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Abstract: Non-profit organizations (NPOs) are becoming top players in the business arena and can
significantly contribute to socially sustainable development by leading several open innovation (OI)
processes. The present study investigated the functioning of an NPO (ELIS, based in Rome, Italy), that
acts as an open innovation intermediary in a large consortium of enterprises. By adopting a mixed-
method approach, key aspects related to the NPO’s organizational culture, the OI management
process within the consortium, as well as leadership skills and values were investigated among
77 employees and 8 managers of the NPO. Results showed that the managers” approach to OI,
teamwork, and market challenges significantly affected the NPO’s ability to produce OI among
the consortium members. Moreover, empowering leadership, and a culture of trust and mistake
acceptance were highly valued by the NPO in view of an effective OI performance. The study
contributes to the current literature by highlighting the conditional factors of the NPO’s capability to
create open innovation with enterprises, and push them toward societal change. Implications for OI
development have been discussed.

Keywords: open innovation; non-profit organization; transformational leadership; employees’
perspective; managers’ perspective; organizational culture

1. Introduction

Firms in different sectors are facing the challenge of sustainability [1] and they are
asked to innovate products, processes, and marketing activities to contribute to the sus-
tainable development of society [2]. Indeed, the constant development of people’s needs
is the result of many social, cultural, and demographic changes, which force organiza-
tions to continuously innovate their products, processes, and services by leveraging new
forms of communication and collaboration with stakeholders [3]. In this way, compa-
nies can change competitive scenarios by introducing socially sustainable innovations in
terms of new products, services, business models, markets [4], education and training
environments [1], and “social care and work life” for employees [5]. Social innovation
refers also to inclusive growth, urban development, social economy, and cooperative service
delivery models [6], and both public and private actors can contribute to it, either internally
or through partnerships [7] and open innovation (OI).

Ol is a fairly young concept, and it can be defined as ‘a distributed innovation process
involving purposive knowledge flows across organizational boundaries for monetary or
non-monetary reasons’ [8] (p. 3). Companies can engage in two types of Ol, according to
Chesbrough and Crowther [9]: inbound open innovation and outbound open innovation.
In the case of inbound O], firms scan their environment for technology and expertise to
supplement their in-house research and development (R&D) department. In the case of
outbound O, firms hunt for external organizations that are better qualified to commercialize
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a given technology, rather than relying solely on internal channels to market. Firms’
absorptive capacity [10] to internalize external knowledge is crucial for successful inbound
open innovation.

Within this framework, non-profit organizations (NPOs) are becoming top players in
the business arena. In addition, NPOs are often involved in addressing social problems
by cooperating with other institutions when initiatives undertaken by the public and
private sectors alone have failed [11]. NPOs can be defined as ‘organizations that have as
their primary purpose the promotion of social and/or environmental goals’ [12], and they
can significantly contribute to a positive social impact through OI [13]. When non-profit
entrepreneurs contribute to intangible assets and identify a co-creation opportunity with
firms, the social benefit created is more likely to be immediate, widely applicable, and in
the form of competence development.

Theoretical Background

Previous research on OI has mainly focused on organizations’ economic performance
and resilience [14,15], and on the private benefits that this kind of innovation can bring [16],
whereas the social benefits that OI can provide have been left aside [16,17]. Fortunately,
more recently, some authors have recognized ‘that OI might be the way forward to tackle
the world’s most pressing societal challenges, which can only be weathered by diverse sets
of collaborative partners joining forces’ [18] (p. 267).

The ‘abundance’ of external knowledge outside of enterprises that is waiting to be
absorbed and converted into profitable innovative products and services is particularly
emphasized by OI [19]. Inbound open innovation refers to how enterprises exploit external
knowledge in the production process [19]. The inbound process could occur throughout
the open innovation process, beginning with the development of an idea, and progressing
through experimentation and engineering, manufacturing, marketing, and sales. Certain
OI outputs necessitate the involvement of external stakeholders who possess such knowl-
edge [10]. Then, firms must find mechanisms to assimilate and use this knowledge [10],
which means they must rely on their absorptive capacity to take advantage of inbound
open innovation. In detail, the absorptive capacity refers to how companies acquire, trans-
form, and integrate external sources of knowledge within their research and development
activities through a process of social interaction and mutual learning [10,20,21], and how
they iterate the exchange of knowledge [22].

When internal absorptive capacity is lacking, businesses typically rely on an Ol in-
termediary capable of generating their potential absorptive capacity [23]. This enables
enterprises to gain faster and more structured access to remote knowledge, in addition to
source knowledge from external actors beyond their traditional relationships, and orga-
nize search operations [24,25]. Ol intermediaries disseminate a problem to a large pool
of potential solvers in order to identify original solutions, and can realize a company’s
potential absorptive capacity, further facilitating knowledge dissemination [22]. Innovation
intermediaries are recognized as important actors who help to speed up the innovation
process, and support sustainable entrepreneurship [26]. Innovation intermediaries are
frequently involved not only in providing mediated innovation services connecting their
clients with other businesses, but also in offering direct services to their clients [25].

NPOs can act as critical intermediaries between the private and public sectors in the
development of social innovations by ‘scanning and locating new sources of knowledge,
building linkages with external knowledge providers, and the development and imple-
mentation of business and innovation strategies’ [25] (p. 720). However, over the past
four decades, NPOs have been mainly considered for their assistance role in services and
their subsidiary role to governments [3]. Therefore, the current literature is lacking studies
in which NPOs are considered potential innovation partners [27]. The available studies
are exclusively concerned either with NPOs’ in relationship with their ‘beneficiaries’, or
as providers of a service, rather than with their position as active players in a changing
market [27,28]. To our knowledge, only a master’s thesis discussed in 2020 [29] on the
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environmental water clean-up technological sector considered an NPO not just as an inter-
mediary, but as an ‘innovation developing NPO’ (IDNPO), providing a direct contribution
to a technological innovation system. Further investigations are needed to understand how
NPOs can contribute to an increase in social returns, in the form of new values and job
creation, and how their openness can generate positive externalities [18].

