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Abstract: The objective of this work is to elucidate the role of partnerships and the number of 

partners necessary for lead user innovation outcomes. Lead user theory identifies these users as 

being ahead of market trends and experiencing significant benefits from innovating. So far, most 

lead user research has concentrated on firms and not individual lead users’ perspective. Data were 
obtained using a quantitative design during which 321 respondents participated. The SPSS software 

was used to analyze the data and determine significance. These findings indicate a connection 

between number of partners and lead user innovation success. This demonstrates that number of 

partners is significant in determining the success or failure of an innovation. This study provides 

empirical evidence that the number of partners is an essential factor that influences the success of 

innovation, and establishes the absolute numbers for achievement of successful innovation. Future 

studies must investigate the possible implications of integrating the partner variables with other 

characteristics of the lead user. 
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1. Introduction 

Many studies have analyzed lead user innovation, yet the intricacies of partnership and 

outcomes remain largely uncharted. Innovation in recent years has attracted great debates on how, 

where, when, who, and what has been innovated. As a concept, innovation is the introduction of 

changes in the formulation of products, services, production processes, markets, resources, materials, 

and organizational forms [30,37]. Innovation interests researchers and practitioners in various 

disciplines and thus have been defined by scholars from the perspective of different disciplines [5]. 

Two groups of scholars, Tidd and Bessant (2013); and Tidd and Hull (2010), define innovation as the 

process of turning ideas into reality and capturing value from them. 

Scholars have categorized innovators into lead and non-lead users [2,39]. Lead users are users 

of a product or service that they develop, that will gain market acceptance and fulfil a future market 

need in a beneficial way [10,39]. Non-lead users, on the other hand, have been identified as innovators 

who innovate as either part of a team or for the market but do not use the product or service; they 

innovate [3]. In the recent past, scholars have investigated the relationships between lead users and 

non-lead users [13,20]. 

Importance of Partnerships 

A lead user innovator may face several risks without a lead user partnership. Some of the most 

common issues include a limited understanding of other customers’ needs and preferences. This is 
because, without input from other lead users, an innovator or team may struggle to identify and 

address its target market’s specific needs and desires. Second, difficulty staying ahead of the 
competition. This may be attributed to a lack of close relationships with lead users. Therefore, an 

individual may be less able to identify and capitalize on new opportunities for innovation and 
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growth. Third, there can be costly delays in product development due to limited input and longer 

problem-resolution lead times. Lastly, a lack of customer loyalty since the value chain lead user 

partners may not feel engaged, and therefore, customer loyalty is affected [4,19,38]. 

Innovators face many challenges in the processes they undertake. First, the product or service 

desirability of innovation’s outcome might cater to the taste of only a few clients. This might affect 
the diffusion of innovation and make it a very slow process or none at all [16,33]. Second, the 

organisation may experience inertia and be stuck in its way of doing things. This is typically 

attributed to standard operating procedures (SOPs) that govern all other aspects of the organisation 

and its relationship with users. Inertia emerges because the organisation cannot develop the 

resources and capabilities necessary to maintain the innovation process after the first idea phase [34]. 

Third, many companies state that lead user innovation can be wasteful due to the time and resources 

required for testing and developing the collaborative effort [11,25]. The costs associated with lead 

user innovation are perceived to be higher than those of traditional innovation channels [20–22]. 

Fourth, users may approach problems based on their natural orientation and training. The lead users 

may have inclinations toward exercising their core skills or experience within their own field. This 

methodology may prolong the problematic situation and hinder the progress of the innovation [6,23]. 

Finally, the regulatory landscape poses various challenges for innovators due to a lack of clarity on 

the rules of engagement [1]. When lead users overcome various challenges and enjoy the benefits of 

innovation, they also achieve various outcomes., 

There is a gap in knowledge on innovation partnerships due to the limited research and 

understanding of the specific factors that lead to successful partnerships between lead users, teams, 

and firms to drive innovation. Additionally, there is a lack of consensus on the best practices for 

creating and managing these partnerships. This knowledge gap can make it difficult for lead users 

and organizations to form effective partnerships and achieve their desired outcomes. 

The study’s objective was to assess the impact that partners of lead users have on lead user 

innovation outcomes within the financial technology sector. By achieving the objective, the study 

provides new insight into the relationship between the lead user and the number of partners they 

need for success. 

