design), Italy 

(Politechnico Milano), the UK (Cranfi eld University) and Portugal (INETI) and 

carry out the Solution Scan. This toolkit supports these coordinators in their 

acquisition activities. 

But the scan is not only useful in acquisition, it also stimulates the dialogue between 

Solution Centers and potentially interested new partners. The aim of using the tool 

in this dialogue is to give the company insight into what the Solution Oriented 

-
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Partnership Methodology can offer. It gives a fi rst impression of what makes a 

Partner Based Solution and supports the creative thinking that (hopefully) results 

in fi rst ideas. The creativity of the person using the tool determines whether or 

not the scan results in new ideas. So as well as knowing the ins and outs of the 

methodology, this person must be able to quickly understand the situation in which 

the company operates and combine this with creative thinking. 

A serious and useful dialogue requires openness. It is to be expected that a 

company on fi rst acquaintance is not completely open and sincere. The company 

will probably not offer confi dential information at fi rst. It has to be clearly stated to 

companies involved that, because of the confi dentiality of strategic company issues, 

the results of a Solution Scan session are fully secret. Copies of the results will be 

sent to the company and original sheets are kept in the Solution Center’s archives. 

Only these two copies of the sheets should  be made. Furthermore, receiving only 

limited information from the company does not have to be a problem for using this 

tool. Even with limited information new ideas can be generated and new business 

insights can be delivered. The tool opens up the minds of the people present and 

opens doors to new ideas. 

The reason for using the Solution Scan 

The Solution Scan toolkit can be seen as a guided tour of the main aspects of the 

Solution Oriented Partnership methodology. It supports Solution Centers starting 

the dialogue with potentially interested companies. By using the tool the added 

value of the methodology becomes visible to a company. It results in a limited 

number of potential new ideas tailored to this company and shows what partners 

are needed in order to offer new and better solutions in a specifi c context-of-use. 

This is very important at the beginning of the innovation process. You not only 

have to have companies interested in participation, but the direction the innovation 

takes depends on these partners. Executing the whole innovation process in a very 

limited time provides a better feeling for tentative solutions and the partners that 

would be needed to realize them.

Outline of the Solution Scan

The Solution Scan is a paper-based toolkit. A3 sheets are designed, one per tool, 



each with a dedicated layout. Each sheet is presented in a format that shows 

the steps that make up the tool, the questions that should be asked and what 

should be fi lled in. They are completed on the spot with the company at present.  

Figure 2 shows an overview of these tool sheets that make up the Solution 

Scan. The sheets are divided into three phases: ‘analyses, ‘idea generation’ and 

‘conclusions and agreement on follow up’. The fi gure also gives an overview of 

the interrelationships between the separate tools. 

• Tool sheets 1, 2 and 3 collect company specifi c information and insight 

into the innovation potential. 

• In tool sheets 4 and 5 the company’s awareness of and commitment to 

sustainability is analyzed. 

• Sheet 6 is used to identify important trends and developments for the 

future. 

• This information is used in sheets 7, 8 and 9 where the business is 

redefi ned and new function fulfi llment ideas are generated. 

• In tool sheets 10, 11 and 12 the Design Plan method [see earlier chapter] 

is used to defi ne interesting platforms based on the ideas from sheet 9.

• Sheet 13 is used to exchange solution ideas that have been developed in 

scans with other companies. 

• Sheet 14 summarizes the conclusions 

• Sheet 15 outlines questions of feasibility to follow up. 

There is not the space here to present all the sub-tools making up the scan, but 

every sheet is described in more detail below. As an example of how the tool sheets 

are presented sheet 1 is shown in fi gure 3 below. Each sheet like this example should 

be printed out on A3-format and fi lled in by the Solution Center coordinator in 

conversation with a company. 

Analysis phase sub-tool sheets

Sheet 1, ‘the current situation’, is part of the sub-tool: ‘Company Innovation Scan’ 

(sheets 1-2-3). The purpose of the Company Innovation Scan is to gain insight in 

the current situation of the company (sheet 1), their innovation potential (sheet 2) 

and the elements the company could potentially contribute to a platform (sheet 3). 

The sheets show lists of items and sub-items that should be completed to provide 
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insight into the company’s opportunities and ambitions. 
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fi gure 2: Outline of the tool sheets of the Solution Scan.

• The Current Situation, see fi gure 3, consists of items like the fi nancial 

situation, unique skills, production techniques, R&D possibilities, etc.

• The Innovation Potential (sheet 2) captures the hypothetical potential of 

the company to innovate. It gives an idea of the fl exibility of the company: 

what aspects are they willing and able to change and which are fi xed. 

For example the item ‘organisation’ asks the company to identify new 

activities and partnerships that would be attractive to them in the future. 

When such a question is put to companies they can start to fantasize and 

at the same time give their opinion on what is possible and what is not. 

In another example the item “technologies’ asks what new (attractive) 

technologies can be created; One frozen food company was very clear 



Company innovation scan

organisation

competence

innovation process

supplier

technologies

assets

perceived value

products

distribuition channels

markets

current situation

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

...

fi gure 3: Tool sheet 1; Current situation.

about their strength (‘frozen food’) and that they were not willing to 

change this thereby defi ning the innovation trajectory. 