To investigate the functioning of NPOs and highlight the main drivers and barri-
ers to their role as IDNPOs, we can refer to the previous literature on organizational
culture [30], and the variables that proved to be critical for innovation in firms [8]. There-
fore, possible barriers related to economic aspects, marketing issues, and a lack of human
resources [27,31,32] should be considered, as should drivers related to the availability of
strategic technologies [33], and leaders’ mindsets. Indeed, leaders can help their compa-
nies build an organizational culture that accepts risks and failure [34], encourages em-
ployee involvement in decision-making [35], and supports knowledge-based activities by
motivating employees through intrinsic and extrinsic rewards [36]. Trust and positive
relationships between leaders and employees, and among employees, make them more
confident to share their ideas [37], ensuring the free flow of information and knowledge. It
must be noted that these aspects have been mainly investigated from the top managers’
perspective [38], whereas less is known about the employees’ point of view, and the possible
associations between employees’ perceptions of organizational behaviors and innovation
performance [39].

Based on the above-mentioned situation, in this study, we investigated the functioning
of an NPO in Italy that acts both as a knowledge agent and as IDNPO in a consortium of
enterprises, helping firms to expand their absorptive capacity and develop inbound OI to
foster social change. By analyzing an NPO’s employees” and managers’ perspectives on
their organizational culture, the study aimed to highlight: i) which organizational variables
are key for the NPO to promote OI with the consortium members, and ii) the barriers the
NPO must face to leverage social innovation in firms. The results may provide useful
practical insights for the NPO sector to strengthen its role as a strategic actor in achieving
social innovation objectives.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Case Study: The NPO ELIS

The study was conducted among the workers of ELIS (the Italian acronym for ed-
ucation (educazione), work (lavoro), training (istruzione), and sport (sport)), an NPO
headquartered in Rome (Italy) involved in the development of customer-centered training
initiatives. ELIS has been active in the field for over 50 years (foundation year: 1964), has
approximately 350 employees and a turnover of more than 20 million euros (2019-2020),
and develops its initiatives in Italy as well as in more than 20 other countries. ELIS trains
people for employment, offering everybody the opportunity to improve their professional
skills and to build up their life projects. ELIS intends to reduce the youth unemployment
rate by guaranteeing the fast entry of younger people into the labor market, and the re-
alization of innovative projects, paying particular attention to social and environmental
sustainability aspects.

These training initiatives are designed in cooperation with companies, universities,
business schools, and start-ups that are part of the consortium led by ELIS (called CONSEL),
and are developed considering both the concrete needs of the labor market, as well as
younger people’s needs. Among the activities promoted by the consortium, the “semester
process” stands out. Specifically, every six months, the consortium is led by one of the
consortium companies (usually represented by the CEO of such a company); this company,
thanks to the intermediation of ELIS, involves the other consortium members in developing
new projects related to education, technological innovation, or issues for business, labor,
and social development. Ideas are discussed and analyzed, intervention plans are made,
and subsequent trial phases are arranged. Such a process can be considered a co-creation
process, since each actor is invited to share ideas, information, and intellectual property,
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and make important decisions together with the other stakeholders [40] (see Figure 1).
The peculiarity of this process is in obtaining the commitment of large organizations
to face social challenges related to education and work (e.g., facilitating the transition
of young people from school to work, promoting the participation of women in STEM
professions, reducing early school leaving, promoting the cultural and work integration
of migrants, connecting start-ups with large companies, etc.). Large companies usually
experience difficulties in getting involved in social issues because they are largely engaged
in routine business and have short-term goals. This way, through the involvement and
emulation power produced by O], they are forced to contribute to solving long-term social
challenges. Moreover, since these are long-term social objectives, companies are more
open to collaboration without the fear of giving away their know-how, and risk funding
on sensitive and competitive issues. ELIS acts as an enabler, facilitator, and selector of
all stakeholders who can contribute to solving the challenge. This gives it prestige and
allows it to be considered a fundamental element in the process, offering it a competitive
advantage over other NPOs. It also offers ELIS employees and managers a working model
to start or improve other initiatives, causing the spread of OI across all ELIS’s activities.

co-creation process

Selection of candidates

Choice of the
Semester

President

Pre-Alliance formation

Consortium
is led by
one of the
consortium

companies

Consortium members are
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Project definition

usually the
CEO of the

company

New projects related to
education, technological
innovation or issues for
business, labour, social
development and
environmental issue of public

interest will be developed

Consortium
members are

involved

Post-alliance

formation

Relevant issues for
business and labor
are discussed and

analysed

Managers and employees

Managers and

employees

Proper
partners are
selected and

eventually
trained by
ELIS

employees

Kickoff of the initiative

LISTEN - UNDERSTAND - DISCUSS

INNOVATION PROCESS

Figure 1. Phases of the semester process held in CONSEL, and people involved.

Thanks to the semester process, many initiatives have been started over the years,
which now represent the core activities of ELIS. Initiatives include: orientation activities in
high schools and school-work alternation for students; supporting teachers in the acquisi-
tion of soft and technical skills, such as digital technologies applied to teaching (Sistema
Scuola-Impresa); allowing the launch of new start-ups thanks to co-creation laboratories
companies and young talent (Open Italy); raising awareness of the importance of having a
mindset of continuous learning as a method to face the challenges of the fourth industrial
revolution (Mindset Revolution); and several other initiatives in the fields of technology,
human resources, and corporate social responsibility.

2.2. Research Design

In the present research, a case study method was used to generate a multi-faceted
understanding of ELIS organizational culture, and the enablers and barriers it has to face
in its role as IDNPO in the consortium of enterprises. Indeed, as Zainal [41] reported:
‘the detailed qualitative accounts often produced in case studies not only help to explore or
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describe the data in a real-life environment but also help to explain the complexities of real-life
situations that may not be captured through experimental or survey research’ (p. 4).