The remaining sections of this paper describe the extant literature, the methodology, results, a 

discussion of the results, study limitations, suggestions for future research and a conclusion. 

2. Theoretical Perspectives and Empirical Literature 

Studies have been inconsistent and contradictory about lead user innovation, its process 

participants and outcomes in the service industry. Some of the studies in the service industry that 

have shed light and helped scholars gain a deeply rooted understanding of the phenomenon from 

the service industry perspective have lacked the quantification of the partners [14,35]. There was, 

therefore, a need to understand and quantify the lead user partnerships and outcomes from a service 

industry perspective. 

Previous scholars looked at how lead users carry out their innovation and the results of the lead 

user innovation. For example, Brem et al. (2018) examined the processes of lead user innovation, and 

Herstatt and von Hippel (1992) studied the outcomes of these relationships on individual or team 

performance. While it has been recognized that users of products and services may sometimes 

innovate, little is known about what brings about partnerships and user involvement in innovations 

and their related configurations and outcomes [2,17]. Additionally, disagreements exist regarding the 

relationships between lead user partnerships and the lead users’ innovation outcomes [3,28,35]. 

Innovation partnerships are seen as key drivers of economic growth and job creation based on the 

successes obtained [4,40]. On the other hand, some scholars view innovation partnerships as 

bureaucratic, market-driven rather than user-driven, and ad-hoc [31]. There are scholars who have 

stated that lead user innovation requires partnership that is based on trust, independence and 

familiarity, but they did not indicate the number of partners needed for success to be achieved [7,32]. 

Therefore, new knowledge, especially about lead users focusing on the number of partnerships, 

is necessary to help individuals and organizations remain competitive. The review needs to be done 
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in relation to the existing theories and practices, such as lead user theory and lead user innovation 

partnership theory. 

2.1. Lead User Theory 

Lead user theory posits that users can make additional changes to an existing product or service 

to suit their needs better or develop a new product or service. Franke et al. (2006) and von Hippel 

(2009) distinguish other users from lead users through two distinct characteristics—the ability of the 

lead user to be ahead of market trends (trend leadership) and having expectations of benefits from 

the innovation. Several scholars have discussed the importance of lead users and highlighted the 

benefits, such as first-mover advantages, timesaving on product development, investment 

opportunities in new types of products, employment opportunities and generating new ideas for 

strategy development [8,18,26]. In recent debates, lead user proponents have considered innovators 

as producers, where the innovation outcome is offered to the public as a commercial product [43]. 

There is, therefore, a need to understand how partnerships in the innovation process can be enhanced 

to allow for greater efficiency and variety of offerings by the innovators to their consumers. 

2.2. Lead User Innovation Partnership Theory 

One theory that considers lead-user innovation partnerships is the Lead User Innovation 

Partnership (LUIP) theory which is an extension of the Lead user theory by von Hippel. This theory 

suggests that partnerships between lead users and firms can lead to the development of new products 

and services that meet the needs of both groups. According to the LUIP theory, lead users and firms 

can form partnerships to co-create new products and services that meet the needs of lead users and 

have commercial potential for the firm [41]. 

The theory proposes that lead-user innovation partnerships can be beneficial for both parties as 

lead users can provide firms with valuable insights into emerging market trends and new product 

opportunities, while firms can provide lead users with access to resources and capabilities that they 

need to innovate. The LUIP theory emphasizes the importance of effective communication, trust, and 

mutual understanding between the lead user and the firm for the success of the partnership [10,42]. 

This theory highlights the importance of lead users as valuable partners for firms in the 

innovation process, as they can provide valuable knowledge and insights that can help firms create 

new products and services that meet the market’s needs and generate commercial success [4]. This 

paper reflects on the partners’ importance and the number of partners needed for successful 
innovation outcomes. 

2.3. Lead User Partnership 

Once the lead users have been identified based on their characteristics, various phases of 

innovation then take shape. Pyramiding, a term coined by scholars to identify the persons with high 

levels of a given attribute in a population or sample, can help make the identification since lead users 

can readily identify leading-edge status counterparts [42]. Various scholars have classified innovation 

as a scientific discipline, a process or an outcome [5,12]. The literature is replete with research into 

financial technology innovation. However, there is limited research into understanding how lead 

user innovation partnership is perceived and narrated in practice. 

