O INITIAT

D4.1. Report on co-design approach on
user engagement

KR Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
I expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
i European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held

Funded by responsible for them.

the European Union



Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement

D4.1. Report on co-design approach on user
engagement

Dissemination Level: PU - Public
Lead Partner: B1 Media
Due date: M18

Actual submission date: 31.7.2025.

Published in the framework of:

Supporting European R&I Through stakeholder collaboration and institutional reform

Authors:

Luka Bebic, B1 Media
Ante Bebic, B1 Media
Mislav Lizatovié, B1 Media

Revision and history chart

Version Comment

Vo.1 30/4/2025 Luka Bebié B1 Media TOC
V1.0 25/6/2025 Luka Bebic¢ B1 Media Draft
V1.5. 01/7/2025 Valentina Turanjanin VINS Internal review
V1.5. 10/7/2025 Dario Novinc brainit Internal review

Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions

expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the

European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held
Funded by responsible for them.

the European Union




Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement

V2.0 18/7/2025 Sila Celebi ESEIA Internal WP leader
review
V3.0 20/7/2025 Ana Daria Bokan, Marko Mimica, UNIZAG FSB Coordinator Review

Goran Krajaci¢

V4.0 30/7/2025 Luka Bebi¢, Ante Bebi¢, Mislav B1 Media Final draft
Lizatovi¢, Martinija Bekavac

Web: www.initiateproject.eu

Disclaimer:

The information in this document is subject to change without notice. Company or product
names mentioned in this document may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their
respective companies.

All rights reserved

The document is proprietary of the INITIATE consortium members. No copying or
distribution, in any form or by any means, is allowed without the prior written agreement
of the owner of the property rights.

This document reflects only the authors’ view. The European Community is not liable for any use that may
be made of the information contained herein. Responsibility for the information and views expressed in the

therein lies entirely with the author(s).

L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Ho expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
g European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held

Funded by responsible for them.
the European Union


http://www.initiateproject.eu/
http://www.initiateproject.eu/

Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement

Table of Contents

L. EXECULIVE SUMIMAIY .ceiiiiiiiieeiirieieeeeeeeeeeeeiirreeeeeeeeeeeeeesssseessseeeeseeessssssssssssesessesessssssssssssaseesensnsssssssssssesessennns 4
2. INEFOAUCEION .ttt ettt et b et s et et sae et e s at e b e s at e b e et e sbeeatesbeenbesseesesneenrenne 6
2.1 ADOUL the INITIATE PrOJECE ... ueieeeeeeitiee ettt ettt eee e e eeetreeeeeeraeeeeetraeeeeessaeeesessaeeeeenssseeeeenssaeesennns 7
2.2. Objectives Of thisS DEIIVEIADIE ..........ueiiieeee ettt eete e e e e tte e e e e ree e e eeesbaeeesenraaeesennees 7
2.3. Relation to other Tasks and WoOrk Packages.......cccuuueiieciiiiieceeeectee ettt e e e 8
2.4. Structure of the dOCUMENT........co.iiiiieeee ettt ettt et et s sb e s 9

3. INITIATE Co-design MeEtNOAOIOZY .......eevieeiriieeeereeeeeereee ettt ceetree e eee e e eeerree e e e sreeeeenanreeeeennneeas 10
3.1 Overview and Methodology GOAlS.........cccuviiieeciiieececeee ettt eectreeeee e e e e ctreeeeeesseeeeeesseeeeenssaaaenns 10
Figure 1 - Top-down and bottom-up approaches to IHE.............eeeeeeiiiieieciee e 10
3.2 Framework for Participatory ENGAgEMENt.........uvvvveeiiiiiiieeeiiireeeeeeeceeeeeeiirrreeeeeeeeeeesnssnrsaeeeeeeeessssnnnnns 12
Figure 2 - INITIATE project lifecycle and Phases...........oeevieieeieeeeieeieeee et ceereeeeeeereeeeeesreeeeessreeeesnns 12
3.3 GUIAING PriNCIPIES .ottt ettt eeette e e eeetee e e eeetaeeeeeesbaeeeeesbaeeeeesssaeesensseeeesesssseesnnnnes 14
Table 1 — Relevance: Sub-criteria & INdiCators........coccuiiiiiiieiieeeeeeeeeeee et e e 15
Table 2 — Transparency: SUb-Criteria & INAICAtOrS . ....coovieiriiiiieiec e 15
Table 3 — Inclusivity: SUb-criteria & INAICAtOrS......ccuvvviiiieeeeiieeeeeee e e eee e rrrrrreeeeeeeeeeanns 16
Table 4 — Shared Ownership: Sub-criteria & INAICatOrs..........oeeeeeveeieeeeeeeeeee e e 16
3.4 Stakeholder Mapping and ENgagement StrategY ........uveeeeceieeiieciieeececeeee ettt ee e e ree e e 17
3.4.1 Stakeholder Mapping: ProCess and PUIPOSE ......ccccuuiieieeciieeeeeciteeeeeciteeeeeeciteeeeeeeaeeeeeeseseeseenseseesennes 17
3.4.2 StaAKENOIAET CatEOIIES . ...uueeieeeeieeiiieeeetteeeee et e e e eeeeebabereeeeeeeeeesssssssseseeeeeeesssssssssnneeeeees 17
3.4.3 Stakeholder ENgagemeEnt STrategY.......coouviiieeiiiieieiereeeeeeiieeeeeeerreeeeeitreeeeeestreeeecesssreeeesssrseeessssnseeens 17
Table 5 - Stakeholder Categories and Engagement Approaches...........ocueeecveeecieeeceeecceeeeee e 18
3.4.4 ENGAgemMENt MONILOITNEG . ...ccieeiiiieieetiee ettt e ettt e e e ree e e e ere e e e e abese e e sseeeeeessaaeaeensseeeeeennsnens 18
3.5 Participatory Methods and PrOCESSES ......ccccvvveviieeiiiiieeeiitieeeeeeeeeeeeeeireeeeeeeeeeeeesssssssanreeeeeeeessssssrerens 18
3.5.1 WOrkshops and DESIZN SPIiNtS.....uuueeeiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeieeeeeeeeeeirtrreeeeeeeeeeeseissreseeeseeeeessssssssssssseseesessssssssns 18
35,2 REULADS ..ttt ettt ettt sttt sttt b et b et he b e e ae et st e bt st e bt et e saeeates 19
3.5.3 Digital Co-Creation and the Knowledge Hub ..............ooo i 19
3.5.4 Feedback Loops and Iterative DESIGN ......ccecccuviieiieciieee ettt ettt ettt e e tte e e e e atee e eearaeeesenaeaeesennes 20
Figure 3 - Stakeholder journey including all steps and participatory methods.........ccccovvieeiiiiiiecciinnnnnnns 20

4. Evaluation Plan fOr PartiCipatory PrOCESSES........couuvreieeeiieeeeeeirreeeeeitreeeeeerreeeeessssreeeeessnseeeesssnsseeesssnnsesssssnnss 21
4.1 PUIPOSE QN SCOPE ..o ceeevreeeeeeireeeeeeirteeeeeiteeeeeetseeeeesitseeeeesssaseeessssasesessssssesessssasesessssseesessssesesenssseeeeensnnes 22
4.2 Key Evaluation DIMeENSIONS AN KPIS........coooiiiiiieiieeeeeeeeeeiteeeeee e eeeeareee e e e e e eeeessssseeeeeeeessessnsnnsenes 22
INCIUSIVENESS AN REACK c...evniiii ettt ettt ettt et s et e be e st e bt et esaee e bt e 23
Stakeholder SatiSfaCtiON ....c...co ittt st s s s s e s 23
IMPAact 0N REI CUUIE @and PraCtiCeS......uuviiiieureieeeeireee et ceeiteeeceetreeeeeetreeeeessreeeeesssaeseeesssresesessnneeesns 24

L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Rl  Cicocan Union. Nether the European Union nor the. granting authorty canbe-hald