• The Platform Elements (sheet 3) identifi es product, service and 

communication elements, presently available from the company, that could 

form part of a Platform. This takes the form of a list of the company’s 

qualities and assets that have the potential to becoming part of a Partner 

Based Solution. What products, technologies, services, partnerships, etc. 

can be used to reach new markets and other contexts-of-use? Identifying 

three to four such elements from a company is a really good start. 
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Tool sheets 4 and 5 go deeper into the company’s awareness of environmental and 

social sustainability. 

• Sheet 4 presents diagrammatic indicators for assessing the company’s 

corporate responsibility. What is their attitude towards sustainability? Is 

it reactive or proactive? It is impossible to capture a complete view of 

the company’s attitudes in a single meeting but this tool can provide fi rst 

insights into the company’s  involvement and ambitions. 

• Sheet 5 uses eight indicators of social sustainability. Diagrams are used 

to qualitatively asses the current situation (how much attention does 

the company give…?) and the ambition (how much attention does the 

company want to give….?). 

Tool sheet 6 presents a list of trends focused in the specifi c business area of the 

company involved. It contains both mega trends and domain specifi c trends. This 

list be prepared in advance and tailored to the company. The idea is to identify the 

opportunities and threats for the company’s business that potentially result from 

these trends. 

Idea Generation sub-tool sheets

Tool sheet 7 and 8 explore the question “what business are we in?”. The aim is to 

quickly generate challenging ideas for new businesses that create value. This sub-

tool follows the steps: 

1. What products/services does the company offer?; 

2. What functions do these product/services offer?; 

3. What needs underlie these functions; 

4. What new product/service ideas can also fulfi l these functions; 

5. What partnerships need to be defi ned to develop these ideas. 

• Sheet 7 is used for steps 1and 2 - brainstorming the functions that current 

products/services offer.

• Sheet 8 is used for steps 3 to 5 – brainstorming new ways to deliver these functions. 

Tool sheet 9 is used to build on the ideas that come from sheet 8. This is done using 

a sustainability checklist. This checklist is based on Design Guidelines from Manzini 

and System Design Strategies from Van der Horst like “check basic assumptions” 

and “empower individuals and communities”.

current situation



Sheets 10, 11 and 12 aim to defi ne possible platforms for two or more the solution 

ideas that have been generated. 

• For each idea one transparent sheet (e.g. two ideas - sheet 10 and 11) is 

used to describe it in terms of a Design Plan (see earlier chapter). 

• These two sheets, one on top of the other, can be covered by sheet 

12 (Platform Defi nition) which is also transparent. All the constituent 

elements of the two ideas should still be visible. The elements that are 

present in both ideas are potential platform elements. These can be circled 

and redrawn on sheet 12. 

Conclusion and follow-up phase sub-tool sheets

The purpose of the ‘conclusion and agreement on follow up’ phase is to exchange 

solution ideas between companies involved in the scan process. These sheets 

summarise the results of each scan session and identify the next steps to take. 

• Sheet 13 becomes part of a solution ideas database that will be used to 

exchange Solution Scans ideas between other companies. Each company 

can ‘subscribe’ to this database and can add new solution ideas to the list. 

• The results of the session are summarised on sheet 14 which describes a 

solution idea, the partners involved, and the platform elements. 

• Sheet 15 contains two questions concerning feasibility, namely: 

- What are the main uncertainties of the solution ideas?

- What are the activities needed to continue activities?

Links with the Solution Oriented Partnership Methodology Framework

As stated before the Solution Scan can be the fi rst step in a new Solution Oriented 

Partnership project, a new innovation process. The Scan process is particularly 

relevant when the choice is made to start the project from the point of view of 

partners (i.e. in the left upper square in the framework diagram - see the earlier 

chapter on the Solution Oriented Partnership Methodological Framework). 

Lessons Learnt 

• Using the tool showed that companies involved saw new possibilities for 

themselves. They were prompted to look at their activities in a new light. 
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This new way of looking opened up new possibilities. 

• As highlighted before, the skills of the person conducting the scan 

determine whether or not new ideas are generated. Creative people with 

a good sense for the needs of companies should use the tool so that new 

ideas are generated. The toolkit should not be used by laymen. The tool 

supports the person using it, but this person should already have profound 

knowledge of the methodology and philosophy. 

• The Solution Scan must also be time restricted. There will never be 

enough time to go into the company and potential ideas in full depth. 

But this is not the purpose of the Solution Scan. The Solution Oriented 

Partnership Methodology is designed as the mechanism to achieve this. 

Conclusion

The Solution Scan is a ‘quick and dirty’ scan that demonstrates to companies the 

possibilities of the Solution Oriented Partnership Methodology. These companies 

are essential for starting up new innovation projects. Therefore this tool is designed 

as a way to communicate the methodology and philosophy in limited time. The 

tool stimulates the creativity and new thinking that will hopefully lead to new 

Partner Based Solutions. 



What does this methodology do?

Focusing on new architectures of production-consumption systems, which include 

new forms of consumption, the Solution Oriented Partnership methodology aims 

to provide strategies for short-term innovative solutions to predefi ned problems. 