The case study was investigated by adopting a mixed-method exploratory approach.
Data triangulation from quantitative and qualitative instruments is a well-known prac-
tice in the literature because it provides a more comprehensive view of the topic under
investigation [37]. In particular, we adopted a concurrent embedded strategy [42]. This
makes use of one data collection phase, during which, both quantitative and qualitative
data are collected simultaneously. A concurrent strategy features a primary method that
leads the data collection, and a secondary database that plays a supporting role. Secondary
methods (quantitative or qualitative) are integrated or nested within the prevailing ap-
proach (qualitative or quantitative). This embedding may imply that the secondary method
addresses a different question from the primary method (e.g., the quantitative data ad-
dresses the expected outcomes of an intervention, whereas the qualitative data investigates
the processes experienced by individuals during the intervention) or seeks information at a
different level of analysis. In the present study, a questionnaire was adopted as the primary
instrument to investigate ELIS employees’ perceptions of ELIS organizational culture and
its relationship with the development of different types of Ol in the consortium. Such data
were then enriched by the data collected through interviews with ELIS managers.

2.3. Participants
2.3.1. Quantitative Method

The study was carried out involving ELIS employees at the company headquarters in
Rome. Only ELIS workers engaged in innovation processes at different levels (i.e., trainers,
digital specialists, facility managers, and administrative personnel, accounting for just
over 110 people) were contacted. Among them, 77 employees agreed to be involved in
the present investigation. Overall, participants” age ranged from 24 to 65 years (M = 35.06,
SD = 9.08); 56% were males and 44% were females. A total of 9% percent of participants had
a high school diploma, 49% had a university degree, and 42% had postgraduate education.
Regarding the organizational unit in which they operated in ELIS, participants were em-
ployed in different departments, dealing with management training, technical/specialized
training, and the digital industry (Figure 2).

Radical innovation M 39
Consulting labs/Digital University I 31.2
Technical-specialised and continuous training I 234
Digital industry ™ 1.3
Management training I 9.1
Vocational schools I 104
NGOs and sustainability ™ 1.3
Administration I 195
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Percentage value
Figure 2. ELIS departments in which participants were employed.

2.3.2. Qualitative Method

Participants involved in interviews were ELIS managers, employed at the company
headquarters in Rome. Overall, managers’ age ranged from 41 to 62 years (M = 49.12,
SD = 6.79), half of them were males and the other half were females. A total of 9% percent
had a high school diploma, 75% had a university degree, and 25% had postgraduate
education. These managers were the Chief Executive Officer, the Director of the Radical
Innovation Department, the Head of NGO-Development and Sustainability, and the heads
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of five other departments related to innovation (Innovation and Development, Open
Innovation and Sustainability, Food and Care Service, Management Training, and Senior
HR Learning and Development).

2.4. Instruments and Procedure

The study used a convenient sampling technique for both quantitative and qualitative
data collection. This sampling was useful ‘to obtain extensive information quickly and
effectively’ [43] (p. 5). For recruitment, employees and managers received an email in which
they were asked if they were willing to be involved. The email also provided instructions
regarding the research objective and methods to be conducted.

2.4.1. Quantitative Method

The questionnaire administered to employees included 3 sections and 42 items, and
it was developed based on the above-mentioned state-of-the-art and previously used
instruments [40,44-46]. It investigated the four types of innovation that firms can imple-
ment, i.e., product, process, organizational, and marketing innovation [47]. The first section
collected respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics and background information (age,
gender, level of education, and organizational unit in which they operated at ELIS). The
second section was introduced by an OI definition to better explain to participants what
kind of innovation the questionnaire was focused on. This section investigated respon-
dents’ perceptions of ELIS attitudes and behavior regarding OL. It included: (1) the type of
OI to which ELIS has contributed during the past three years in terms of organizational,
marketing, product, and process innovation (three items for each type of innovation, except
for product innovation, which had two items); (2) the adoption of technologies to develop
Ol (five items); (3) funding dedicated to OI (four items); (4) barriers to OI (eight items);
and (5) the creation of an innovative work environment (two items). The third section
assessed aspects related to the organizational culture, in particular the aspects related to
customer orientation, Ol management strategies, and teamwork processes (twelve items).
Participants were asked to evaluate each aspect considered in the second and third section
of the questionnaire by using a five-point rating scale (from 1 = not at all, to 5 = completely
agree; see Appendix A).

2.4.2. Qualitative Method

With regard to the qualitative instrument, it gave us the opportunity to explore
participants’ points of view, experiences, and subjective feelings regarding their personal
experience of ELIS’s functioning and organization [48]. Following Hutton et al. [49], the
semi-structured interviews were conducted by a researcher-practitioner who was employed
by ELIS in a senior technical role throughout the duration of the research. The semi-
structured interviews investigated three main topics: (1) the most significant OI (specifying
product, organizational, marketing, or process innovation) ELIS has developed within the
consortium during the past three years; (2) the process ELIS usually adopts to evaluate
external ideas; and (3) personal characteristics and values that are desirable for holding a
leadership role in an NPO devoted to OI, such as ELIS. The interviews lasted approximately
45 min each (see Appendix B). The interview protocol was developed by the research team
through a literature review (see [44,45,50,51], and it was used as a set of guidelines rather
than a rigid structure to be followed, allowing participants to provide additional details
regarding their roles, values, and development of OI in the CONSEL. Interviews were
audio-recorded, and the recording was then transcribed verbatim.

2.5. Data Analysis
2.5.1. Quantitative Method
Concerning the quantitative data, a series of exploratory factor analyses (EFA) with a

Varimax rotation was performed on the scores reported for each of the six aspects covered
in the second and third part of the questionnaire. Cronbach’s alpha was then computed
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to measure the reliability of all extracted factors. The factors obtained for the four types
of OI were used as dependent variables, while factors obtained from the technologies
adopted, funding, barriers, the creation of an innovative work environment, and aspects
related to the organizational culture were used as independent variables in four multiple
regression models to investigate the effects of these variables on the development of OI
within the consortium. Analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistical Package for
Social Science v26.