Funded by responsible for them.
the European Union



Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement

4.3 EValuation MEENOTOIOZY ......coouveiiiiieiie ettt ettt e eeeree e e eeaeeeeerbraeeeessssseeeenssaseesesnnsessensnnnas 25
4.4 ReVIEW Of REU LADS (ROUNAS L & 2) uuueeeiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeteeeee et e e e eeeeeeteeeeeeeseeeesesesaaeeeeeeseseessssnsesseeeesssessessssnnnenes 26
ROUNA L.ttt sttt et st e bt e st e s bt e s at e st e e bt e s at e e st e s at e e et e st e e aee e bt eentesabeeneenaee 26
Lisbon R&I Lab (ISCTE), 25 OCLODEI 2024......cooueeeeeeeeeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaeeeseesaeessesssssessesssseessssssseessns 26
UKIM R&I Lab (SKOPje), 27 FEDIUAIY 2025......ccuveiieeeeeeeeeee ettt eaee e s e eeaeesenaeeeennnas 26
UNIZAG FSB R&I Lab (Zagreb), 25 APFil 2025.........ooueieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee et eeeteeeereeeesveeeesereesseseenseseennens 27
ROUNG 2.ttt ettt sttt et st e e s bt e st e s bt e s at e s bt e st e st e e st e s atesabe e st esaeesaseesatesasesseenaee 27
Lisbon R&I Lab (ISCTE), 8 My 2025.........cccueereeeeeereeieeeeeteeseesseeseesseesesseessesseessessessessssssessssssessesssenses 27
UKIM R&I Lab (SKOPJE), 5 JUNE 2025........ccceeieereereereereeiesteeeessessesseessesseessesssessesssessesssessesssessesssenses 27
4.5 Other StrategiC ENGagEMENTES......uvviiieiiieeeeteiee ettt ceteee e eetree e e eeetteeeeersaeeeeessaseeeessssseeesssseseesessseseesnnns 28
4.5.1 Meeting: UNIZAG FSB - HELB Cooperation DiSCUSSION......cccuuteieeiireeririiieeeeecreeeeessnneesessseeessssnsenens 28
4.5.2 Meeting: UKIM - Kontron Strategic Alignment on Smart Energy Systems..........cccoveeeeecieeeeccnneennn. 29
4.5.3 FSB JOBS: Career Opportunities at the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture30
4.5.4 FSB Practical Connection: Bridging Students with Industry Through Meaningful Conversations.....30
4.6. Integration with Pilot MoNItOring aNd WPS.........oooorvieieeeeeeeeereee et eetree e eeerree e eeerneeeeenrneeeesnraeees 30
4.7 Roles, Responsibilities and Reporting SChedUle...........ooieeiiiiieeeeeeee et 31
REPOIING SCREAUIE: ... ettt e e e et e e e e e ate e e e e ateee e e ssasaesessaaeeeessesaeeanssanans 31
5. Discussion and Implementation STrategY ........coc vttt e e e srre e e e ara e e e e aaaeeeas 32
5.1 Adapting the Methodology ACrosS PilOtS.........uuvveiiiiiiiiiiiriieeeee et e eeeeeirrrrre e e e e e e e e aaraaeeeas 33
5.2 Reflections from INnitial DEPIOYMENT .........coooiviieieeieee ettt eeetre e eeeareeeeetraeeeeesssreeeeensaeeeenns 33
5.3 Lessons Learned and IMPrOVEMENTS ........coooueeeeieieieeeieeeeceeeeeee e e ee e e e e e e e e esesssasseseeeeeesesesssssnsenneeeas 34
5.4 Interlinkages with Policy and Capacity BUiliNg...........ueeeeiiiiieeeeeeeee ettt 34
INforming Policy RECOMMENAALIONS: ......cooeiiiriiiiiieeeeeeeeteeee et e e e e e eeeraarbrereeeeeeeesesnnssssannreeeees 35
Direct Capacity Building through Participation:...........cccueiiieieiiieiieeeceereec e e e 35
6. CONCIUSIONS AN NEXE SEEPS .. veeiieiiiieeeeiiree ettt e ettt e eee ettt e e eetrreeeeetsaeeeeesseseeesssaseeessseseeessssseeesnsreeeesnnnnees 36
6.1. Summary of Methodology and EValUation ............oceiiiiiiiiie e e 37
6.2. Alignment with INITIATE’S LONG-TEIrM ViSION......uiiiiiiiiieeicciiiee ettt cetee e eeee e e e eee e e e vaee e e e veae e s nsaeas 37
6.3. Future Applications and REPHCAtION ... ..uuviviiiiiiii e e e e e e e e e e asarareeeeeeeeeens 37
7 REFEIEINCES ...ttt ettt et et st s e s bt et e st e e b e s et st e e st e s et s re e s et s ne e neesaneenees 38
T €1 o 1Y= VN 39
D ANINEX ittt ettt ettt sttt a e e a e s e bt e e s et e e s a e e e s et e e e s b et e e e b b et e s e braeeseans 40
9.1, INITIATE EVAIUGLION PIAN...tiitiiiiiiiiiiieiitiieeee ettt e e eeeeetarre e e e e e e eeeeasssaseeseeeeessesssssassnsseeeeessnnns 41
Figure 4 - Project structure, Task Planning and Task EXECULION..........cooovvereeeeivieeeenireeeeenireee e e 41
Figure 5 - Stakeholders and Evaluation MEthOS........ccccuveviieeiiiiiieiieeececeee ettt et eeeeeanns 41
BV N NI o 1 D Y (<T3F= [ aTo I o) o (ol SRR 41
L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Rl  Cicocan Union. Nether the European Union nor the. granting authorty canbe-hald

Funded by responsible for them.
the European Union



D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on

Funded by
the European Union User Engagement
9.3, INITIATE Lab repOrt tEMPIAtE ......uvveeieeiieie ettt eeetee e eeareeeeesareeeeenasseeeeenssseseeennsreneenn 43
9.4. R&I Lab Evaluation GUIAEIINE .......cceiiieeieeeeeeee ettt ettt et e e ae e e e e s e e e ba e e s ase e e naeesnnneas 43
L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Ho expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
g European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held
Funded by responsible for them.

the European Union



Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Desigh Approach on
the European Union User Engagement
1. Executive Summary

The INITIATE project, funded under the Horizon Europe WIDERA programme, is a strategic initiative designed
to support institutional transformation in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) across Widening countries. The
project addresses systemic barriers to research and innovation (R&I) by promoting inclusive, stakeholder-
driven reform processes that are aligned with European Research Area (ERA) objectives and the clean energy
transition.

This deliverable, D4.1 - Report on Co-Design Approach on User Engagement, defines a comprehensive
methodology for engaging diverse HEI stakeholders in participatory processes aimed at building institutional
capacity for R&l. The report also presents an evaluation framework for monitoring and assessing the quality,
inclusiveness, and effectiveness of these engagement activities.

At the core of INITIATE's methodology is the belief that transformation in HEIs cannot be successfully achieved
without the active participation of those who shape, implement, and are affected by institutional policies and
practices. The co-design approach outlined in this deliverable enables meaningful collaboration between
internal stakeholders (such as academic and administrative staff, researchers, students, and leadership) and
external actors (including regional innovation ecosystems, industry representatives, SMEs, and policy bodies).

This deliverable is produced under Task 4.1 - Co-design of user engagement for capacity building, which serves
as the conceptual backbone of Work Package 4. T4.1 will focus on enhancing engagement among different
target groups and refining the value-based propositions for R&l development originally outlined in T1.2. This
will be achieved using a Design Thinking approach, applied through multiple inclusive and iterative co-design
cycles aligned with the “Leave No One Behind” principle. It establishes:

e The principles and structure of stakeholder, citizen and consumer engagement,

e Aflexible set of participatory tools and methods (e.g., workshops, design sprints, R&l Labs, and digital
co-creation via the INITIATE Knowledge Hub),

e Guidelines for adapting these approaches across diverse HEI contexts.

e Developing an evaluation plan (detailed in D5.1) that will guide assessments within the R&I and Policy
Labs (T4.2).

It also sets the stage for the implementation and further development of the following WP4 tasks:

e Task 4.2 - INITIATE R&I Lab will serve as the primary operational vehicle for co-design activities. Using
the methodology from D4.1, the Labs will engage stakeholders at three pilot HEIs (in Croatia, Portugal,
and North Macedonia) to identify institutional needs, test new models, and generate user-informed
solutions.

e Task 4.3 - Steering policy and market recommendations will analyze findings from the Labs to
formulate actionable recommendations that align institutional innovation strategies with national
and EU-level R&I and market frameworks. This task will also ensure that outputs are policy-relevant
and scalable.

e Task 4.4 - Roadmap for R&l uptake and Alliance for green energy transition forming will build on the
outcomes of stakeholder engagement to construct a forward-looking roadmap that outlines strategic
pathways for institutional R&l development. It will also guide the formation of a long-term alliance of
HEIs and stakeholders committed to green transition objectives.

Complementing the co-design methodology, this deliverable presents a rigorous evaluation plan with a set of
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Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) covering four key dimensions:

e Relevance: How well the engagement aligns with institutional and regional priorities,

¢ Inclusiveness: The breadth and diversity of stakeholder participation,

e Satisfaction: Stakeholder perceptions of the process and its usefulness,

¢ Impact: Changes observed in institutional attitudes, capacities, and strategies related to R&l.

The evaluation plan is designed to support both real-time adaptation during pilot activities and longitudinal
assessment of the INITIATE approach’s effectiveness and replicability.

Ultimately, this deliverable provides a strategic foundation for advancing user-centric, system-level
transformation in HEls. By embedding co-creation into institutional development, INITIATE ensures that
reform efforts are not only innovative and effective, but also legitimate, inclusive, and sustainable in the long
term.
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2. Introduction

2.1 About the INITIATE Project

The INITIATE project, formally titled Supporting European R&I Through Stakeholder Collaboration and
Institutional Reform (Grant Agreement No. 101136775), is a Horizon Europe Coordination and Support Action
(CSA) that commenced on 1 February 2024 and will run until 31 July 2027, for a total duration of 42 months.

The overarching objective of INITIATE is to empower Higher Education Institutions (HEls)—particularly those
in Widening countries—to enhance their Research and Innovation (R&l) capabilities through comprehensive
institutional transformation. The project seeks to foster scientific excellence and promote knowledge
valorisation by supporting collaborative R&l practices and increasing the circulation of knowledge across
Europe.

At the core of INITIATE'’s strategy lies a stakeholder-inclusive, co-design approach. This approach is used to
develop a transformative framework for HEIs that reflects the specific needs, capacities, and contextual
realities of individual institutions. It also accounts for external factors such as structural policy barriers and
lessons learned from other successful European initiatives. A key component of this strategy is the
identification of collaborative opportunities with a variety of actors, including local innovation ecosystems,
industry, and public authorities.

The framework will be implemented through an iterative process, guided by activities such as Research &
Innovation (R&I) Labs and supported by digital tools including the INITIATE Knowledge Hub. These tools and
spaces are intended to generate actionable policy recommendations aimed at enhancing institutional R&l
capacity and scientific performance in Widening countries. Additionally, INITIATE aims to produce tangible
research outputs and support joint applications to future funding instruments, including Horizon Europe.

The methodology developed by INITIATE will be tested and validated through pilot implementations in Croatia,
Portugal, and North Macedonia. These national pilots will provide the basis for designing a roadmap for long-
term R&l uptake across Widening countries and identifying opportunities for scaling and replication.

Beyond its official duration, the project aims to establish a sustainable Alliance for the Green Energy Transition,
thereby ensuring the continued relevance and impact of INITIATE’s outcomes. Through this work, INITIATE
supports HEls in becoming agents of change, embedding a culture of scientific excellence and value creation,
especially in institutional contexts where research intensity has historically been lower.

2.2. Objectives of this Deliverable

This Deliverable 4.1 (D4.1), titled “Report on Co-Design Approach on User Engagement,” serves as a
foundational document for Task 4.1: Co-design of user engagement for capacity building.

The primary objectives of this deliverable are to:

¢ Define and elaborate on the co-design methodology for user engagement within the context of the
INITIATE project, specifically focusing on capacity building in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).

e Establish a comprehensive framework for participatory engagement that guides the interaction
between the project consortium and various stakeholders, ensuring effective collaboration and
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knowledge exchange.

e Articulate the guiding principles that underpin all user engagement activities, emphasizing relevance,
transparency, inclusivity, and shared ownership to foster a collaborative and impactful environment.

e Detail the stakeholder mapping and engagement strategy, identifying key internal and external
stakeholders within HEIs and their broader ecosystems, and outlining appropriate engagement
channels and tools.

e Describe the participatory methods and processes that will be employed, including workshops, design
sprints, R&l Labs, and digital co-creation mechanisms like the Knowledge Hub, along with strategies
for feedback loops and iteration.

e Present a robust evaluation plan for participatory processes, specifying the purpose, scope, key
evaluation dimensions, Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), evaluation methods, and instruments to
assess the effectiveness and impact of engagement activities.

e Discuss the implementation strategy, including how the methodology will be adapted across different
pilot sites, reflections from initial deployments, lessons learned, and the interlinkages with policy
development and broader capacity building efforts.