3. Conceptual Framework 

Figure 1 below describes the conceptual framework used in the study. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Source: Author (2023). 

Based on the objective and the literature review, a hypothesis was derived. 

H1: The number of Lead user innovation partners have no impact on innovation outcomes in the financial 

technology sector. 

The researcher began by looking at the methodology to test the research hypothesis. 

4. Methodology 

The purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of the influence of partnerships on 

innovation outcomes. The previous debates provide the need for this study to focus on the lead user 

as a unit of analysis and quantitative research. Scholars agree that a quantitative study design 

generates a reliable assessment in research [29]. Quantitative research has been used in previous 

similar studies [9,32,38]. This study used Taro Yamane’s formula to determine the sample size due to 
the challenge of establishing the actual population of lead users [44]. The formula, which generated 

a sample size of 399 respondents, considered the country’s population of 47.3 million. The population 
offered a large and diverse sample since lead users are a large and diverse group. However, 

purposive sampling generated 321 lead users. The study examined the relationship between the 

number of lead user partners and innovation outcomes. 

Data Treatment for the Number of Partners and Outcomes 

The quantitative data collected were analyzed using SPSS software. For the number of partners, 

the researcher had six measurements no partners, one partner, two partners, three partners, four 

partners and more than four partners. Table 1 depicts the number of partners that lead users engaged 

during the innovation process. 

Table 1. Number of partners in all outcomes. 

  Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No partners 12 3.7 3.7 3.7 

1 Partner 62 19.3 19.3 23.1 

2 Partners 61 19.0 19.0 42.1 

3 Partners 59 18.4 18.4 60.4 

4 Partners 59 18.4 18.4 78.8 

More than 4 Partners 68 21.2 21.2 100.0 

Total 321 100.0 100.0   

Table 1 shows that 3.7% of the lead users had no partners, while 96.3% had some form of 

partnership with one or more other users. 

Successful innovations were reclassified from the absolute number of successful innovations per 

lead user to a clustered format comprising less than three and three or more successful ones. This 
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was necessary to reduce the number of iterations in evaluating the impact of the independent 

variables on successful innovations. Table 2 shows the reclassification of the number of successful 

financial technology innovations developed by the lead users. 

Table 2. Characteristics—Successful financial technology innovations developed. 

  N Percentage 

Number of 

successful 

innovations 

3 or more 72 23.9% 

Less than 3 229 76.1% 

Two categories were derived—3 or more successful innovations developed by a lead user; and 

less than three successful innovations developed. 23.9% of the lead users developed three or more 

innovations, while 76.1% developed less than three financial technology innovations during the 

study period. 

The data was not reclassified for failed innovations and is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Number of failed innovations per led user. 

  No Percentage 

Number of Failed innovations 
At least one 51 15.9% 

None  270 84.1% 

Having all the measurement indicators in place, a correlation analysis using SPSS was conducted 

for each dependent variable to determine the strength of the correlation and the direction. The 

analysis helped determine how the independent variables affected each dependent variable. The 

quantitative data analysis yielded results, as discussed in the next section. 

5. Results/Summary of Key Findings 

The main objective of this study was to examine the relationship and influence of the number of 

lead user partners on innovation outcomes. The next section looks at the results obtained from the 

data analysis. 

5.1. Influence of the Number of Partners on the Number of Successful Innovations 

A reliability test is included to show the reliability of the data collected. 

Based on the number of successful innovations as the dependent variable, Table 4 shows that “4 
partners” and “More than 4 partners” are the significant measurement indicators at 0.01 level of 
significance. 

Table 4. Process of innovation—coefficients for successful innovations. 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 
Collinearity Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Tolerance VIF 

1 

(Constant) 0.01 0.38   0.04 0.97     

0 partners −0.30 0.43 −0.04 −0.69 0.49 0.78 1.28 

1 partner 0.07 0.24 0.04 0.51 0.42 0.66 1.31 

2 partners 0.17 0.24 0.05 0.73 0.46 0.59 1.69 

3 partners 0.24 0.24 0.07 0.98 0.33 0.58 1.71 

4 partners 0.64 0.24 0.18 2.67 0.01 *** 0.60 1.66 

More than 4 partners 1.24 0.23 0.36 5.36 0.00 *** 0.57 1.75 

a. Dependent Variable: Number of successful innovations; *** significant at 0.01. 
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The B coefficient for the measurement indicator “0 partners” is the only variable with a negative 
coefficient. All other variables had a positive B coefficient. The negative coefficient implies that there 

is an inverse relationship between the lead user having no partners and the successful innovation. 