From a Sustainability point of view, its infl uence on the performance of current 

systems should introduce changes towards more sustainable solutions, the benefi ts 

of which need to be assessed and demonstrated. 

To achieve this, an easy-to-use abridged assessment method was developed to 

facilitate systemic and life cycle thinking in problem solving processes that are 

aimed at system-level solutions. Considering the three interrelated dimensions of 

Sustainability (social, economic and environmental), selected physical and non-

physical attributes are assessed regarding each context-of-use, on a limited scale 

with reasonable reliability, transparency and reproducibility. This enables managers, 

designers and researchers to evaluate solutions in a systematic way. This supports 

discussion about proposed solutions in a context-of-use and whether it is providing 

conditions for sustainable transitions, where social, economic and environmental 

interests align. In turn, this allows priority issues to be addressed and choices to be made. 

Why should this tool be used?

To assess the sustainability of a given system we must use a holistic approach to 

problem defi nition and incorporate life cycle thinking. Inspired by the triple-

bottom line concept, we recognise that economic growth is linked to the well being 

of society and to the health of ecosystems. Any system assessment must balance all 

three areas. Within the frame of Partner Based Solutions, and considering the 

complexity of sustainability assessment of production-consumption chains, we have 

striven to create a simplifi ed method suited for abridged analysis of solutions. 

The Solution Oriented Partnership approach aims to offer solutions with 

added value for consumers, for partners and for the environment, by identifying 

consumers’ needs in real contexts-of-use, and delivering solutions according to 

System Assessment
Paulo J. Partidário, INETI- DMTP
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those needs.  Any assessment method has to rely on the formulation of an easy-to-

use tool that, in a business context, enables the user to quantify and/ or qualify the 

benefi ts that are gained in the three sustainability dimensions  (fi g. 1) throughout 

the solution life cycle, and fi nally communicate them.  

Economic
benefi ts

Environmental
benefi ts

Consumer
benefi ts

SD

Towards SD

fi gure 1: The assessment of solutions in the three dimensions of 

sustainable development need an integrated approach.
The assessment method has to be designed to have a twofold purpose: 

- To compare a given solution with alternatives and demonstrate benefi ts; 

- To identify critical design aspects in a useful timeframe, in order to suggest 

further improvements to the solution designers. 

Who should be involved?

Different groups of actors may have varying views on the reasons for assessment. 

Within the whole methodology, this tool follows the design, creativity and 

optimisation stages, where sustainability guidelines aim to infl uence (through 

quick checking and early decision-taking).  In a validation stage complementary 

to the Solution Oriented Partnership methodological framework, the validation of 

solutions has to be explicitly addressed. Thus, the sustainability assessment model 

generates a structure to enable evaluation of highly context-oriented solutions.

Different parties relate direct and indirectly to this tool: the Solution Oriented 

Partnership (including business, designers, engineers, researchers, social system 

actors, government and users/consumers). The involvement effort of different 

actors depends on their ability to use the assessment tool and/or just using its 

outcomes. Particularly during direct use, access to empirical data is impacted by 

the partners and the expert knowledge and assistance that they could have from 
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Solution Oriented Partnership co-ordinators. In addition the assessment results can 

be useful for ‘green’ marketing purposes and for development purposes considering 

both supply (design process: improving/ replacing the solution) and demand 

(highlighting conscious consumption) subsystems.

Validating the benefi ts of solutions: The general setup

Using life cycle thinking how do we validate the benefi ts of new Partner Based 

Solutions? This encompasses a move from evaluating the performance of a single 

product (or service) to the evaluation of integrated solutions in specifi c contexts-

of-use (each having specifi c local social-cultural conditions). Moreover, there are 

societal, economic and environmental aspects related to the sustainability of both 

production and consumption activities, which will involve complex relationships.

In order to focus on the fulfi lment of a complete function through a given 

integrated solution instead of a single product or service, and using the triple-

bottom line concept as a basis for tri-dimensional (3D) assessments, a new 

methodology is proposed here for the sustainability assessment of solutions in 

integrated production-consumption chains. According to the stages of Solution 

Oriented Partnership progress, and having access to key information and data, this 

tool can provide: (a) A quick check in early design stages, giving early guidance on 

sustainability; and (b) A more detailed evaluation of the fi nal solution.

The assessment process creates a workfl ow that, when applied to the Partner Based 

Solutions, consists of the following ten steps:

1) Starting the assessment: Goal defi nition

Defi ning the reason for doing an assessment and stating the intended use for the 

analysis. For Solution oriented Partnerships, the purpose is at least twofold in 

comparing between solutions to demonstrate their strengths and weaknesses, and 

formulating foci for improvements.  

2)  Defi nition of the system

The defi nition of the system (of which each solution is a part) pre-determines 

to a large extent the result of an assessment. Moreover, decisions at this point 

greatly depend on the purpose of the assessment. Good practice in this situation 

requires that the procedures used for defi ning the system are transparent and that 

the decisions are clearly described. The Solution Oriented Partnership approach is 
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very much focused on the customer, and on the context-of-use, as the functionality 

of the system and the functions of the solution have to match the needs/desires 

of consumers. However insights are required as well at a broader level of analysis 

(see scoping). In addition, for a coherent integration of the three dimensions of 

evaluation and its application at a later stage in the evaluation of solutions, it is 

necessary that they will be based upon the same system defi nition.