By achieving these objectives, D4.1 will provide a clear and actionable blueprint for fostering meaningful user
engagement, which is critical for the successful implementation and long-term sustainability of the INITIATE
project’s outcomes.

2.3. Relation to other Tasks and Work Packages

Task 4.1, and consequently this deliverable, is intricately linked with several other tasks and Work Packages
(WPs) within the INITIATE project, forming a cohesive and interdependent framework for achieving the
project’s overarching objectives. The co-design approach to user engagement is not an isolated activity;
rather, it is a cross-cutting theme that both informs and is informed by multiple components of the project.

As a core component of Work Package 4 (WP4), Task 4.1 provides the conceptual and methodological
backbone for stakeholder engagement across the project. The co-design frameworks and participatory
methodologies developed in Deliverable 4.1 will directly guide the implementation of activities in subsequent
WP4 tasks. For example, the stakeholder mapping and engagement strategy described herein will be essential
for identifying and involving relevant participants in the INITIATE R&l Labs and other co-creation sessions
conducted under Task 4.2.

There is a strong interdependency with Work Package 2 (WP2), which focuses on analyzing the current state
of R&l ecosystems and institutional capacities in Widening countries. The SWOT analyses and contextual
insights generated through WP2 will directly shape the co-design approach by ensuring that user engagement
activities are tailored to actual institutional needs, gaps, and opportunities. This alignment is critical for
relevance and long-term impact.

Work Package 3 (WP3) is closely connected through its role in developing the Knowledge Hub and other digital
co-creation tools. The participatory methods and virtual engagement mechanisms described in D4.1 will be
supported technically by WP3. The functionality, accessibility, and user experience of these tools are vital for
the success of INITIATE's digital engagement strategy. Close coordination ensures that technological
infrastructure effectively facilitates inclusive and meaningful stakeholder collaboration.

The evaluation plan established in this deliverable is directly tied to Work Package 5 (WP5), which leads the
project’s overall monitoring and impact assessment. The Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and evaluation
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instruments presented in D4.1 will be employed by WP5 to measure the quality, reach, and effectiveness of
user engagement and co-design activities. This feedback loop supports adaptive management, continuous
learning, and contributes evidence to inform institutional change strategies and broader policy discussions.

Lastly, the outcomes of Task 4.1 will make a substantial contribution to Work Package 6 (WP6), which focuses
on communication, dissemination, and exploitation of project results. The tools, strategies, and best practices
emerging from this co-design work will generate compelling case studies and replicable models that can be
shared with HEIs and R&l actors beyond the consortium. Furthermore, effective stakeholder engagement is
expected to strengthen the institutional visibility and funding readiness of participating HEIs for future
European R&l programmes.

Deliverable 4.1 is a pivotal document that not only sets the foundation for user engagement within INITIATE
but also integrates tightly with other work packages to ensure a systemic, coherent, and impactful approach
to institutional transformation in Widening countries.

2.4. Structure of the document

This document is structured to provide a comprehensive overview of the co-design approach for user
engagement within the INITIATE project. Following this introductory section, the report is organized into
several core chapters, each building on the preceding content to offer a complete methodological and
evaluative framework:

Chapter 3: INITIATE Co-DesignMethodology

This chapter presents the core methodology developed for stakeholder engagement. It outlines the goals of
the co-design approach, introduces the framework for participatory engagement, and articulates the guiding
principles that ensure ethical, inclusive, and effective collaboration. The chapter also includes a stakeholder
mapping and engagement strategy, identifying relevant internal and external actors, and the appropriate
channels for involving them. Finally, it details the participatory methods and processes to be used, such as
workshops, R&l Labs, and digital co-creation tools including the INITIATE Knowledge Hub.

Chapter 4. Evaluation Plan for Participatory Processes
This section presents a detailed plan for evaluating the effectiveness and impact of the co-design approach.
It outlines the purpose and scope of evaluation activities, defines key evaluation dimensions and Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs), and describes the methods and instruments to be applied. It also addresses
the integration of evaluation efforts with pilot monitoring and other relevant Work Packages, and defines
roles, responsibilities, and reporting schedules to ensure rigorous oversight.

Chapter 5: Discussion and Implementation Strategy
This chapter offers a reflective analysis of the co-design methodology and its practical implementation. It
examines how the approach will be adapted to different pilot contexts, presents insights from initial
deployments, and outlines lessons learned. In addition, it explores the connections between co-design
activities and broader policy development and capacity-building efforts, supporting the long-term objectives
of the project.

Chapter 6: Conclusions and Next Steps
The final content chapter summarizes the key components of the co-design methodology and the associated
evaluation plan. It reinforces their alignment with INITIATE’s long-term vision, and provides direction for
future applications and replication in other HEIs and Widening contexts.
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Chapter 7:
A comprehensive list of all sources cited throughout the document.

Chapter 8:

Definitions of all key terms, acronyms, and project-specific concepts used in the report.

Chapter 9: List of
A numbered list of all figures referenced in the report.

Chapter 10: List of
A numbered list of all tables presented in the document.

References

Glossary

Figures

Tables

This structured format ensures that all critical aspects of the co-design methodology and its evaluation are
clearly addressed, offering a cohesive, actionable, and transferable framework for the INITIATE project team

and its stakeholders.

L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Ho expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
g European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held

Funded by responsible for them.
the European Union



Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement
3. INITIATE Co-design methodology

3.1 Overview and Methodology Goals

The INITIATE project adopts a robust and context-sensitive co-design methodology to ensure that user
engagement for capacity building is both effective and grounded in the lived realities of Higher Education
Institutions (HEls) in Widening countries. This approach transcends traditional, top-down models of
implementation by fostering genuine collaboration, shared ownership, and mutual learning among all
stakeholders. The underlying philosophy of the INITIATE approach is that sustainable institutional
transformation and impactful innovation are best achieved when the people affected by change are actively
involved in shaping it. By embedding participatory principles at every stage, INITIATE builds trust, relevance,
and long-term commitment.

INSPIRATION
Top-down ACTIVITIES Innovative
higher
education
institutions
Bottom-up

Figure 1 - Top-down and bottom-up approaches to IHEI

The conceptual framework illustrated in Figure 3 serves as the foundation for the INITIATE methodology on
stakeholder engagement and value-based proposition design within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). It
provides structured guidance for engaging stakeholders throughout the entire institutional transformation
process—spanning the design, implementation, exploitation, and scaling of HEI services. The visualization
reflects the iterative and non-linear nature of institutional and community development, highlighting the
dynamic and context-specific pathways that HEIs may follow.

A key feature of the framework is its recognition of the diverse starting points from which HEIs may embark
on their transformation journey. Whether engagement begins through bottom-up initiatives led by local
actors, or through top-down strategies initiated by institutional leadership, the framework accommodates
both trajectories. It further emphasizes the interconnections between stakeholder engagement strategies
and the development of institutional services, encouraging alignment between participation processes and
value creation.

This section provides a detailed explanation of the framework’s components, as well as the conceptual
foundations that informed its design.

Primary Goals of the Co-Design Methodology
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To foster active participation and collaboration
The methodology creates inclusive spaces where all relevant stakeholder groups—university leadership,
academic staff, administrative personnel, students, industry partners, policymakers, and community actors—
can share their perspectives, expertise, and needs. This inclusive participation ensures that resulting strategies
and tools are relevant and multi-dimensional.

To ensure relevance and applicability

By involving end-users in the design process, INITIATE ensures that capacity-building measures and R&l
transformation strategies directly respond to the practical challenges and institutional realities faced by HEls.
This approach minimizes misalignment and increases the utility of outcomes.

To enhance ownership and commitment
Stakeholders who are part of the co-creation process develop a sense of ownership over the solutions and
reforms generated. This leads to stronger commitment to implementation, thereby enhancing the
sustainability and institutional uptake of project outcomes.

To facilitate knowledge exchange and mutual learning
The co-design process functions as a learning ecosystem, encouraging cross-disciplinary and cross-
institutional dialogue. Participants share best practices, learn from others’ experiences, and collectively
develop new knowledge and capabilities—especially bridging gaps between more and less research-intensive
HEls.

To generate innovative and tailored solutions

By bringing together diverse institutional actors, the process encourages creative problem-solving and
results in context-specific innovations. These solutions are better equipped to address the complexity of R&l
challenges within heterogeneous institutional environments.

To build sustainable networks and communities of practice

Through collaborative engagement, INITIATE helps establish interconnected networks across HEls, industry,
and public stakeholders. These networks are expected to evolve into communities of practice that persist
beyond the project’s duration and continue to foster R&I development.

To inform policy recommendations

The process yields valuable evidence on effective engagement practices and institutional challenges. These
insights will directly inform the policy recommendations produced later in the project, ensuring that they are
grounded in real-world experience and reflect the nuanced needs of HEls.

The INITIATE co-design methodology is intentionally iterative and adaptive. It incorporates a variety of
participatory tools and techniques, allowing for continuous refinement based on stakeholder feedback, pilot
experiences, and evolving institutional needs. This flexible and inclusive foundation is essential for driving
meaningful, resilient change in the research and innovation landscape of Widening countries.

3.2 Framework for Participatory Engagement

The INITIATE project embraces a structured, inclusive, and flexible framework for participatory engagement,
designed to enable meaningful collaboration between Higher Education Institutions (HEls) and a broad
spectrum of stakeholders. Recognizing that effective institutional transformation depends on active
involvement from those directly and indirectly affected by R&l policies and practices, this framework lays the
foundation for sustained, high-quality engagement throughout the project lifecycle.
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Figure 2 - INITIATE project lifecycle and phases

Steps in the design process require differing levels of participation, whether it is to give shape to the
proposition underlying the service or to foster support for the implementation and adoption. Each phase of
the project lifecycle involves a set of steps and activities that are critical to the success of the process as a
whole.

INITIATE’s engagement model seeks to move stakeholders upward along the spectrum of participation, from
passive information recipients to active co-creators and long-term partners in institutional change. The
framework is designed to function across multiple levels of engagement, from individual interviews and
feedback loops to multi-stakeholder co-design workshops and R&l Labs. This multi-layered design ensures
that all voices can be heard, regardless of background, institutional role, or geographic location, and that each
contribution is both valued and impactful.

Stakeholder Identification and Segmentation

Effective engagement begins with a thorough mapping of stakeholders. INITIATE adopts a systematic approach
to identifying internal and external actors with a vested interest in R&l capacity building. These include
university leadership, academic staff, students, administrative personnel, policymakers, regional innovation
actors, civil society organizations, and private-sector partners.