2.5.2. Qualitative Method

Concerning the qualitative data, a content analysis was performed on the transcrip-
tions, to identify the most relevant themes reported by the interviewees. Two members of
the research team categorized participants’ responses to analyze similarities and differences
in the reported topics, following two stages [52]. In the first stage, each single transcription
was analyzed to identify concepts and key terms, whereas the second stage validated the
concepts, similarities, and differences across all interviews conducted. Any disagreement
between the two judges regarding response categorization was resolved through discussion
until consensus was achieved.

3. Results
3.1. Employees’” Viewpoints: The Determinants of OI from the Quantitative Analysis

The results of all EFAs are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Exploratory factor analyses on items regarding OI types and their determinants.

Factor Label Item Mean (SD) L::;;ﬁ;s /O‘E;I;’;:;ed if;}?aafz)s AVE
Organizational innovation IN1 3.61 (0.876) 0.871 51.985 0.876 0.241
IN2 3.61 (0.934) 0.870 0.243

IN3 3.66 (0.883) 0.839 0.296

Marketing innovation IN4 3.55 (0.994) 0.936 11.997 0.828 0.124
IN5 3.58 (1.043) 0.903 0.184

IN6 3.06 (0.964) 0.720 0.481

Product innovation IN7 3.42 (0.894) 0.836 8.574 0.770 0.301
IN8 3.43 (0.924) 0.820 0.327

Process innovation IN9 3.48 (0.883) 0.894 7.160 0.820 0.201
IN10 3.58 (0.923) 0.778 0.394

IN11 3.86 (0.928) 0.709 0.497

Technologies adopted to OI T1 3.13(1.196) 0.896 75.615 0.919 0.197
T2 3.10 (1.199) 0.895 0.199

T3 3.34 (1.165) 0.881 0.223

T4 3.13 (1.056) 0.843 0.289

T5 3.51 (1.084) 0.832 0.307

Funding dedicated to OI F1 2.96 (0.993) 0.890 68.090 0.840 0.208
F2 3.03(0.917) 0.884 0.218

F3 291 (1.015) 0.798 0.363

F4 2.97 (0.973) 0.717 0.486

Funding barriers Bl 3.04 (1.186) 0.870 37.935 0.725 0.243

B2 2.51 (1.119) 0.830 0.311

B3 2.43(1.163) 0.588 0.654

Staff barriers B4 3.16 (0.889) —0.924 16.632 0.776 0.146

B5 3.19 (0.974) —0.806 0.350

B6 2.99 (0.966) —0.737 0.456

Marketing barriers B7 2.71 (0.886) 0.784 14.742 0.467 0.385
B8 2.95 (1.050) 0.761 0.421
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Table 1. Cont.
Factor % Explained Cronbach’s
Factor Label Item Mean (SD) Loadings Variance Alpha (o) AVE
Creation of an innovative w1 3.64 (1.063) 0.834 69.615 0.562 0.304
work environment
w2 2.94 (1.174) 0.834 0.304
Customer orientation COB1 3.90 (1.083) 0.854 23.859 0.799 0.270
COB2 3.22 (1.059) 0.766 0.413
COB3 3.29 (1.011) 0.736 0.458
COB4 3.26 (0.951) 0.638 0.593
Achieving goals in team COB5 2.96 (1.141) 0.761 22.994 0.837 0.421
COB6 3.13 (1.174) 0.707 0.500
COB7 3.29 (1.234) 0.694 0.518
COBS8 2.81(1.148) 0.692 0.521
Managers” approach to OI COB9 3.38 (0.946) 0.803 21.581 0.848 0.355
COB10 3.65 (0.957) 0.781 0.390
COB11 3.48 (1.021) 0.750 0.437
COB12 3.16 (0.812) 0.749 0.438

Table 2 reports the results from the regression analyses. The ability to achieve goals
by working in a team had a significant positive effect on all four types of Ol investigated
(organizational R? = 0.462, F(9,67) = 6.400, p = 0.001; marketing R? = 0.227, F(9,67) = 3.474,
p = 0.004; product R? = 0.342, F(9,69) = 3.861, p = 0.013; and process R? = 0.455, F(9,69) = 6.213,
p = 0.002). Managers’ approach to OI was positively associated with organizational
(R? = 0.462, F(9,67) = 6.400, p = 0.044) and product (R? = 0.342, F(9,69) = 3.861, p = 0.036)
OI. Marketing barriers significantly affected organizational (R2 = 0.462, F(9,67) = 6.400,
p = 0.043) and process OI (R? = 0.455, F(9,69) = 6.213, p = 0.050). The other variables
investigated did not report any significant effect.

Table 2. Regression analysis for the four types of Ol investigated.

Organizational Marketing Product Process
Innovation Innovation Innovation Innovation
ID B SE B B SE B B SE B B SE B

Achieving goals in team 0.108 0.569 *** 0.130 0.563 ** 0.081 0.469 * 0.105 0.535*

Managers’ approach to OI 0.092 0.241* 0.112 0.065 0.069 0.277 * 0.090 0.223

Customer orientation 0.093 0.100 0.112 0.098 0.070 0.020 0.091 0.070

Fundings barriers 0.110 —0.005 0.133 0.167 0.083 0.063 0.108 0.008

Staff barriers 0.099 0.120 0.120 0.151 0.075 0.054 0.097 0.169
Marketing barriers 0.157 0.211* 0.190 0.132 0.118 0.051 0.154 0.206 *
Fundings dedicated to OI 0.093 —0.003 0.113 —0.087 0.070 —0.107 0.091 —0.153

How technologies are 0.080 ~0.082 0.097 ~0.111 0.060 ~0.016 0.078 0.066

used for OI
Positive workplace 0.174 ~0.082 0.211 —0.085 0.131 ~0.019 0.171 ~0.033
environment

Note. B SE represents the standard error for the unstandardized beta, and 3 represents standardized beta;
*p <0.05*p<0.01, ** p <0.001.