3) Defi nition of the scope of analysis

This defi nes the boundaries (determining different aggregation levels of analysis) 

and assumptions for the recording, examining and evaluation of impacts/ benefi ts. 

For system analysis, the perspective of function fulfi lment helps to defi ne the 

system boundaries taking a lifecycle perspective (from extraction of raw materials, 

through production and use, to waste management, including all the inputs and 

outputs involved in the ‘metabolism’ expressed by the selected functional unit) and 

a multi-layer perspective (micro, meso, macro), with focus on the context-of-use. 

4) Defi nition of possible functional unit(s)

The selected functional unit must be described in such a way that it is relevant for 

the purpose of the study. It has to capture changes in the system at the required level. 

For such selection, we must identify the result that is delivered by the production 

subsystem, and/ or the need/desire it fulfi ls in the consumption subsystem. In order 

to focus on the fulfi lment of a complete function through the Solution Oriented 

Partnership approach, a wide defi nition may be assumed.

5) Defi nition of the assessment type

The assessment may be qualitative and/or quantitative throughout the life cycle 

stages where changes are felt. The balance between quantitative and qualitative 

indicators varies according to each aspect under consideration, and according to 

resource and data availability. When comparing a new Partner Based Solution with 

alternatives, to demonstrate its benefi ts quantitative data might be crucial. Where 

qualitative approaches have to be applied, scalable responses rather than open-

ended descriptive statements are encouraged.  

6) Selection of indicators

According to the pre-defi ned criteria, a set of indicators is selected to perform 

the assessment in each dimension. A feasible metrics system is crucial to support 

decision taking when addressing highly context-oriented sustainable solutions. 
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Indicators, which are defi ned as key information about physical, social or economic 

aspects of a system, are used to measure and motivate progress toward sustainable 

goals. Therefore, at a concrete level of each activity in a given chain, they should 

address the main dimensions of sustainable development, and be relevant to the 

issues and impacts for target groups. Indicators used in each assessment dimension 

should be applied to the whole function, within the predefi ned boundaries (space 

and time), so providing specifi c measurements of individual or global aspects that 

can be used to track and demonstrate performance. The focus is on both the 

profi les of the current and the new system. They should enable a structured data 

collection, providing triggers for dialogue and further enquiry within different 

evaluation levels, on the issues of concern to the project team and to different 

stakeholder groups. Possible experimental constraints also have to be identifi ed (e.g. 

time and budget).

7) Data management

It includes input data, data assembling, the performance of necessary calculations 

and inventory analysis. Data aggregation and aggregated scoring should be avoided 

when possible. Using the indicators scale of change and their change percentage 

compared to the existing solutions is a more transparent result than using differences 

in aggregated impact scores between alternative solutions.

8) Evaluation

After the assessment in each dimension of sustainability, evaluate the potential 

benefi ts of each new Partner Based Solution, considering the selected functional 

unit. After an integration of results, the aim of the evaluation stage is to confi rm 

and/or improve the functionality of each new solution. To give insight on the 

changes each alternative solution is promoting, indicators and their change 

percentage compared to the existing solutions are provided. 

Besides the previous characterization, a complementary evaluation might be 

performed to identify other characteristics of the system relevant for innovation 

(e.g. rewards, incentives, regulation).

9) Comparing solutions

When comparing the new Partner Based Solutions with corresponding current 

solutions, more than one reference situation should be used. But how does the 

solution fulfi l the envisaged functions compared to current solutions? How radical 
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is the new solution design? An analysis of strengths and weaknesses of each new 

solution, when compared to a conventional production-consumption system, can 

be performed and therefore the key hot-spots can be identifi ed. Then the related 

solution elements can be improved and later re-assessed.

When the need/demand is satisfi ed by alternative solutions, it is relatively easy 

to compare solutions. To understand possible trade-offs between options and 

subsequent implications, use system thinking to promote a fi nal discussion on 

results, instead of discussing each assessment dimension in isolation. Using the 

triple-bottom line concept, explore the interfaces between each two sustainability 

dimensions: (i) The economic – environmental area; (ii) The economic – social 

area; and (iii) social – environment area.

10) Communicating results and conclusions. 

According to the assessment purposes, different interested parties, which may be 

internal or external to the process, may be targeted in this communication. Results 

and conclusions can confi rm and/or help to formulate further development aspects 

within the evaluated path. The assessment results can also be useful for ‘green’ 

marketing purposes.

Performing the specifi c assessments in each dimension

On the basis of the common steps described above, this section gives insight on 

the specifi c characteristics provided by the social, economic and environmental 

assessments, as they are explored as distinct dimensions of sustainability before 

an integrated evaluation. The fi nal validation of expected benefi ts includes the 

following criteria: 

• Social – Customer perceived increase in added value of the system, 

measured as the ability to satisfy need at a reasonable cost, (when 

compared to the present scenario); Increased number of initiatives at 

European dimension.

• Economic - Life cycle costs of the system sensibly reduced when 

compared to traditional products and services.  

• Environmental - Environmental impact of the system sensibly reduced 

when compared to the present scenario.