Once identified, stakeholders are segmented based on influence, level of interest, expertise, and potential
roles in the engagement process. This segmentation allows the consortium to develop tailored engagement
strategies, ensuring that each group is approached with relevant tools, messaging, and levels of involvement
appropriate to their context.

Clear Objectives for Every Engagement Activity
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Each engagement action within INITIATE is goal-driven and explicitly aligned with both the overall aims of the
project and the specific objectives of the related task or work package. For example:

¢ Some engagements may focus on exploratory research, such as understanding institutional barriers;
e Others may aim at co-developing policy recommendations;
e Still others may facilitate joint decision-making on the implementation of capacity-building initiatives.

This clarity of purpose helps ensure that stakeholder participation is not only efficient but also meaningful and
outcome-oriented.

Diverse and Adaptive Engagement Channels

Recognizing the limitations of a one-size-fits-all model, INITIATE's framework integrates a variety of channels
and tools for engagement. These include:

* In-person methods: such as workshops, design sprints, R&I Labs, roundtables, and campus dialogues;

¢ Digital tools: such as the INITIATE Knowledge Hub, online surveys, collaborative whiteboards, and
video conferencing platforms;

* Asynchronous mechanisms: such as structured feedback forms, online discussion threads, and shared
documentation portals.

The choice of engagement tools is based on the target audience, the type of interaction required, and logistical
considerations such as time, accessibility, and digital literacy.

Iterative Engagement and Feedback Loops

Participation in INITIATE is not static. The engagement process is designed to be iterative and responsive,
incorporating continuous feedback loops. Each round of stakeholder interaction informs the next phase of
project design or implementation.

Inputs are systematically captured, analyzed, and integrated into project activities and deliverables. This cycle
of engagement, reflection, and refinement ensures that stakeholder contributions are not only heard but also
acted upon—building trust, relevance, and ownership along the way.

Capacity Building for Meaningful Participation

To ensure that all stakeholders can participate effectively, the framework includes targeted capacity-building
measures. These may involve:

e Training sessions on co-design principles and participatory methods;
e Briefing materials that explain the project's goals and technical language;
e Facilitation support during workshops or Labs to ensure equal voice and access.

By investing in stakeholder empowerment, INITIATE supports more confident and capable participation,
especially from groups that may be unfamiliar with formal R&I processes or underrepresented in institutional
decision-making.

Documentation and Knowledge Management

Transparency and learning are supported by comprehensive documentation of all engagement activities. This
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includes records of discussions, decision rationales, visual outputs (e.g., canvases, mind maps), and evaluation
data.

The Knowledge Hub functions as a centralized digital repository, ensuring that all engagement-related content
is accessible, searchable, and reusable by project partners and stakeholders. It also serves as a key tool for
dissemination, reflection, and replication in other institutional contexts.

Integration with Project Management and Evaluation

Participatory engagement is not a standalone process—it is embedded within the overall project governance
and evaluation architecture. Engagement activities are aligned with project timelines, work package
milestones, and key deliverables. Moreover, the evaluation framework outlined in Chapter 4 includes specific
indicators to assess the effectiveness, inclusivity, and relevance of stakeholder engagement efforts. This
enables continuous quality improvement and ensures that engagement remains a dynamic contributor to
INITIATE's overall impact.

Through the implementation of this comprehensive and adaptable framework, the INITIATE project ensures
that its co-design activities are not only methodologically sound, but also inclusive, responsive, and
strategically aligned with institutional transformation goals. In doing so, the project lays a strong foundation
for sustainable R&lI capacity building and meaningful stakeholder empowerment across Widening countries.

3.3 Guiding Principles

The effectiveness of INITIATE's co-design methodology rests on four foundational Guiding Principles—
Relevance, Transparency, Inclusivity, and Shared Ownership—that provide both ethical direction and
operational coherence. These principles ensure that stakeholder engagement is not only well-intentioned but
also meaningful, participatory, and impactful. They inform the design, delivery, and evaluation of all
engagement activities, shaping them to be contextually grounded, transparent, equitable, and collaboratively
driven.

Relevance

Relevance ensures that co-design activities address real-world problems and opportunities relevant to
participating Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and their local ecosystems. This principle requires a needs-
driven approach, underpinned by institutional assessments and stakeholder dialogue, ensuring that project
interventions align with genuine challenges and strategic priorities (Bogomolova et al., 2021; PRECISE, 2023).
By emphasizing contextual adaptation, the INITIATE framework allows flexibility to suit diverse institutional,
cultural, and socio-economic settings. Evidence-based design further reinforces relevance, grounding activities
in validated research and best practices (Burkett, 2012). Ultimately, relevance ensures solutions are not
abstract but yield tangible outputs—such as new strategies, tools, policies, or collaborative models—that
enhance R&l capacity.

Table 1 — Relevance: Sub-criteria & Indicators

Needs alighment Activities reflect documented institutional challenges and stakeholder priorities
Contextual adaptation Methods and outputs tailored to local conditions and institutional culture
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Evidence-informed . . . . .

S Activities reference relevant literature and international best practices

Tangible outcomes Co-design outputs result in actionable policies, tools, or service models
Transparency

Transparency upholds clarity, openness, and accountability throughout the co-design process. By ensuring
open communication, INITIATE makes meeting agendas, decision criteria, and project documentation readily
accessible, enabling stakeholders to understand and follow decision-making (Carothers & Brechenmacher,
2014; PRECISE, 2023). Clear definitions of roles and responsibilities prevent confusion and build trust, while
mechanisms like the Knowledge Hub reinforce visibility and continuity. Structured feedback loops ensure that
stakeholder input is acknowledged and adapted in real time, helping maintain legitimacy and confidence in
the co-design process.

Table 2 — Transparency: Sub-criteria & Indicators

Open information
access

Governance clarity Roles, responsibilities, and decision-making processes are clearly defined

Meeting agendas, minutes, and decisions are publicly accessible

Traceable contributions | Stakeholder input is recorded and reflected in outcomes

Feedback mechanisms Channels exist for stakeholders to provide feedback and receive responses

Inclusivity

Inclusivity ensures that co-design activities are truly participatory by engaging a broad and diverse array of
stakeholders—including students, junior researchers, administrative staff, policymakers, industry actors, and
local communities. Drawing on the principles of participatory and community-based research (Israel et al.,
2005), INITIATE adopts strategies to reduce barriers (e.g., multilingual facilitation, hybrid sessions) and
proactively support under-represented voices (Burkett, 2012). Facilitators actively mitigate power
asymmetries to ensure equitable participation. This inclusive approach enhances legitimacy, improves
relevance, and fosters shared understanding across stakeholder groups.

Table 3 — Inclusivity: Sub-criteria & Indicators

Diverse representation | Participants include varied roles and demographics from across the quadruple helix

Hybrid, multilingual, and supported sessions accommodate diverse participant

Accessible formats
needs

Power-aware

facilitation Facilitation ensures equitable speaking time and prevents dominance

Cultural respect Materials and engagement practices reflect sensitivity to diverse backgrounds

Shared Ownership
Shared Ownership ensures that responsibility for both the process and outcomes is collectively shared with
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stakeholders. Rooted in co-creation frameworks (Burkett, 2012; Israel et al., 2005), this principle emphasizes
joint decision-making, co-creation, and distributed responsibility, often via participatory governance
structures or community committees. By empowering participants to define problems, shape solutions, and
take implementation roles, INITIATE builds local leadership capacity and fosters long-term institutional
commitment. The result is a more sustainable legacy of innovation and engagement, as stakeholders feel
ownership over the change process.

Table 4 — Shared Ownership: Sub-criteria & Indicators

Joint problem

definition Stakeholders collectively establish goals and challenges

Collaborative design Workshops and labs lead to jointly developed proposals and prototypes

Shared responsibility Tasks and roles are distributed across stakeholder groups

Capacity building Stakeholders demonstrate the ability to continue and scale initiatives post-project

By embedding the principles of Relevance, Transparency, Inclusivity, and Shared Ownership throughout the
co-design methodology, INITIATE ensures that its participatory practices are not only procedurally sound but
socially meaningful, responsive, and sustainable. These principles bridge the gap between ideal and
implementation, ensuring that the project achieves genuine R&I capacity building across diverse contexts.

3.4 Stakeholder Mapping and Engagement Strategy

Effective stakeholder engagement is central to the INITIATE project’s co-design methodology. The
development of R&l capacity within Higher Education Institutions (HEIls) requires the active and coordinated
involvement of a diverse range of actors across institutional, sectoral, and geographical boundaries. This
section outlines the stakeholder mapping process, the strategic categorization of stakeholder groups, and the
targeted engagement strategies that will guide participatory activities throughout the project.

3.4.1 Stakeholder Mapping: Process and Purpose

Stakeholder mapping in INITIATE serves a dual purpose: to identify all relevant actors in the R&l ecosystems
of the participating HEIs, and to inform tailored engagement approaches that reflect the roles, interests, and
influence of each group. The mapping process draws from best practices in stakeholder analysis (Bryson, 2004;
Schmeer, 2000), and involves:

Institutional self-assessment and scoping interviews with key staff;

* Ecosystem mapping of policy, research, and innovation stakeholders;

e Cross-case comparison of actors across pilot countries;

e Continuous updating as new stakeholders emerge through engagement activities.

This dynamic and iterative process ensures that no critical actors are overlooked and that engagement
strategies remain flexible and context-sensitive.

3.4.2 Stakeholder Categories
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Stakeholders are grouped according to the Quadruple Helix model (Carayannis & Campbell, 2009), which
reflects the complexity of R&l systems by incorporating four core domains:

e Academia: University leadership, researchers, research support staff, students;

¢ Industry: SMEs, start-ups, business incubators, industry associations;

e Public Sector: Ministries, research councils, regional authorities, funding agencies;
e  Civil Society: NGOs, citizen groups, community leaders, and the general public.

Each category plays a unique role in shaping, supporting, or benefiting from HEI transformation. Sub-
categorization within each helix allows for more granular targeting—for example, separating early-career
researchers from senior faculty or distinguishing between national and local policymakers.

3.4.3 Stakeholder Engagement Strategy

The engagement strategy defines how each stakeholder group will be involved in the co-design and
implementation of capacity-building activities. It is based on three key principles:

1. Fit-for-purpose engagement: Engagement intensity and format are adapted to the relevance and
influence of each stakeholder group. For instance, industry partners may be targeted via innovation
co-labs, while students may engage through participatory design sprints.