This means that the likelihood of successful innovation will decrease with no partners and vice versa. 

5.2. Influence of Lead User Partners on Failed Innovations 

Table 5 shows the results of the influence of the six predictors in the partners model for the 

number of failed fintech innovations. 

Table 5. Number of partners—coefficients for failed innovations. 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 
Collinearity Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Tolerance VIF 

1 

(Constant) 0.10 0.16   0.60 0.55     

0 partners −0.12 0.18 −0.04 −0.67 0.50 0.78 1.28 

1 partner 0.05 0.14 0.02 0.54 0.42 0.66 1.31 

2 partners 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.07 0.94 0.59 1.69 

3 partners 0.09 0.10 0.06 0.88 0.38 0.58 1.71 

4 partners 0.25 0.10 0.17 2.41 0.02 ** 0.60 1.66 

More than 4 partners 0.14 0.10 0.11 1.45 0.15 0.57 1.75 

** significant at 0.05. 

Only the variable “4 partners” is significant at 0.05 level of significance. It is curious that having 
four partners is significant for both successful and failed innovations. The next section discusses the 

findings. 

6. Discussions 

This study extended and integrated lead user theory and creativity concepts by exploring lead 

users’ partnership choices and their impact on innovation outcomes. 
The number of partners was significant for four or more partners in the case of successful and 

failed innovations. This finding provides new insight into the relationship between the lead user and 

the number of partners they need for success. The finding implies that many partners in the 

innovation process can equally cause success or failure, suggesting that choosing partners rather than 

the number could be the key to success or failure. This finding supported the notion that we 

democratize innovation and that firms and individual users can increasingly innovate for themselves 

[41]. 

The theoretical implications are that innovation partnership is influential in both success and 

failure and should be considered from that point of view in future enhancement of theory. The 

practical implications are that the lead user must carefully select the number of partners to succeed 

in the innovation. This is supported by proponents of democratizing innovation [24,41]. There is, 

however, a need to examine the reasons for success or failure based on the types of partners. 

In summary, the number of partners enhances the chances of success or failure in lead user 

innovation. While most literature has focused on the single innovator, this study brings forward the 

reality that lead users need to work with partners during their innovation. This premise supports the 

scholars who state that social networks are important for lead user innovation [15,27,32]. 

7. Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study examined the significance of the number of innovation partners on lead users’ 
innovation outcomes. It focused on innovation in the context of a developing country’s approach to 
user participation and hence fulfilled the contextual gap. Based on the results, it can be concluded 

that the number of partners is important to any innovation. The hypothesis is therefore rejected. The 
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results indicate that innovation partners are significant players based on their influence on the 

innovation outcome. 

7.1. Practical Applications 

Lead user partnerships are significant because they allow companies to gain valuable insights 

and feedback from their most engaged and knowledgeable customers. These users are often early 

adopters of new products and technologies, and they can provide valuable input on product design, 

functionality, and marketing strategies. Additionally, lead user partnerships can help companies 

identify new opportunities for innovation and growth. By working closely with lead users, 

companies can develop products and services that better meet the needs and desires of their target 

market, which can help to increase customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

The findings contribute to the industry in several ways. First, including the number of partners 

enhances the identification of success factors for lead users that can be engaged in innovative 

endeavours at the industry or firm level. Managers should involve more partners in the innovation 

process to increase the likelihood of successful innovation outcomes.  This can prove quite timely 

for executives who must select a team of innovators for a successful innovation outcome. 

Second, partners, being influencers, can be streamlined based on other factors, such as 

innovation processes or diverse ideas, to save valuable resources for the lead users or the firm. This 

might bring about a faster innovation roadmap for various fintech innovations. 

7.2. Suggestions for Future Research 

The study has opened new areas for further research. There is a need to explore the various types 

of partnerships, for example, long-term versus short-term, major versus minor partners, or partners 

at different stages of the innovation cycle, to determine which model works best and delivers greater 

success. 
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