The social assessment enables the integration of social aspects into the life cycle 
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thinking and assessment of Partner Based Solutions delivered through Solution 

Oriented Partnerships. The focus is on interaction of users and the system elements, 

and their experience of using the solution. The social assessment is a qualitative 

assessment and is not intended to provide quantitative, statistical information.

In a multiplayer approach, having a focus ranging from customers and local 

communities to the society level, the aim of the social assessment method is to 

understand how a proposed or implemented solution contributes to the quality of 

life of people. This improvement looks ahead at the value added that is achieved 

by a high functionality solution. Users and other stakeholders are asked to refl ect 

on the before, during and after situations to fi nd out the unexpected as well as 

assessing the expected (especially in terms of people’s use and attitudes). For the 

assessment, the unit of analysis consists of a personal story, a personal experience 
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fi gure 2: The social assessment of a new solution compared with 

a reference situation.



of interactions with the current and new solutions, using a radar graph (fi g.2) that 

allows a visualization of the fi ndings according to predefi ned assessment criteria.

The economic assessment enables a validation of marginal cost-benefi t effects 

that result from the new partner-based solutions, using three levels of analysis. In 

general, various aspects of costs should be considered for a complete life cycle 

of a solution, enabling indirect and hidden costs as well as non-market values to 

be incorporated into the accounting system of companies, or other institutions 

(thereby documenting improper, ineffi cient and ineffective use of resources).

The economic assessment of new solutions is an abridged quantitative methodology, 

based on the marginal cost-benefi ts of providing one more functional unit. Given 

the multiple defi nitions costs may have, and the complexity of data gathering from 

the different partners’ inputs throughout the value chain, this validation process 

requires a joint workshop, where all partners will determine the costs-benefi ts on 

the basis of pre-elaborated inputs.  In this approach, a distinction is made between 

internal costs, which are relevant on the context-of-use and meta-context-of-use 

levels, and external costs, which are relevant on a societal level. The resulting joint 

assessment indicates the occurring changes in the system characterized through 

four cost indicators (time, infrastructure, material and energy). The data is then 

evaluated and converted into euros. Where relevant, externalities are added to 

arrive at the societal benefi ts. Finally the life cycle costs-benefi ts of the solution 

are derived simply by adding up all internal costs (context-of-use level), or internal 

plus external costs (societal level), which is followed by a round confi rmation of 

the validation results. 

In the environmental assessment a process analysis and selected input/output 

parameters along the production-consumption chain are combined, in order to 

determine the impacts of new Partner Based Solutions at the three predefi ned 

levels of analysis. The environmental assessment is a life cycle thinking based 

methodology, which enables practitioners to investigate and quantitatively assess 

in a systematic but abridged way, the infl uence on the solutions design of selected 

environmentally related inputs and outputs through life cycle stages. In turn, this 

allows priority issues or problems to be addressed and choices to be made. The 

group of indicators selected are intended to provide easy data-collectable variables 

of particular impacts at the life cycle stages under scope. An important characteristic 
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of these metrics is that measurements can be combined to calculate the impact per 

output unit over the life cycle stages. Due to the complexity of assessment methods 

available to evaluate how signifi cant each new solution is in its context-of-use, a 

reasonable approach is to consider the depletion of resources (i.e. inputs that the 

economy appropriates from nature) and the effects of resulting pollution (e.g. green 

house gases and ozone depletion). 

158/159

The natural resource base (e.g. air, water, and soil) is used for inputs, recycling and 

disposal of wastes. Moreover, the use of inputs is indirectly the cause of emissions 

and solid waste problems that occur throughout the solution life cycle stages. 

Given the boundary conditions of a new Partner Based Solution to be validated, 

the set of environmental indicators considered (fi g.3) is relatively simple and 

fi gure 3: The environmental assessment of a given new solution 

compared with a reference situation.
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II.7 System Assessment

clear. It requires readily available, meaningful and applicable data organized into 

resource consumption- and pollution-oriented categories, and focuses mainly on 

the most critical inputs and on a few outputs of both subsystems of production 

and consumption. Following the simple general rule that the fewer the metrics the 

better, such metrics can be used to evaluate relative performances of products and 

processes.

Conclusion

It is frequently complex to communicate the sustainability value created in systems. 

This methodology aims to overcome that drawback occurring in transitions 

towards sustainability, by:

- Reducing the complexity of the assessment process through a streamlined 

methodology, as sustainability assessment is a resource intensive practitioner and 

research fi eld;

- Providing a holistic judgement. Having in common with conventional tools 

for life cycle analysis a systemic and a life cycle thinking basis, the sustainability 

assessment of systems goes beyond environmental and economic assessment 

concerns, extending the focus to social issues as well;

- Providing a comparative analysis to the design team on the performance of current 

and new Partner Based Solutions, in order to frame key issues, demonstrating 

strengths and weaknesses, and highlighting critical areas for improvement;

- Enabling in a communication stage to target different interested actors, 

which may be internal/external to the process. Results and conclusions enable 

Solution Oriented Partnership members to confi rm and/or to formulate further 

development aspects within the evaluated path as well as communicate externally.