2. Progressive involvement: Stakeholders are not all engaged at once but are progressively involved
across phases—needs assessment, co-design, implementation, evaluation.

3. Multimodal communication: A combination of in-person workshops, digital platforms (e.g.,
Knowledge Hub), and bilateral dialogues are used to maximize participation and accessibility.

The stakeholder engagement plan is also aligned with Task 4.2 (R&I Labs) and Task 4.4 (Alliance Formation),
ensuring continuity between strategic planning and practical collaboration.

Table 5 - Stakeholder Categories and Engagement Approaches

University leadership Strategic direction and Advisory panels, high-level
institutional embedding workshops

Researchers (all levels) Methodology co-creation, Labs, surveys, co-design
piloting, feedback workshops

Students Beneficiaries and innovation co- Hackathons, idea labs, peer-
creators learning forums

Industry partners Application, valorisation, Co-creation sessions, bilateral
innovation feedback meetings

Policymakers Alignment, regulation, funding Policy roundtables, white paper
and support co-writing sessions

Community actors Contextualisation, local impact, Town hall meetings, interviews,
social dialogue user testing

3.4.4 Engagement Monitoring

To ensure the inclusiveness and effectiveness of stakeholder engagement, KPIs will be applied to measure
participation diversity, feedback integration, and the iterative refinement of engagement approaches. The
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evaluation framework detailed in Chapter 4 supports this process by integrating stakeholder engagement as
a critical dimension of performance.

3.5 Participatory Methods and Processes

The INITIATE project employs a structured and iterative participatory approach to co-design, grounded in
methods that ensure inclusivity, responsiveness, and real-world applicability. The participatory processes are
designed to foster active stakeholder involvement across various levels of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs),
enabling the collaborative development of context-sensitive solutions that address systemic challenges in
research and innovation (R&l) capacity.

The participatory methods used throughout INITIATE include interactive co-design workshops, targeted design
sprints, institutionally embedded R&I Labs, and digital collaboration tools. These mechanisms are
complemented by continuous feedback loops that support iterative refinement, learning-by-doing, and long-
term stakeholder engagement. Together, they form a cohesive strategy for meaningful and impactful co-
creation.

3.5.1 Workshops and Design Sprints

Workshops and design sprints form the foundation of INITIATE’s participatory engagement during key project
phases. These formats offer focused, time-bound spaces for structured dialogue, collaborative ideation, and
rapid prototyping.

Workshops will be organized around specific thematic challenges identified through stakeholder mapping and
contextual assessments. They follow a facilitation structure that includes joint problem definition, ideation,
concept refinement, and stakeholder validation. In addition, workshops serve as important venues for capacity
building, offering hands-on training in co-design practices and exposure to R&l system transformation
strategies.

Design sprints, inspired by the Google Ventures methodology (Knapp, Zeratsky, & Kowitz, 2016), enable rapid
development and testing of prototypes over 3-5 days. These sprints involve structured phases such as user
journey mapping, sketching, prototyping, and real-user testing, generating tangible outputs within
compressed timeframes. They are particularly effective for tackling complex institutional or digital innovation
challenges.

Both formats will be facilitated by experienced moderators and are designed to foster an inclusive and
psychologically safe environment that empowers contributions from diverse actors.

3.5.2 R&I Labs

The R&l Labs represent the operational heart of INITIATE's co-design framework. They provide sustained,
institution-specific environments—both physical and virtual—for iterative development and testing of
capacity-building solutions.

Each R&l Lab is coordinated by a core team within the host HEI and draws participation from internal and
external stakeholders, including researchers, students, administrators, policymakers, and industry
representatives. The Labs operate through a cyclical process of deep-dive diagnostics, co-creation sessions,
pilot implementation, and feedback-based revision.
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Activities within the R&l Labs include:

e Diagnostic deep dives into systemic R&lI challenges in Higher Education Institutions;

e Identification of policy and implementation barriers, and the co-development of methods, and
collaborative models to support improvement

¢ Pilot implementation within institutional contexts;

* Monitoring and evaluation based on defined KPlIs;

¢ Knowledge exchange and cross-case learning among pilot countries.

e Sharing funding opportunities to sustain the initiative and co-develop future project ideas.

The outputs of R&l Labs contribute directly to INITIATE's policy recommendations and roadmap development,
while also embedding co-design capacities within the participating institutions.

3.5.3 Digital Co-Creation and the Knowledge Hub

To ensure sustained collaboration across geographical and institutional boundaries, INITIATE integrates digital
co-creation through a dedicated Knowledge Hub. This online platform complements in-person engagements
by enabling asynchronous interaction and continuous knowledge sharing.

Key features of the Knowledge Hub include:

e Centralized access to documents, toolkits, and datasets;

* Moderated discussion forums and interactive Q&A sessions;

¢ Collaborative document editing and stakeholder feedback modules;

¢ Virtual workshops and webinars, supported by tools such as Zoom, Miro, and Microsoft Teams;
e Visual progress tracking dashboards for pilot implementation.

The Knowledge Hub acts as both a repository and a live co-creation space, ensuring that stakeholder

engagement continues beyond scheduled events and remains inclusive for dispersed or time-constrained
actors.

3.5.4 Feedback Loops and Iterative Design
A defining feature of the INITIATE co-design methodology is its commitment to iterative development through
embedded feedback loops. These ensure that stakeholder input is continuously gathered, synthesized, and

used to refine both process and outputs.

Feedback mechanisms include:

Post-workshop and post-sprint evaluation surveys;
Ongoing feedback channels within the Knowledge Hub;
Qualitative interviews and structured focus groups;
Regular progress reviews within R&I Labs.

The project follows a Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle, where each phase of engagement or implementation
is followed by reflection and adaptation. Transparency in how feedback is integrated ensures trust and
reinforces the participatory ethos of the project.

This iterative model enhances the relevance, feasibility, and sustainability of the co-designed solutions and
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supports adaptive project management in dynamic institutional environments.
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Figure 3 - Stakeholder journey including all steps and participatory methods
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4. Evaluation Plan for Participatory Processes

4.1 Purpose and Scope

The INITIATE Evaluation plan table can be found in Chapter 9: Annex.
The primary purpose of evaluating the participatory processes within INITIATE is to:

Assess Effectiveness: Determine how well the co-design methodology and its implemented activities achieve
their intended goals of engaging stakeholders, fostering collaboration, and generating relevant solutions.

Measure Impact: Quantify and qualify the influence of participatory engagement on R&l capacity building,
institutional change, and the development of a culture of excellence within HEls.

Identify Best Practices and Lessons Learned: Extract valuable insights from successful engagement strategies
and identify areas where improvements can be made, contributing to continuous learning and refinement of
the methodology.

Ensure Accountability and Transparency: Provide evidence of the project’s progress and impact to the
European Commission, consortium partners, and other stakeholders, demonstrating responsible use of
resources and adherence to project objectives.

Inform Future Strategies: Generate data and insights that can inform the adaptation of the co-design
methodology for future applications, both within and beyond the INITIATE project.

The scope of this evaluation plan covers all co-design and user engagement activities undertaken as part of
Task 4.1 and related Work Packages. This includes, but is not limited to, workshops, design sprints, R&l Labs,
digital co-creation activities via the Knowledge Hub, and various stakeholder communication and feedback
mechanisms. The evaluation will consider both the process of engagement (e.g., quality of participation,
inclusivity) and the outcomes (e.g., relevance of solutions, stakeholder satisfaction, impact on R&l culture).

4.2 Key Evaluation Dimensions and KPIs
The evaluation of the R&l Labs is guided by the following key dimensions and corresponding KPls:
This dimension assesses the extent to which the co-designed solutions and engagement activities address the
actual needs and strategic priorities of the participating HEIs and align with their institutional development
plans.

KPI 4.2.1: Alignment of Co-designed Solutions with HEI Needs:

Metric: Percentage of co-designed solutions directly addressing identified R&l capacity gaps or
strategic priorities of pilot HEIs.

Measurement: Review of co-design outputs (e.g., workshop reports, R&l Lab outcomes) against initial
needs assessments and HEI strategic documents.
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KPI 4.2.2: Integration of Co-designed Solutions into HEI Strategies:

Metric: Number of co-designed strategies, policies, or tools formally adopted or integrated into HEI
operational plans or curricula.

Measurement: Documentation review, interviews with HEI leadership and relevant departments.
KPI 4.2.3: Stakeholder Perception of Relevance:

Metric: Average rating of relevance of engagement activities and co-designed outcomes by
participants (e.g., on a Likert scale).

Measurement: Post-activity surveys and qualitative feedback from interviews/focus groups.

Inclusiveness and Reach

This dimension evaluates the breadth and diversity of stakeholder participation, ensuring that the co-design
process is open, accessible, and representative of all relevant groups.

KPI 4.2.4: Diversity of Participants:

Metric: Representation of different stakeholder categories (e.g., leadership, researchers,
administrative staff, students, industry, policymakers, civil society) in co-design activities, compared to target
demographics.

Measurement: Participant registration data, demographic surveys.
KPI 4.2.5: Reach of Engagement Activities:

Metric: Number of unique individuals engaged across all co-design activities (workshops, R&l Labs,
Knowledge Hub participation).

Measurement: Attendance records, Knowledge Hub user statistics.
KPI 4.2.6: Satisfaction with Inclusivity:

Metric: Percentage of participants reporting that their voice was heard and valued during co-design
activities.

Measurement: Post-activity surveys, qualitative feedback.
Stakeholder Satisfaction

This dimension measures the overall satisfaction of participants with the co-design process, including the
quality of facilitation, the collaborative environment, and the perceived value of their contributions.

KPI 4.2.7: Overall Satisfaction with Co-design Process:

Metric: Average satisfaction rating of participants with the overall co-design experience.
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Measurement: Post-activity surveys, general feedback forms.

KPI 4.2.8: Perceived Value of Contribution:
Metric: Percentage of participants who feel their contributions were meaningful and impactful.
Measurement: Post-activity surveys, qualitative interviews.

KPI 4.2.9: Quality of Facilitation:

Metric: Average rating of the effectiveness of facilitators in guiding discussions and ensuring
productive outcomes.

Measurement: Post-activity surveys.
Impact on R&I Culture and Practices

This dimension assesses the long-term effects of the co-design methodology on the R&l culture, practices,
and capacity within the participating HEls.

KPI 4.2.10: Increase in Collaborative R&l Initiatives:

Metric: Number of new inter-departmental, inter-institutional, or university-industry R&l
collaborations initiated as a direct result of co-design activities.