3.2. Managers’ Viewpoints: Ol Management Strategies and the Pivotal Role of Values from the
Qualitative Analysis

3.2.1. Contribution to the Development of Ol in the Past Three Years

e  Process innovation and its effect on the other types of innovation

When asked about their contribution to the development of OI within the ELIS con-
sortium, participants often cited “Open Italy”, which can be defined as “a space” where
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different stakeholders can meet and work together to encourage the launch and develop-
ment of innovative solutions in the Italian context and, overall, promote the culture of OI
in Italy. Based on its characteristics, Open Italy was cited by many managers as the most
relevant process innovation that had been developed, with positive effects on other types
of innovation.

According to participants’ answers, the level of process innovation is strongly related
to the creation of a growing network of partners and stakeholders: “In my team, we
work to build relationships and partnerships with many external subjects, always with the
awareness that having a multiplicity of subjects is a strong opportunity for enrichment”
[Participant 3]; “Bringing new partners, foundations, innovative SMEs, etc., into Open
Italy and creating value with them” [Participant 2]; “Open Italy can be considered the best
innovation process that we have introduced. We work on it all the time, especially on
some aspects relating to the quality of co-innovation projects. The methodology used in
Open Italy allowed us to develop a digital platform, with which we continued our training
activities in a completely digital way during the COVID-19 pandemic” [Participant 2].

The managers interviewed perceived the importance of innovating processes in differ-
ent and more sustainable ways. For instance, by “introducing the use of digital marketing
and automated marketing. That is, we have optimized a series of actions that were pre-
viously performed within several operating units, and we have implemented a series of
new processes related to digital marketing and growth hacking” [Participant 1]; or under-
standing the importance of making some targeted investments: “Companies often tend to
buy equipment and machinery with discounts, but other times it is better to invest more
resources in equipment that can improve the workers’ conditions. This way, there is an
optimization of work processes, and workers are more relaxed and satisfied” [Participant
5]. A participant who managed HR training and development for ELIS, stated that it would
be important to “Create a system in ELIS to be a learning organization (360° assessments,
definition of HR development plans, creation of HR development support tools), and
propose the same system to small and medium enterprises [SMEs] and other non-profit
organizations” [Participant 6].

e  Marketing and product innovation

The interviewees reported that “new business models have been built to attract SMEs”
[e.g., Participant 2]; and “Open Italy has opened up a market closely linked to start-ups,
accelerators, and incubators. So, Open Italy has led ELIS to interact with a series of new
stakeholders, with whom we have developed increasing projects and activities in the last
three years. In addition, in some other districts of Italy, some companies are asking us
to create a small local Open Italy, with meetings and exchange of ideas between large
companies and startups” [Participant 3].

There were also some experiences of product innovation, but they were mostly from
the department of innovation that leads the semester process, such as ‘Going Sustainable’,
‘Going International’, ‘Share Your Talent’, ‘Digital University’, and ‘Sistema Scuola-Impresa’:
“'Going Sustainable” and ‘Going International” are consultancy programs for start-ups
and Italian SMEs that intend to internationalize with sustainable business and social
inclusion projects. Particular attention is paid to start-ups and organizations managed
by young women” [Participant 4]; “’Share Your Talent’ is a platform that brings together
managers and start-ups, allowing managers to offer start-ups their know-how” [Participant
2]; “’Digital University’ is a three-year degree course held with the Politecnico of Milan,
established by a previous collaboration with ELIS on training young people, in which
six months of study and six months of work were planned” [Participants 3 and 5]; and
““Sistema Scuola-Impresa’, which aims to put together a network of schools with a network
of companies. This way, the youngers are encouraged and helped to find a new job”
[Participant 3].
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e  Organizational innovation

From participants’ responses, it emerged that the consortium is called upon to fre-
quently offer new products: “The semester process pushed the organization to re-organize
some activities between teams, departments, and processes” [Participant 5]; “From an
organizational and market point of view, an innovation occurred with the creation of the
operational unit of the digital industry, or rather, created a unit that deals with professional
profiles of digital operators, along the lines of the ELIS tradition of training workers and
continuing education that includes the use of IT technologies” [Participant 1]; “A team
dedicated to the development of the small and medium-sized enterprise market has been
set up; we have specialized people so that they can communicate and offer ELIS products
and services to a specific target audience” [Participant 4]; and “There has been a big or-
ganizational change. Before, in our organization, some professionals were only there for
promotion purposes and asked schools to provide students with information about the
next courses starting at ELIS. Instead, now we want to create a partnership relationship
with the schools to renew and create an educational community” [Participant 2].

3.2.2. Evaluation Process of External Ideas

The openness to proposals coming from both inside and outside the enterprise is
facilitated in ELIS by its flat organizational structure, the culture of mistake acceptance, and
the mix of the consortium member companies enriched by young people, startups, schools,
and universities: “it is a stable network of partners to whom we submit our customers’
needs, and we interact to find the best solution together” [Participant 8].

Regarding the evaluation process of external ideas, many participants described the
different aspects to be considered during the evaluation phases: “The main approach to
evaluating the external ideas of innovative startups, and small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) is based on the funneling of Open Italy. We use it both to improve the process and
to launch new products. We take an idea, and evaluate and improve it within the ELIS team
or in cooperation with companies. Then, we set up a first minimum viable product (MVP)
[i.e., a product with enough features to attract early-adopter customers], which is a first
functional prototype. We test it, we take some feedback on the prototype, and then we try
to understand how to move forward, also assessing economic sustainability” [Participant
1]; “The agile methodology has always allowed us to collect information from customers at
several stages of the innovation process to improve the service. This flexibility has always
allowed us to choose partners on different projects” [Participant 1]; and “I must do at
least three evaluations. One is related to the opportunities, or whether this innovation is
consistent with ELIS’s objectives; the second is related to the production capacity, that is, if
we can realize it both in the design and supply phases. Finally, the assessment of economic
sustainability will determine whether an idea stands in purely economic or financial terms,
and whether further investments need to be made” [Participant 3].

Finally, there were a few other statements focused on the need to listen and evaluate
ideas that come from outside the consortium and find solutions to integrate them: “ ...
listening to the market and this dialogue, expanding the audience to get other insights”
[Participant 2]; and “a constant dialogue with partners, trying to understand if we can
apply their projects in different contexts” [Participant 6].