Validation of Life Cycle Economic Benefi ts of 
Partner-Based Solutions

E. Tempelman, P. Joore, TNO Industrial Technology

Introduction

This chapter presents a methodology for validating the life cycle economic benefi ts 

of Partner Based Solutions. It starts with the goal and scope of the validation and 

goes on to explain why a life cycle approach is necessary, how the functional unit 

of the validation should be defi ned and how the reference situation should be 

selected. Specifi c attention is given to the problem of validation levels, where an 

intelligent choice has lead to signifi cant reductions in the amount of necessary 

validation work. Also, it explains how the required data can be found by organising 

a workshop and how these data can be structured by using six cost indicators. 

Furthermore, this document makes a distinction between internal costs, which 

are relevant on the context-of-use and meta-context-of-use levels, and external 

costs, which are relevant on the societal level. A section on how to conclude the 

validation is also included. The methodology presented here is quite different from 

a conventional Life Cycle Costing analysis. The difference is explained at the end 

of this chapter.

Goal and scope of the validation

Partner-Based Solutions offer cost reduction in several ways, e.g. by:

• Increasing the use of standardised and hence, cheaper components;

• Eliminating losses;

• Making better use of existing infrastructure, e.g. by joining forces with 

other solutions already being supplied or more productive use of available 

ICT facilities;

• Making more use of ecologically sound components, renewable energy 

or materials;

The goal of the methodology is to compare the Partner Based Solution with a 

suitable reference situation and in doing so, to see if any of these cost reductions 

have been realised, and how. The methodology is designed for validating solutions 
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II.8 Validation of Life Cycle Economic 
Benefits of Partner-Based Solutions

on a pilot scale, giving concrete results with comparatively little effort.

For the companies involved, Partner Based Solutions also have the potential to 

increase turnover and profi ts and to strengthen the customer base. Similarly, local 

communities may benefi t also, e.g. through the generation of jobs for people who 

would otherwise be unemployed. However, these effects cannot be validated by 

pilot cases simply because of their limited scale. Therefore, these meso-scale effects 

are not addressed by the validation.

Partner Based Solutions also promise reduced environmental impact. This validation 

addresses these reductions also, but only insofar as they can be monetarised, 

i.e. “out-of-pocket” costs for society. Finally, Partner Based Solutions promise 

increased customer benefi ts and hence, a willingness of customers to pay more. 

This increase in (perceived) value is largely subjective and is therefore not addressed 

in this validation, which – after all – is concerned with cost, not value.

Why a life cycle approach is necessary

Typically, a solution has a life cycle consisting of fi ve stages: agriculture & extraction, 

processing, preparation, serving & consumption and end-of-life. For the validation, 

this quintet is expanded with a solution management stage and a transport stage 

(see Figure below).
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Note that life cycles can in principle be very short and simple. For instance, in 

the case of someone eating home-grown vegetables, there is really only one 

stakeholder, hardly any processing and waste, and virtually no transport. However, 



in the majority of solutions, life cycles are very complex, involving many different 

stakeholders and transport steps, each of these being a possible source of waste.

During each stage, costs are incurred. Moreover, because reductions made in one 

stage may lead to increases or decreases in another, it is necessary to take into account 

all fi ve stages in the validation. A simple example is the use of canned instead of raw 

vegetables in a restaurant kitchen: this allows the cook to prepare the meals faster 

and hence, cheaper. However, this cost reduction for the preparation stage is at least 

partially offset by the increased cost of processing, since the vegetables still have to 

be cleaned, sliced and canned. Naturally, this example can be generalised to include 

all pre-prepared ingredients and even entire meals.

Also, it is necessary to draw up similar life cycles for auxiliary products insofar as 

these are actually consumed in the solution. Again, cost reductions in one stage 

may be offset by increases in another. In the example just given, this would include 

the cans.

Defi ning the functional unit for the validation

In performing the validation, it is indispensable to defi ne a “common denominator” 

for all costs, with which all costs can be normalised and totalled in the right way. As 

a default for the validation of a food solution, the functional unit can for instance 

be defi ned as follows:

Providing one meal for one consumer, the meal being healthy, tasty and suffi ciently 

large, and being served in a manner that meets the relevant standards for hygiene 

and safety. 

It is quite possible to choose a different defi nition if the specifi c solution merits this. 

For instance, if a food solution provides a full set of meals for one day (i.e. breakfast, 

lunch, dinner and snacks), this full set can be chosen as the functional unit. This can 

prevent problems of allocation.

Note that such a default defi nition is a very technical one: the example lies very 

far away from the actual experience of eating, which involves issues such as how 

effi ciently food is digested and how enjoyable it is to eat. This need not be a problem 

if the validation of customer benefi ts takes these issues duly into account. Still, if 

the new solution is aimed specifi cally at improving such issues, it might be better 

to defi ne the functional unit in such a way that these issues are clearly refl ected in 
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it (people do not visit a two-star restaurant simply to “carbo load”). Future research 

will have to show if such a choice is actually advantageous.

Selecting a baseline for the validation

The cost reduction of Partner Based Solution can only be determined in relation to 

a well-defi ned reference situation, henceforth designated as the baseline. However, 

baselines cannot be selected in a totally objective manner. After all, a consumer society 

offers choice and, apart from in very tightly constrained contexts-of-use, different 

consumers are likely to meet their needs in different ways. So, the crucial question 

is really: in making the validation, what are we actually comparing with what?