Measurement: Project reports, interviews with HEI R&l offices.
KPI 4.2.11: Enhanced R&l Skills and Knowledge:

Metric: Self-reported increase in R&l-related skills (e.g., proposal writing, project management,
valorisation) among participants.

Measurement: Pre/post-activity surveys, qualitative feedback.
KPI 4.2.12: Change in Institutional R&l Policies/Practices:

Metric: Number of new or revised institutional policies, guidelines, or procedures related to R&l
management, valorisation, or engagement.

Measurement: Documentation review, interviews with HEl administration.
KPI 4.2.13: Awareness and Adoption of Knowledge Hub:
Metric: Number of active users and frequency of engagement with the INITIATE Knowledge Hub.

Measurement: Platform analytics.

Participation & Inclusion Number of participants, stakeholder diversity, gender balance
Relevance & Alighment Fit between Lab themes and institutional/national priorities
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Engagement & Collaboration | Quality of interaction, feedback richness, co-creation intensity

Knowledge & Capacity Gain Skills strengthened, new insights generated, follow-up interest

Outcome & Follow-up Concrete outputs (proposals, strategies), new partnerships, follow-up actions

This table reflects the visual model previously developed and provides the benchmark for data comparison
across Labs.

4.3 Evaluation Methodology

The evaluation employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative tools to ensure
robust insights:

Surveys: Online surveys will be administered after each major co-design activity (e.g., workshops, design
sprints, R&l Lab phases) to collect quantitative data on participant satisfaction, perceived relevance,
inclusivity, and initial impact. Surveys will utilize Likert scales for ratings and open-ended questions for
gualitative comments.

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with a selected sample of key stakeholders (e.g.,
HEI leadership, R&l Lab coordinators, active participants, industry partners) at regular intervals. These
interviews will delve deeper into their experiences, perceptions of impact, challenges faced, and suggestions
for improvement. They will provide rich qualitative data to complement survey findings.

Focus Groups: Focus group discussions will be organized with specific stakeholder groups to explore particular
themes, gather diverse perspectives on complex issues, and facilitate group interaction and consensus-
building on evaluation findings. These will be particularly useful for understanding group dynamics and shared
experiences.

Observational Protocols

Direct observation of co-design activities will provide valuable insights into group dynamics, interaction
patterns, and the effectiveness of facilitation.

Structured Observation: Trained observers will use predefined protocols to systematically record
observations during workshops, R&l Lab sessions, and other participatory events. This will include noting
levels of participation, types of contributions, instances of conflict or consensus, and the overall collaborative
atmosphere.

Process Tracing: For specific co-design initiatives, process tracing will be used to document the evolution of
ideas, decisions made, and the influence of different stakeholders throughout the development cycle. This
involves reviewing meeting minutes, collaborative documents, and communication logs.

Self-Assessment Tools

Self-assessment tools will empower participants and HEIs to reflect on their own progress and contributions
to the co-design process.

Participatory Self-Assessment Workshops: These workshops will bring together HEI teams to collectively
assess their progress in implementing co-designed solutions, identify internal strengths and weaknesses, and
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plan for future actions. Facilitated discussions will guide them through a structured reflection process.

Checklists and Rubrics: Simple checklists and rubrics will be developed to help HEIs and individual participants
self evaluate their adherence to co-design principles (e.g., transparency, inclusivity) and the quality of their
engagement.

4.4 Review of R&l Labs (Rounds 1 & 2)

Round 1
Lisbon R&l Lab (ISCTE), 25 October 2024
Objectives: To explore institutional R&l barriers and gather initial insights from key academic and policy actors.
Participants: 25 participants from academia, administration, and government agencies.
Methods Used: Workshops, SWOT analysis, facilitated dialogues.
Key Outcomes:

¢ |dentification of gaps in internal collaboration structures.
¢  Mapping of funding bottlenecks and bureaucratic obstacles.
¢ Initial proposals for institutional R&I support structures.

Feedback Highlights: High satisfaction with inclusiveness and facilitation; call for more structured follow-up
mechanisms.

Lessons Learned: The need to better connect institutional priorities with policy dialogues.

UKIM R&l Lab (Skopje), 27 February 2025

Objectives: To define funding pathways and institutional readiness for international R&l participation.
Participants: 28 attendees from faculties, administration, and national R&l offices.
Methods Used: Funding landscape workshop, guided brainstorming, mapping session.
Key Outcomes:
e |dentification of high-interest calls (e.g., LIFE, Horizon WIDERA).
® Proposal to establish an internal grant support unit.
e Joint roadmap draft for R&l institutional growth.

Feedback Highlights: Strong appreciation of practical orientation and funding focus.

Lessons Learned: Stakeholders need more preparatory material to maximize workshop outcomes.
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UNIZAG FSB R&l Lab (Zagreb), 25 April 2025

Objectives: To examine institutional gaps and external partnerships for innovation valorisation.
Participants: 30 participants, including academic leadership, researchers, and industry actors.
Methods Used: Stakeholder journey mapping, co-design sprints, group ideation.

Key Outcomes:

e Insights into lack of incentive structures for interdisciplinary collaboration.
e Development of action points to promote academic-industry co-creation.
e Agreement to develop a university innovation incubator proposal.

Feedback Highlights: Design sprint format well-received; stakeholders noted time constraints.

Lessons Learned: Stakeholder facilitation needs more introductory framing and shared vocabulary.

Round 2

Lisbon R&lI Lab (ISCTE), 8 May 2025
Objectives: To deepen institutional dialogue on reform implementation and transnational collaborations.
Participants: 22 stakeholders from universities, municipalities, and civil society.
Methods Used: Roundtables, stakeholder scenario building, comparative policy review.
Key Outcomes:

® Cross-comparison of national R&l reforms and their local effects.

e Drafting of principles for institutional policy harmonization.

e Suggestion for a permanent multi-stakeholder policy forum.

Feedback Highlights: Strong appreciation for dialogue format; suggestion to include more junior staff.

Lessons Learned: Labs must balance theoretical discussion with tangible institutional change agendas.

UKIM R&l Lab (Skopje), 5 June 2025

Objectives: To bridge national energy and innovation policy with pilot institutional needs.
Participants: 30+ attendees, including Ministry representatives, faculty, researchers.

Methods Used: Presentations, moderated roundtable, Horizon call review, MSCA design workshop.

L Funded by the European Union under Grant number 101136775 . Views and opinions
Ho expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
g European Union. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held

Funded by responsible for them.
the European Union



Funded by D4.1 Report on Co-Design Approach on
the European Union User Engagement
Key Outcomes:

e Alignment analysis between Smart Specialization Strategy and university R&l roadmap.
e Actionable outcomes from the MSCA Staff Exchange planning workshop.
® Enhanced awareness of cross-cutting funding opportunities (LIFE, Horizon).

Feedback Highlights: Very strong satisfaction with Horizon & MSCA session; desire for longer hands-on
sections.

Lessons Learned: Future Labs should segment participants for parallel focus streams.

4.5 Other Strategic Engagements

While the INITIATE R&l Labs serve as formal arenas for structured co-creation and participatory innovation,
other strategic meetings held outside the formal Lab format have also played a critical role in advancing
institutional collaboration, stakeholder alignment, and thematic deep dives. These engagements, although
less structured than Labs, provided essential groundwork for shaping R&l priorities and forging alliances with
key industry and academic actors. INITIATE consortium members participate in a great number of cross-
sectoral meetings, meetings with industry stakeholders, decision-makers (faculty boards, deans and vice-
deans, peer researchers, etc.) but two such notable meetings were conducted in the first year of
implementation: a bilateral cooperation meeting between UNIZAG FSB and HELB, and a strategic alighnment
session between UKIM and Kontron.

4.5.1 Meeting: UNIZAG FSB - HELB Cooperation Discussion

Date: 19 March 2024
Location: HELB Headquarters, BoZjakovina, Zagreb
Participants:

e Marko Mimica, Goran Krajaci¢ (UNIZAG FSB)
e Tomislav Geceg, Zdravko Iv¢i¢, Hrvoje Lovri¢ (HELB)

Objective:
To explore synergies and opportunities for collaboration between UNIZAG FSB and HELB, particularly in
domains relevant to the energy transition, smart systems, and industrial electrification.

Key Discussion Points:

e HELB presented its facility and ongoing industrial efforts in smart grids and electrification of transport,
including maritime sectors.

e UNIZAG FSB emphasized research activities under INITIATE and other EU-funded initiatives, especially
the importance of partner involvement and stakeholder co-evaluation.

e Strategic alignment emerged around shared interests in renewable integration, decarbonisation
technologies (biomass, hydrogen), and smart network solutions including integrated heating and gas
systems.

e A noteworthy point was HELB’s openness to exploring foreign market collaborations (e.g., Morocco,
Kazakhstan, China) in addition to national engagements.
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Outcomes:

e Agreement on prioritizing pilot areas such as battery integration, hydrogen infrastructure, and electric
ship charging.

e |dentification of collaboration formats: internships, joint pilot testing, and R&l Labs.

e Recognition of the need for further structured engagement and partner evaluation at early stages of
implementation.

4.5.2 Meeting: UKIM - Kontron Strategic Alignment on Smart Energy Systems

Date: 10 July 2024
Location: Kontron Headquarters, Skopje
Participants:

e Dimitar Tashkovski, Zhivko Kokolanski (FEEIT/UKIM)
* Slobodan Jovanovski, Darko Vidinikj (Kontron)

Objective:
To assess potential collaboration between UKIM'’s INITIATE team and Kontron, a regional leader in digital
infrastructure, with a focus on smart energy systems.

Key Discussion Points:

* The meeting established the groundwork for a joint “Smart Energy Systems” working group.

e Discussions centered on strategic alignment between INITIATE goals and Kontron’s capabilities in 10T,
Al/ML, and system integration across sectors such as energy, public safety, and transport.

e Specific technological themes were defined, including Digital Twins, Energy Communities, and Smart
Grids.

Outcomes:

e Agreement to establish thematic subgroups and assign point persons for continued development.

¢ Plan for follow-up sessions and a co-developed roadmap outlining project milestones, pilot actions,
and resource allocation.

e Mutual acknowledgment of value in building long-term institutional-industry partnerships to support
R&I transformation.

Strategic Value of These Engagements:
These early bilateral meetings illustrate how INITIATE's engagement ecosystem is not limited to formal R&l
Labs but includes a broader strategy of alliance-building with key industrial and technological partners. They
have enabled:

e Early identification of pilot areas and institutional needs.
e Strengthening of HEI-industry ties for mutual knowledge transfer.
e Expansion of the INITIATE network into non-academic domains critical for applied innovation.