3.2.3. Skills and Values for an Effective Ol Management

All the interviewees showed a strong interest in emphasizing relational skills, open-
mindedness, and attention to the common good as pivotal characteristics of an effective OI
manager and group leader.

e  Skills

Relational skills, such as empathy, active listening, mediation skills, and open-mindedness,
were listed as the main key elements to working in ELIS as group leaders and managers.
In particular, five respondents emphasized the role of empathy, and four participants
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highlighted the role of active listening: “[We need] ... strong relational skills to manage
relationships with different stakeholders” and “ ... certainly empathy and listening are
useful, but first of all, I would say having an open mind to seek new solutions, having a
strong sense of curiosity, and having a spirit of observation” [Participant 2]; “Leaders should
have the ability to talk to various stakeholders, who represent the innovation ecosystem.
He or she must understand what the dynamics of the game are, know this world to create
a long-term relationship, and be able to listen and talk to the others” [Participant 8]; and “I
think it is important to be able to create relationships with people, especially in the business
market, since people are not doing business with you because it costs little, but because you
are really good [at your work] and you are a nice person” [Participant 3]. Openness and
a culture of mistake acceptance were listed among the relevant skills in Ol management:
“Everyone in ELIS can propose to their manager an idea that could be then developed
together. We are encouraged to think about tangible ideas to avoid a reasoning that is a bit
far-fetched, but even in this case, no one is put in trouble for having an incorrect idea. So,
I'said, a culture of welcome and openness is in general the leadership style of the people
who have a position of responsibility” [Participant 4].

Four managers cited economic knowledge, analytics skills, flexibility, problem-solving,
and hard managerial skills as critical variables in managing OI: “You need to be able to man-
age different activities, so you need a strong degree of flexibility in management (it is similar
to managing a set of companies), and you need a sort of managerial meta-knowledge” [Par-
ticipant 1]; and “ ... flexibility and the ability to adapt to different contexts, to work with
different people both internally and externally, is a great capacity for mediation, namely
the ability to bring together the points of view of internal and external subjects, this is
absolutely necessary” [Participant 4].

Two participants addressed the uncertainty and risk management issue by saying,
“You can’t do this job if you don't like risk and if you are not a person who feels comfortable
in situations that are always on the edge. The non-profit context is competitive, even if it
does not seem to be; international projects, countries with different languages, physical and
non-physical distances, micro-activities of macro-activities” [Participant 7]; and “the ability
to be able to reconstruct differently [ ... ]. If everything changes, I can rebuild it differently,
and I will start again” [Participant 7].

e  Values

The most cited value for becoming an effective Ol leader or manager was the contribu-
tion to the common good (reported by five managers): “Certainly, the promotion of the
common good seems to me to be really important to work at ELIS” [Participant 4]; and
“the sense of service as a contribution to the well-being of others, service as self-realization,
and contribution to the common good.” [Participant 1]. The sense of social justice, the
sense of service, and the sensitivity to solving social issues were also cited by three partic-
ipants as “being sensitive towards social problems and grasping the [social] discomfort
with the desire to alleviate it” [Participant 2]; and “But what matters the most is that this
person should have a very strong intrinsic motivation” [Participant 3]. Finally, collegiality,
understood as giving value to the team, was also cited, “a sense of belongingness, the
vision of the team, and the common good with respect to the individual vision [should
lead an OI management process]” and “Experience success not at a personal level, but
at a team and organizational level” [Participant 5]. Finally, a good manager must share
the main objective of ELIS: “in ELIS, we are increasingly opening the market to people to
whom banks cannot provide credit, not because there is no money but because they are
thought to be unable to pay back what they received. Thanks to our training initiatives, we
are allowing people without sufficient funds to have adequate training. This is amazing!”
[Participant 6]. Concepts and topics that emerged during the interviews are briefly reported
in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Open innovation management strategies adopted by ELIS and values needed.

4. Discussion

NPOs can play a key role as intermediaries in the development of social innovation,
helping firms to expand their absorptive capacity [25], and actively developing OI [29].
The present research investigated the case of an Italian NPO, which leads a consortium of
enterprises, to highlight critical organizational variables and processes that can play a role
as a model for other IDNPOs. Overall, the present results showed that the key to Ol in
the investigated NPO is new knowledge creation through collaboration between different
organizations and a mix of different skills. Besides this, a strong organizational culture
based on adaptation to the external environment and the internal integration of resources,
personnel, and policies to support external adaptation are needed. This result is in line with
previous studies on organizational culture, which showed that the presence of such cultural
issues, together with an emphasis on the value of caring for employees’ development and
harmony, made companies more responsive to adapting and renewing, to be in line with a
changing, competitive environment [49,50].