Imagine a Partner Based Solution consisting of a lunch meal service for workers at 

an SME, replacing the workers’ current lunch consisting of a low quality homemade 

sandwich or snack. Compared to this fi rst baseline, the solution will show huge 

customer benefi ts with moderate cost benefi ts. However, one could also use a standard 

catering service as the baseline, which is expensive (and hence, not currently used) 

but offers good quality. Compared to this second baseline, the solution will show 

small (in any) customer benefi ts with huge cost benefi ts.

It is best to select the baseline that lies as close as possible to the actual situation 

(in the example above, this would be the fi rst baseline). If this is somehow 

unsatisfactorily, more than one baseline must be used. If this still doesn’t solve the 

problem, then it must be concluded that the Partner Based Solution in question 

is simply not aimed at one specifi c need. This need not imply that it is doomed 

to be unsuccessful, but it does unfortunately rule out any form of comparative 

validation.

Validation levels – marginal and integral costs

The validation should only address the marginal or variable costs of the Partner 

Based Solution, i.e. the costs of providing one functional unit more. Any capital 

investments necessary for the solution must be excluded. The actual use of such 

facilities, naturally, is to be included.

There are two important reasons for this choice. One, it is usually not possible to 

determine these cost factors for the baseline, because the investments were made in 

the past and often at least partially for other purposes also. The second reason is that 
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making an integral instead of a marginal validation would lead to infi nite regress, 

which can be succinctly summarised as “machines to make machines to make…”

This choice also means that the “container” category of so called overhead 

costs is to be omitted from the validation also. For instance, the costs of general 

administrative work, space heating and lighting etc. should not be included. What 

should be included are, for instance, the labour costs directly involved in the actual 

solution management.

All this is not to say that the capital investment costs, plus costs associated with 

the training of people, marketing campaigns etc., are insubstantial, on the contrary. 

Such costs can be a major burden on a given solution and should therefore be 

duly addressed in the Partner Based Solution business plan for that very solution. 

However, for the validation methodology, we make the hypothesis that a certain 

marginal cost benefi t also implies a comparable integral cost benefi t, a least after a 

certain “learning period” has passed.

Note that in environmental life cycle assessment (LCA) parlance, a validation of 

marginal effects is called a fi rst-level assessment, with zero level being an assessment 

of the primary product only. Producing the necessary equipment would be 

included in a second-level assessment, etc. So called rebound effects typically take 

place on the second level. In LCAs, such effects can include, for example, extra 

airplane holidays made from money saved by energy-effi cient living. A possible cost 

equivalent of a rebound effect would be the profi ts from investments made with 

the money saved by the Partner Based Solution. Again, if these are projected to be 

substantial, they should be included in the business plan, but they have no place in 

the validation of the cost benefi ts.

Data gathering – the workshop approach

In the Solution Oriented Partnership approach, a partnership teams up to provide 

one or more solutions for several end users, consisting of different combinations of 

solution elements provided by the respective partners. Furthermore, there may be 

intermediary partners involved. In such a complex set-up the cost benefi ts cannot 

be validated through a series of one-to-one interviews because costs can be defi ned 

in various ways (for instance, costs may or may not include profi t margins).

A better way is to get all partners together to determine the benefi ts in one joint 
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workshop. The assessor should prepare this workshop thoroughly, by

1) Defi ning the goal & scope of the validation;

2) Defi ning the functional unit;

3) Selecting the baseline(s) for the validation and

4) Drawing up system maps for both the Partner Based Solution and the 

baseline(s).

These maps must highlight the role of each partner. They should include all the relevant 

steps that are essential for providing the solution elements and the ultimate solution, 

and should be organised along the life cycle stages defi ned earlier in this chapter.

With these inputs, the workshop can begin. For each of the life cycle stages it is 

jointly determined whether or not there is any change between the baseline and 

the new solution. This is repeated if there is more than one baseline. If there is no 

change in a certain stage, then this entire stage can be omitted from the validation. 

Next, the changes that remain are substantiated, using six cost indicators: time, 

materials, waste, energy, transport and infrastructure, further described below. In 

this well structured way, no relevant cost item need be forgotten. Note that partner 

companies need not reveal any commercially sensitive information regarding their 

internal cost breakdown. Rather, the aim is to jointly fi nd those places in the system 

maps where the new solution is more cost-effective. This should also be presented 

as the main motivator for attending the workshop, because during the validation it 

is likely that new potential “cost savers” will be found.

The six cost indicators are as follows;

• Time: means simply time spent by people involved in the baseline and 

the new solution. It covers paid labour, volunteer activity and time spent 

by the end user. It excludes time spent for transport, which has a separate 

indicator.

• Materials: means the products and auxiliaries consumed (e.g. for a food 

solution, this would include the food itself, plus any packaging materials 

and disposables).

• Waste: means just that.

• Energy: means electricity and heat for unit actions such as processing, 

preparation and conditioned storage, but not fuel for transport, which has 

a separate indicator.
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• Transport: means just that.