These strategic conversations are planned to be formalized into future co-design formats—such as Labs,
Working Groups, or Living Labs—ensuring continuity of collaboration, mutual benefit, and alignment with
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INITIATE's capacity-building goals.

4.5.3 FSB JOBS: Career Opportunities at the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering and Naval
Architecture

Another example of strategic engagement example is the FSB Jobs event organized by UNIZAG FSB. FSB Jobs
is an informative and career-oriented event designed for master's students, alumni, and engineers to gain
insight into the professional environment of the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture.

The event aims to highlight the Faculty as a dynamic setting for professional development, offering access to
diverse employment, research, and collaboration opportunities. Participants (mostly master students) are
introduced, through presentations by faculty members and researchers, to openings for assistant or
researcher roles on projects, opportunities to work on master’s theses focused on contemporary topics, and
the possibility of occasional student engagements in the industry. The event includes parallel presentations
of departments, laboratories, and projects, followed by short one-on-one conversations with registered
candidates.

FSB JOBS enables direct contact with academic staff and unveils the Faculty’s extensive infrastructure — over
fifty laboratories, numerous national and international projects, and intensive research work largely funded
by European grants. This event was organized with the support of the INITIATE project for two consecutive
years — 2024 and 2025 — in collaboration with the project team and the Faculty’s Career Support and
Development Center.

4.5.4 FSB Practical Connection: Bridging Students with Industry Through Meaningful
Conversations

The FSB Practical Connection (“FSB Prakti¢an spoj”) is a career event that actively links students with
employers through brief yet focused discussions about internship and employment opportunities. Its primary
goal is to foster collaboration between academia and industry while providing young professionals with
concrete pathways for career development. Hosted in the newly renovated buildings of the Faculty of
Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture, the event offers an inspiring and modern environment for
exchanging ideas, experiences, and future prospects. Students have the chance to meet representatives from
leading companies, learn about their current projects and job openings, and build professional connections
that can significantly shape their career paths.

The FSB Practical Connection is organized within the framework of the INITIATE project and led by the UNIZAG
FSB in spring (April). This event marked its third edition in 2025 and included more than 60 different
stakeholders and industry partners.

4.6. Integration with Pilot monitoring and WP5

The evaluation plan for participatory processes is not a standalone activity but is deeply integrated with the
broader monitoring and evaluation framework of the INITIATE project, particularly with the pilot monitoring
activities and Work Package 5 (WP5).

Pilot Monitoring: The co-design activities are primarily implemented within the pilot HEIs in Croatia, Portugal,
and North Macedonia. The evaluation of these participatory processes will be closely coordinated with the
overall monitoring of the pilot implementations. Data collected on stakeholder engagement, solution
adoption, and perceived impact will feed directly into the pilot progress reports. This ensures that the
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effectiveness of the co-design approach is assessed in the context of its real-world application and its
contribution to the pilot objectives.

Work Package 5 (WP5) - Monitoring and Evaluation: WP5 is responsible for the overarching monitoring,
evaluation, and impact assessment of the entire INITIATE project. The evaluation plan for participatory
processes (D4.1) will provide specific methodologies, KPIs, and data collection instruments that will be utilized
and integrated by WP5. This ensures consistency in data collection and analysis across different aspects of the
project. WP5 will aggregate the findings from the co-design evaluation with other project data to provide a
holistic assessment of INITIATE’s overall success and impact. The insights from D4.1 will specifically contribute
to WP5’s assessment of project relevance, effectiveness, and sustainability, particularly concerning
stakeholder engagement and capacity building.

Data Flow and Reporting: A clear data flow mechanism will be established to ensure that data from co-design
activities and their evaluation are systematically collected, processed, and shared with WP5. This includes
regular reporting on KPI progress, qualitative findings from surveys and interviews, and lessons learned. The
findings from this evaluation will be incorporated into the periodic and final reports of the INITIATE project,
as required by the Grant Agreement.

4.7 Roles, Responsibilities and Reporting Schedule

Clear roles and responsibilities are essential for the successful implementation of the evaluation plan. The
following outlines the key actors involved and their respective duties, along with a general reporting schedule.

Task 4.1 Lead (B1 Media):

Responsibilities: Overall coordination and oversight of the co-desighn methodology and its evaluation.
Development and refinement of evaluation tools and instruments. Synthesis of evaluation findings for D4.1
and contributions to other project reports. Ensuring adherence to guiding principles (relevance, transparency,
inclusivity, shared ownership).

Pilot HEIs (UNIZAG FSB, ISCTE, UKIM):

Responsibilities: Active participation in co-design activities. Collection of primary data (e.g., administering
surveys, facilitating self-assessment workshops) within their respective contexts. Providing qualitative
feedback on the co design process. Implementing co-designed solutions and reporting on their integration
and impact.

Work Package 5 Lead:

Responsibilities: Integration of D4.1 evaluation data into the overall project monitoring and evaluation
framework. Aggregation and analysis of project-wide KPIs. Providing guidance on evaluation methodologies
and ensuring consistency across WPs. Contributing to the overall project reports.

All Consortium Partners:

Responsibilities: Active participation in co-design activities. Providing feedback on the methodology and its
implementation. Contributing to data collection where relevant (e.g., through participation in surveys or
interviews).

Reporting Schedule:

Continuous Feedback: Ongoing collection of qualitative and quantitative feedback through surveys, online
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platforms (Knowledge Hub), and informal channels throughout the project duration.

Mid-term Evaluation Report (M18 - aligned with D4.1 submission): This deliverable (D4.1) will present the
initial evaluation framework, preliminary findings from early engagement activities, and refined KPlIs. It will
serve as a baseline for future assessments.

Annual Progress Reports: Contributions to the annual progress reports submitted to the European
Commission, summarizing key achievements, challenges, and lessons learned from the co-design and
engagement activities.

Final Evaluation Report (M42 - integrated into final project report): A comprehensive assessment of the
effectiveness and impact of the co-design methodology, drawing on all collected data and insights throughout
the project lifespan. This will include a detailed analysis of all KPIs and a synthesis of best practices and policy
recommendations.

This structured approach to roles, responsibilities, and reporting ensures that the evaluation of participatory
processes is systematic, collaborative, and contributes effectively to the overall success and learning of the
INITIATE project.
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5. Discussion and Implementation Strategy

The success of the INITIATE project in strengthening Research and Innovation (R&I) capacity within Higher
Education Institutions (HEIs) across Widening countries is not solely dependent on the quality of its co-design
methodology. Equally important is the strategy for its implementation—one that is pragmatic, flexible, and
informed by real-world conditions. This chapter outlines the strategic approach adopted for deploying the
methodology, explores how it will be tailored to diverse institutional contexts, and reflects on early
implementation insights, continuous learning, and links to wider capacity-building and policy objectives.

5.1 Adapting the Methodology Across Pilots

The INITIATE project is being piloted across three distinct national contexts—Croatia, Portugal, and North
Macedonia—each representing different levels of institutional maturity in R&l, varied governance structures,
and diverse cultural and socio-economic environments. These differences necessitate a highly adaptable
implementation strategy. Rather than enforcing a one-size-fits-all model, INITIATE embraces a flexible
framework that allows each HEI to apply the co-design methodology in a way that is most meaningful and
impactful within their local context. A critical first step in each pilot site is the contextual analysis. This entails
a thorough review of the institution’'s internal R&l capabilities, organizational culture, governance
mechanisms, and its position within the national innovation ecosystem. The analysis also considers the
strategic priorities of the HEI, its stakeholder networks, and the policy environment it operates within. These
insights inform the adaptation of both the engagement tools and the thematic focus of the co-design activities.
This localized adaptation also extends to stakeholder prioritization. While the overall engagement framework
identifies a comprehensive range of actors—including university leadership, academic staff, students, industry
partners, public bodies, and civil society—each HEI will tailor its approach to focus on those stakeholders who
are most strategic and most likely to catalyze institutional transformation. For instance, one institution might
prioritize industry engagement, while another may focus on internal cross-departmental collaboration.
Additionally, cultural sensitivity is embedded in the facilitation of co-design activities. Communication formats,
facilitation techniques, and even workshop scheduling are attuned to local norms and participant preferences,
ensuring inclusivity and comfort. Language accessibility is also addressed through translations and bilingual
facilitation when necessary, removing barriers to participation and fostering ownership among local
stakeholders. Equally important is an awareness of resource availability—both human and financial. Each pilot
HEI adapts the co-design process to fit its operational constraints, leveraging existing capacities and
infrastructure wherever possible, while building new capabilities as needed. As a living methodology, INITIATE
promotes iterative refinement, incorporating feedback from each round of implementation to recalibrate and
improve subsequent iterations.

This adaptive approach not only enhances the relevance and sustainability of co-designed solutions at each
site, but also provides a proof-of-concept for broader replication in diverse European R&l settings.

5.2 Reflections from Initial Deployment

Initial implementations of the co-design methodology have already begun to provide valuable insights into
how participatory processes unfold in practice within HEls. While detailed evaluation of these early
experiences is ongoing, a number of preliminary reflections can already be observed.

First, early deployments have underscored both the opportunities and challenges of stakeholder engagement.
In some cases, there was strong enthusiasm and active participation from diverse stakeholder groups. In
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others, engagement was hampered by time constraints, competing institutional priorities, or skepticism
toward participatory approaches. These experiences emphasize the importance of clear communication,
transparent processes, and the demonstration of early results to build trust and credibility. Second, the
efficacy of specific participatory tools—such as design sprints, R&l Labs, and digital platforms like the
Knowledge Hub—uvaries by context. For example, in Portugal, online tools proved useful for asynchronous
collaboration, while in North Macedonia, in-person workshops were more effective for deep engagement.
Understanding the strengths and limitations of each method in different settings is essential for informed tool
selection moving forward. Moreover, the initial deployments have surfaced unforeseen needs and
opportunities. In Skopje, for instance, unexpected synergies emerged between academia and the private
sector, revealing opportunities for partnership that had not been explicitly targeted. These spontaneous
outcomes speak to the value of a flexible and open-ended co-design process. Another important insight relates
to capacity-building needs. Not all stakeholders enter the process with the same level of familiarity with co-
design or R&l concepts. Early workshops highlighted the need for preparatory training and ongoing support
to ensure meaningful participation from all actors. Addressing these disparities will be key to democratizing
the co-design process. Finally, the project’s feedback mechanisms have proven essential in fostering a culture
of continuous learning. Initial experiences show that stakeholders are more invested when they can clearly
see how their feedback is acknowledged and integrated into project decisions and outputs. This loop of
dialogue, adjustment, and response is a cornerstone of INITIATE’s methodology and has already proven its
value in practice.