In the present investigation, from the ELIS employees’ perspective, achieving goals in
teams and having an inclusive and flexible management strategy appeared to be the main
variables affecting the NPO’s capability to openly innovate with the consortium members.
According to Liu and Lee [53], the social capital that managers create in organizations
significantly affects knowledge management and entrepreneurial orientation, which in turn
enables improved innovation. ELIS employees perceived that their managers emphasized
the need for mistake acceptance as a fundamental requirement in the OI process, and
promoted innovation through experimentation, systematically and in-person, spreading
the entrepreneurial culture, supporting creativity, and giving opportunities to perform
risky projects [54]. This is mirrored by the managers’ ability to listen and encourage
their employees to suggest innovative ideas without worrying about the consequences of
those ideas, and to instill in them a purpose for work, strengthening their organizational
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commitment [50]. In line with the study of Nagshbandi et al. [50], the ELIS managers tasked
with promoting Ol tended to discourage a rigid managerial hierarchy and were committed
to the promotion of a highly integrative culture within their organization. In brief, the
present results seem to confirm that in an NPO such as ELIS, a transformational leadership
style (i.e., in which the leaders influence their employees’ behavior by going beyond
self-interest and toward the organization’s goals [55]), affects OI performance, consistent
with previous studies showing that an inclusive and empowering leadership can facilitate
team innovation [56]. Furthermore, in contrast to SMEs and other larger companies that
rarely interact with universities, technology centers, research organizations, and training
institutions [57], in the ELIS consortium, the innovation projects derive from a constant
relationship with external actors and the evaluation of external ideas. This organizational
structure and constant collaboration contribute to (and ensure) innovativeness among all
members of the consortium [58]. Despite previous findings reporting that the companies’
internal R&D functions are essential to pursuing both internal and external sources of
innovation and to supporting a company’s long-term sustainability and stability [59],
the present study suggests that internal R&D could be considered as a complement to
O], instead of a substitute for the flow of innovation through cooperation [60]. Some
authors have pointed out that a network of competencies to access external resources is
fundamental to maintaining competitive advantages and innovative search activities [61]:
thanks to NPOs, companies can access resources that they cannot acquire by themselves,
and use them to develop innovative responses in view of a more sustainable society [62].
The present research highlights that OI does not represent a purely economic business
system to innovate companies. In this context, OI represents a non-linear process that
allows an increased interaction between partners, and the incorporation of customers
at an early stage in the development process. This can contribute to accelerating the
co-development of socially sustainable innovation to provide benefits and increase the
well-being of communities and societies [63].

Finally, the present study contributed to extending knowledge in the Ol literature on
the role that NPO leaders can have in co-creating activities with relevant social impact.
In accordance with the results of De Silva and Wright [64], our results suggested that
co-creating processes among different entrepreneurs, by tightly linking their social and
business missions, could be a solution to the financial challenges associated with social
value creation. In addition, when the co-creation mechanism is promoted by a non-profit
organization, and involves for-profit companies, it enables companies to generate indirect
business value, making it possible to address challenges that cannot be addressed by any
stakeholder independently.

Regarding barriers faced by ELIS to develop OI together with the consortium mem-
bers, it should be noted that marketing barriers showed a positive association with OI
performance. The relevance of marketing barriers for Ol is known [31], but the direction
of the association is quite unexpected. This result may be interpreted considering the
barriers mostly as challenges, from the perspective of an NPO leading a consortium of
enterprises, consistent with the results of Walker et al. [65]. That is, the companies in the
ELIS consortium are pushed by challenging market conditions to make a joint effort to
work on major issues of business and social innovation in favor of the common good.

Additionally, given the current global social and economic instability caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which affected all productive sectors, NPOs are particularly chal-
lenged to provide innovative solutions to answer the needs of society [66]. As suggested by
the projects and activities carried out by ELIS, the development of systemic and sustainable
social change through the adoption of new ideas, methods, and attitudes are the social
entrepreneurs’ missions [67]. It is possible to guide managers to make choices that lead to
socially sustainable actions, and stimulate social value creation to benefit all actors involved
in the innovation process.
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4.1. Implication of the Study

The present study provides novel theoretical contributions. First, we have added to
the literature on the role of intermediaries in producing innovation, focusing on the role of
NPOs as facilitators of open innovations in a large consortium of enterprises. Indeed, the
present case study represents a tangible attempt to explain the mechanisms through which
an NPO involves companies and organizations in cooperation to create new processes,
services, and social values. Second, we have added to the literature on business—non-
profit partnerships, which mainly evaluated the influence of these partnerships on the non-
profit’s development of innovations, capability building, and performance. In our study, we
investigated the opposite, i.e., the case of an NPO that actively influences the development
of social innovation by providing knowledge and promoting firms’ absorptive capacity.
ELIS is a structured organization that stresses and expands the concept of intellectual and
human assets in its mission, capturing value mechanisms for customers. It does this not as a
matter of selling, cajoling, or convincing buyers to buy something, but by: (1) engaging and
training people with specialized skills and knowledge regarding the industries and world
of labor; and (2) attracting firms and companies that share values and social impact projects.
Third, we have contributed to the literature by highlighting the conditioning factors of the
NPO's capability to act as an IDNPO, and create open innovation with enterprises to push
them toward societal change.

When considering managerial and practical implications, ELIS clearly shared its
vision for innovation and the importance of sharing knowledge and skills with people,
then adjusted it to the business goals and vision of other consortium members. More
importantly, the OI vision developed by ELIS is inspiring, challenging, and credible for all
internal employees and stakeholders, as well as for external OI partners. This participation
is particularly important since employees’ openness to working with the OI community
plays an important role in maintaining OI productivity.

In contrast to previous studies, in which funding and financial resources were largely
detected as one of the main factors that hinder the development of O], the present study
noticed that funding was not the main issue. Thus, consortium members seem to be able
to overcome the lack of resources with a well-coordinated partnership with successful OI
coordinators or strategic partners.

Furthermore, the “semester process” helps project coordinators to not lose control of
several innovation operations, since they do not attempt to manage more and more parallel
projects at the same time. A well-organized OI process allows the screening of different
project proposals and manages a large group of partners without suffering from the idea of
the competition effect, while keeping motivation high among the innovation members.

4.2. Limitation and Future Research

The present study had some limitations, which should be acknowledged. The case
studies may raise questions related to their ‘basis for scientific generalization since they used
a small number of subjects’ [68] (p. 21). However, a case study also enables researchers
to select a small geographical area and a small number of individuals, and to closely
examine the data of a real-life phenomenon within a specific context [68]. In particular, the
insights given by the present investigation could be further investigated in future research
exploring the boundary conditions of these insights. Furthermore, future research could
adopt a multiple case study design [69], developing an in-depth analysis of OI enablers
among the different companies involved in the ELIS consortium, or in other consortia and
organizational contexts.