• Infrastructure: is a special indicator, used solely to determine if the solution 

makes better (or worse) use of existing space, IT facilities, subsidies or 

similar “infrastructural” inputs. It can also cover any non-core functionality 

of the solution that has no clear parallel in the baseline(s).

Important note: a given partnership can generate different solutions for different 

contexts-of-use on the basis of the same set of solution elements. It is perfectly 

possible to validate such sets of solutions at the same time, in the same workshop. 

To do this, steps 1 through 4 above must be executed for each separate solution. 

Such a combined assessment is in fact desirable, since many unit actions will be the 

same in the different solutions.

Concluding the validation

The data gathered in the workshop concern the out-of-pocket costs for the 

partners. These costs are internal to the companies in the sense that they can, in 

principle, affect their magnitude. But in addition, there are external costs that are 

borne by society, which are typically paid by companies and end users alike through 

taxes, and which companies cannot affect. Such costs include environmental costs, 

but only insofar as these are monetarised; non-monetarised impacts can fi nd their 

place in the validation of environmental benefi ts.

The aim is to validate the life cycle cost benefi ts of solutions on (1) the level of the 

(meta-) context-of-use and (2) the level of society as a whole. The fi rst one is the 

level on which the partner companies and the end users are active. On this level, 

internal costs provide a complete picture. To give the complete cost benefi ts for the 

societal level, by defi nition, the external costs, the externalities, must be added. To 

do this, the following distinctions must be made per indicator:

• Time: through wages, paid labour directly translates into a cost on both 

levels. Volunteer labour time has zero cost on the (meta-) context-of-use 

level, but not on the societal level: here, it should be multiplied by the legal 

minimum wage per minute. End user time has no cost consequences on 

either level, but any signifi cant change here should lead to an entry in the 

customer benefi ts assessment.

• Materials: euro for euro, material costs are internal costs. For the societal 
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costs, externalities should be added depending on the environmental 

impact of the material production.

• Waste: no change is necessary on the societal level if the solution wastes 

are disposed of and/or recycled as in the baseline.

• Energy: this directly translates into cost on the (meta-) context-of-use 

level. For the societal costs, externalities should be added if the energy is 

generated in non-sustainable ways, i.e. from fossil fuels.

• Transport: as with energy. Again, externalities should be added to determine 

the societal costs.

• Infrastructure: space made available is converted into euros through the 

cost per square metre. If it will actually be used for other purposes, then 

this cost is an internal effect; otherwise, the potential value should be 

treated as an externality. Euro for euro, subsidies represent a negative cost 

(i.e. a benefi t) on the (meta-) context-of-use level, but a zero cost on the 

societal level.

Having made these changes, the life cycle costs of the solution are derived simply 

by adding up all internal costs (for the (meta-) context-of-use level) or internal 

plus external costs (for the societal level). The same is done for the baseline(s). The 

differences then are the cost benefi ts of the solution on the respective levels. The 

assessor completes the validation through one fi nal feedback round with the partners.

By way of example, imagine a food service for the elderly, where hot meals are 

delivered by volunteers on bicycles, the meals consisting of normal ingredients. This 

baseline is then compared with a partner based solution using cold chain technology, 

where professionals deliver organically-grown meals by car. Furthermore, imagine 

that both the baseline and the new solution get a one euro subsidy per meal. The 

fi gure below depicts the results (all values are realistic, but fi ctitious).

Conventional LCC versus Validation of LC Economic Benefi ts of 

Partner Based Solutions

There can be considerable confusion between conventional or “standard” life cycle 

costing (LCC) and the methodology for validating Partner Based Solution life cycle 

benefi ts as described in this chapter. The three main differences are explained here.

In LCC, the “life cycle” is really that of the product starting with its purchase by 
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the end user. Subsequent stages are maintenance, re-use and eventually end-of-life. 

The actual life cycle of the product prior to purchase does not enter the analysis. In 

a validation of life cycle benefi ts of Partner Based Solutions, however, all life cycle 

stages are taken into account. So, the fi rst difference between the two methodologies 

is, quite simply, a different meaning of the words “life cycle”. The approach taken 

in a Partner Based Solution life cycle benefi ts validation is essentially that of an 

environmental Life Cycle Assessment (LCA), but one in which costs are addressed 

instead of environmental impacts.

The second difference lies in the number of stakeholders and in how they are 

related. LCC considers a situation where one end user arranges everything s/he 

needs through a series of one-to-one interactions with various suppliers. Partner 

Based Solutions, and the accompanying benefi ts validation methodology, are based 

fi gure 1: Example validation output: bar graphs of baseline and 

solution. 
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management
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Serving and 
consumption

End of life
Transport and 
distribuition

Transport
Energy
Material
Waste
Time



instead on cooperation between solution element providers, working to deliver 

solutions instead of products. Furthermore, the validation in principle allows 

distinguishing between the context-of-use and the societal levels.

Finally, the third difference is that LCC can be used both for a comparative and an 

absolute validation. The Partner Based Solution life cycle benefi ts methodology is 

designed specifi cally for a comparative validation, and then only relating to pilot 

cases instead of full-scale implementation. It should reveal no more, but also no less, 

than whether or not a certain Partner Based Solution is a step in the right direction 

and where the priorities for optimisation lie.

II.8 Validation of Life Cycle Economic 
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