5. Conclusions

OlI plays a key role in the survival, competitiveness, and social sustainability of
businesses. NPOs can greatly assist with achieving these high goals. The Ol is strongly
based on relationships of trust, in which companies intend to share innovation efforts. Thus,
it is necessary to create specific contexts that may favor openness, such as a consortium [40]
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dedicated to solving long-term social challenges. Investigating the functioning of an NPO
that leads a consortium of companies, and highlighting its best practices and core values
could also represent a lever for companies’ behavior toward more socially sustainable OL
The present study highlighted the most critical aspects to be considered and encouraged
to support NPOs in becoming IDNPOs: reaching objectives as a team, direct and active
involvement of managers in handling new ideas, and empowering leadership and open-
mindedness to facilitate effective cooperation between companies. To value those factors,
the whole organization must put them into practice, starting with managers, making them
visible to employees.

Our study showed that a collaborative model through OI between company leaders
is emerging as an important issue, addressing both the business and social interests of
the parties. Hence, fostering the development of entrepreneurialism among corporations,
academic institutions, the public, start-ups, and citizens would pave the way for the
successful development of projects that generate societal impact and, at the same time,
could help enhance competency acquisition and better meet market requirements.
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Appendix A. Survey Instrument
Appendix A.1. Socio-Demographic Information

1. Age:
2. Gender: Male [, Female [J
3. Education

O Professional qualification U High school
[ Bachelor degree [ Master’s degree
O PhD O Other

4. Organizational unit in which you operate

0 Radical innovation 0 Management training

O Consulting and labs/Digital University [ Professional schools

O Sp.ecialized /continuing technical [ ONG and Sustainability
training
O Digital Industry 0 Administration and support
U Other
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Appendix A.2. Organization and Innovation in Elis

Table Al. Items regarding Innovation types and open innovation determinants.

Code Questions Rating Scale

Innovation Types

New methods of work organization aimed at decentralizing the decision-making
process and improving the division of responsibilities

IN2 New business consortium’ practices

New organizational strategies in public relations with other

IN1

IN3 : L
companies or institutions
IN4 Significant changes in the characteristics and communication of products/services
IN5 Adoption of new methods of advertising promotion
IN6 Adoption of new pricing policies for products/services
IN7 Be the first Italian operator to launch a new product/service
IN8 Entering a new market for ELIS (where other operators are already active)
IN9 New (or significantly improved) “production support” activities
IN10 External sources systems of innovative skills/methodologies
(or significantly improved)
IN11 New supply processes (or significantly improved)
Technologies used for promoting open innovation
T1 ELIS manages the technologies used and replaces the obsolete technologies
T2 ELIS identifies, evaluates, and promptly acquires technologies for service
and/or process innovation
T3 ELIS promotes digital innovation adoption in all its working areas
T4 ELIS uses digital technologies (inside and outside the consortium) to support OI 5-point
T5 ELIS uses the necessary technologies to carry out its working activities rating scale of
Funding dedicated to open innovation ( fromaigfirgte :tt all to
F1 ELIS plans and uses financial resources (internal and external) to support 5 = completely agree)
innovation as an integral part of the business planning
P ELIS allocates adequate financial resources, accessing external, public, or other

financial fundings
F3 ELIS allocates adequate internal financial resources to innovation plans
ELIS manages the financial risk of innovative projects and evaluates the

Fd effectiveness of the investments made
Barriers to implementing open innovation
Bl Lack of external financial funding
B2 Difficulty in accessing public subsidies and other forms of financial
subsidies for innovation
B3 Lack of internal financial funding
B4 Lack of qualified personnel
B5 Lack of good ideas to innovate
B6 Lack of partner with which to cooperate
B7 Strong competitiveness on the market
B8 Unstable demand of innovative products and services
Creation of an innovative work environment
Wil ELIS developed an environment conducive to creativity and cooperation
W2 ELIS developed a set of initiatives, incentives, and rewards to encourage its

employees toward OI
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Appendix A.3. Organizational Culture

Table A2. Items regarding the organizational culture.

Code Questions Rating Scale
COB1 ELIS give support to its customers to meet their needs and to solve their problems
COB2 Employees look for new ways to better serve customers and students

Policies and procedures help employees to provide the service that our customers

COB3
want and need
COB4 Customers’ problems are satisfactorily solved
COB5 All employees are aware of and understand the consortium’s objectives
and priorities
All managers work together as a team to achieve positive results
COB6 . .
for the consortium 5-point

COB7 Employees and teams have clearly defined goals that are in line with the ELIS rating scale of

mission and strategy agreement

Employees and teams collaborate on the definition of specific objectives of the unit ~ (from 1 =not at all to

COB8 .

to which they belong 5 = completely agree)
COB9 Managers constantly stimulate employees to have dialogue with

external interlocutors

Managers involve external institutions in the design phase of new
COB10 .
products/services
COB11 Managers create a stable network of external “interpreters” with respect to the
future of the market/products/services in which ELIS operates

COB12 Managers question/substitute products—services that are reported as inadequate

and/or attractive

Appendix B. The Semi-Structured Interview

Table A3. Questions used for the Semi-Structured Interview.

Culture and Organizational Behavior for Innovation
Let’s discover together ELIS’s propensity for innovation and, in particular, for open innovation

1. Can you describe what types of tasks you are called upon to perform in innovation management at ELIS?

2. Can you describe the THREE most significant innovations (specifying whether it is product, process, or market innovation) that
you have created or to which you have significantly contributed in the last three years?

3. How many of these innovations were the result of open innovation, i.e., including ideas from subjects outside the ELIS?

4. How does the process of evaluating ideas from outside the organization take place? For example, is there a way to collect and
evaluate them, how they contribute in the creation of new products, etc.?

5. What are the aspects of the organizational culture of ELIS that most favor the introduction of open innovation? Example:
organizational tools, structured processes, leadership style, etc.

6. What are the organizational barriers and/or hindering factors?

7. If you had to choose a person who could fill your role in the future, what personal characteristics would you look for? Here are
some examples: empathy, extroversion, self-efficacy, ability to take risks, ability to manage uncertainty

8. Again, in choosing a person for your role, what values would allow them to work better? Here are some examples: equity,
humility, promotion of diversity, contribution to the common good, cohesion/unity, etc.

9. Are there other characteristic aspects of the way of innovating at ELIS that you would like to tell us about?

Thanks for your cooperation.
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