5.3 Lessons Learned and Improvements

The INITIATE project embraces a philosophy of continuous learning. As the project moves through successive
stages of implementation, insights gathered from pilot sites will be systematically analyzed and used to refine
both the co-design methodology and its operationalization. One key area for improvement is the refinement
of engagement protocols. Early experiences have already led to adjustments in the length and structure of
workshops, the pacing of communication with stakeholders, and the level of facilitation support required for
different groups. Such adaptations are expected to become increasingly tailored and nuanced over time.
Similarly, digital tools—particularly the Knowledge Hub—will be incrementally improved based on usability
feedback. For example, enhancements may include better navigation, translation tools, collaborative editing
functions, or improved visualization of project progress. The aim is to reduce technical friction and encourage
widespread, equitable participation. Another area of ongoing development is facilitation capacity. Facilitators
play a critical role in shaping the quality of co-design sessions. The project will invest in upskilling internal
facilitators through training sessions and peer learning exchanges, ensuring that engagement activities are
consistently inclusive, dynamic, and productive. Furthermore, resource allocation will be optimized over time.
By tracking which methods and activities deliver the highest engagement and learning outcomes, the project
can concentrate resources on what works best, maximizing impact within available budgets and timeframes.
An important deliverable from these lessons learned will be a set of best practice guides, drawn from the lived
experience of implementing the methodology across multiple contexts. These guides will include detailed
case studies, practical toolkits, and step-by-step recommendations, serving both the INITIATE consortium and
external institutions looking to adopt similar approaches. Finally, the project’s evaluation metrics and KPIs will
evolve. Indicators that prove difficult to monitor or that do not adequately capture the impact of engagement
activities will be revised or replaced. New metrics may also be added to reflect emerging priorities and
contextual insights. This responsive evaluation strategy ensures that learning remains grounded in evidence
and supports continuous adaptation.

5.4 Interlinkages with Policy and Capacity Building
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The co-design of user engagement for capacity building within INITIATE is not an isolated technical exercise;
it is deeply intertwined with broader policy development and the overarching goal of sustainable capacity
building. The insights generated through this methodology will directly inform and influence policy
recommendations, while the participatory process itself serves as a powerful mechanism for building enduring
capacities within HEIs and their ecosystems.

Informing Policy Recommendations:

Evidence-Based Insights: The co-design process generates rich, empirical data on the challenges and
opportunities for R&l capacity building in Widening countries. This includes insights into institutional barriers,
stakeholder needs, and the effectiveness of different intervention strategies. These evidence-based insights
are invaluable for formulating actionable and relevant policy recommendations.

Stakeholder Consensus: By involving a diverse range of stakeholders (including policymakers) in the co-design
process, the project fosters a shared understanding of the issues and potential solutions. This consensus-
building approach increases the likelihood that policy recommendations will be well-received and
implemented by relevant authorities.

Identifying Policy Gaps: Through collaborative discussions and problem-solving, the co-design activities will
help identify specific policy gaps or regulatory hurdles that impede R&l development. This direct feedback
from the ground is crucial for advocating for necessary policy reforms.

Showcasing Best Practices: Successful co-designed solutions and engagement models emerging from the
pilot HEIs will serve as concrete examples for policymakers, demonstrating the tangible benefits of
participatory approaches in R&l policy formulation.

Direct Capacity Building through Participation:

Skill Development: Active participation in co-design workshops, R&l Labs, and digital platforms directly
enhances the skills of HEI staff and other stakeholders in areas such as collaborative problem-solving, strategic
planning, project management, and communication. This is a direct form of capacity building.

Network Building: The co-design process facilitates the creation and strengthening of professional networks
among researchers, administrators, industry representatives, and policymakers. These networks are vital for
future collaborations, knowledge exchange, and sustained R&l development.

Institutional Learning: HEIs involved in the co-design process undergo a process of institutional learning,
adapting their internal structures and processes to better accommodate participatory approaches and foster
a more collaborative R&l culture. This contributes to long-term institutional resilience and adaptability.

Empowerment and Ownership: By giving stakeholders a voice and a role in shaping R&l strategies, the co-
design methodology empowers them and instills a sense of ownership over the outcomes. This intrinsic
motivation is a powerful driver for sustained engagement and implementation of capacity-building initiatives.

Sustainability of Results: The capacities built through the co-design process—both individual skills and
institutional capabilities—are designed to be sustainable beyond the project’s lifespan. This ensures that the
impact of INITIATE continues to grow and evolve, contributing to the long-term R&I development of Widening
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countries.

In essence, the co-design methodology serves as both a generator of policy-relevant insights and a direct
mechanism for capacity building. This dual function underscores its central role in achieving the transformative
goals of the INITIATE project.
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6. Conclusions and Next Steps

This Deliverable 4.1 has laid out a comprehensive co-design approach for user engagement aimed at capacity
building within the INITIATE project. The methodology, framework, guiding principles, stakeholder
engagement strategies, participatory methods, and evaluation plan are all designed to foster active
collaboration, ensure relevance, and drive sustainable R&l transformation in Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) in Widening countries. By embracing principles of relevance, transparency, inclusivity, and shared
ownership, INITIATE seeks to empower stakeholders and co-create solutions that are both impactful and
enduring.

6.1. Summary of Methodology and Evaluation

The INITIATE Co-Design Methodology is built on an iterative and adaptive foundation, emphasizing active
participation from a diverse range of internal and external stakeholders. It leverages a multi-layered
framework for engagement, utilizing various channels and tools such as workshops, design sprints, R&l Labs,
and a central Knowledge Hub for digital co-creation. The core goals are to foster collaboration, ensure
relevance, enhance ownership, facilitate knowledge exchange, generate innovative solutions, build
sustainable networks, and inform policy recommendations. The Evaluation Plan for Participatory Processes is
integral to this methodology, providing a systematic approach to assess its effectiveness and impact. It focuses
on key dimensions including relevance and institutional alignment, inclusiveness and reach, stakeholder
satisfaction, and impact on R&l culture and practices. A mixed-methods approach, combining surveys,
interviews, focus groups, observational protocols, and self-assessment tools, will be employed to gather
comprehensive data. This evaluation is closely integrated with the project’s overall monitoring and evaluation
(WP5) and pilot activities, ensuring that insights are directly fed back into the project for continuous
improvement and accountability.

6.2. Alignment with INITIATE’s Long-Term Vision

The co-design approach and its robust evaluation are fundamentally aligned with INITIATE’s overarching long-
term vision: to empower HEls in Widening countries to become stronger actors in the European Research
Area. By fostering a culture of co creation and shared responsibility, the project aims to:

Catalyze Institutional Transformation: The participatory methods encourage HElIs to critically examine their
internal processes and structures, leading to more adaptive and innovation-friendly environments.

Enhance R&l Excellence: By involving diverse perspectives, the co-designed solutions are more likely to be
cutting-edge and tailored to specific R&l challenges, thereby elevating the quality and impact of research.
Strengthen Regional Innovation Ecosystems: The engagement of external stakeholders, particularly industry
and policymakers, facilitates stronger linkages between academia and the broader innovation ecosystem,
contributing to regional development.

Promote Knowledge Valorisation: The emphasis on co-creation ensures that research outcomes are not only
scientifically excellent but also relevant and applicable to societal and economic needs, facilitating their
valorisation.

Ensure Sustainability and Replicability: By building capacity and fostering ownership among stakeholders,
the project ensures that the positive changes initiated will continue beyond its lifespan. The documented
methodology and lessons learned will also serve as a blueprint for other HEIs and regions.

6.3. Future Applications and Replication
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The comprehensive co-design methodology developed within INITIATE has significant potential for future
applications and replication beyond the project’s immediate scope. The structured approach to stakeholder
engagement, participatory methods and rigorous evaluation can serve as a model for other initiatives focused
on institutional change, capacity building, and collaborative innovation, particularly in the context of European
research and innovation programs. Potential future applications include:

Scaling Up within Widening Countries: The methodology can be adapted and applied to other HEIs and
research organizations within Widening countries that were not part of the initial pilot phase, further
expanding the impact of INITIATE’s approach.

Cross-Sectoral Application: The principles and methods of co-design are transferable to other sectors beyond
higher education, such as public administration, healthcare, or urban development, where multi-stakeholder
collaboration is crucial for addressing complex challenges.

Policy Development and Implementation: The insights gained from the co-design process, particularly
regarding effective engagement and the identification of policy barriers, can directly inform the development
and implementation of future R&l policies at national and European levels.

Training and Education: The methodology can be integrated into training programs for university managers,
researchers, and policymakers, equipping them with the skills and knowledge necessary to lead and participate
in co-design processes.

International Collaboration Projects: The framework provides a robust model for structuring engagement in
other international collaborative research and innovation projects, ensuring effective cross-cultural and cross-
organizational cooperation.

As the INITIATE project progresses, the continuous refinement of this co-design methodology, coupled with
the systematic collection of lessons learned, will solidify its position as a valuable resource for fostering
impactful and sustainable R&I capacity building across Europe and beyond. The ultimate goal is to leave a
lasting legacy of enhanced R&l ecosystems, driven by collaborative and inclusive approaches.
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8. Glossary

CSA: Coordination and Support Action
D4.1: Deliverable 4.1

HEI: Higher Education Institution

KPI: Key Performance Indicator

R&l: Research & Innovation

REA: European Research Executive Agency
WP: Work Package
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9. Annex

9.1. INITIATE Evaluation plan
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Figure 5 - Stakeholders and Evaluation methods

9.2. R&l Labs Dates and Topics
Project: INITIATE
WP 4, Task 4.2: INITIATE R&l and Policy lab (M8-M42)

Task Leader: ESEIA
Partners involved: All (UNIZAG, CYI, JSI, NURE, BrainIT, B1, VINCA, UKIM, EPBIH, ISCTE, LPNU, UTBV)

Co-design Workshop 2024-2026 (tbc):

Serie  Proposed date Location Organizer Person in Charge

3
15t 24 Nov. 24 Lisbon /PT Onsite ISCTE Paula Vicente
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(together with
GA meeting)
2nd 27 Feb 2025 Skopje/MK Onsite UKIM Vladimir Gjorgievski
(Hybrid)
3rd 25 April 2025 Zagreb/CRO Onsite UNIZAG Ana Daria Bokan
(Hybrid)
4th 5 June Skopje/MK Onsite UKIM Vladimir Gjorgievski
(together with (Hybrid)
GA meeting)
5th 8 May 2025 Lisbon /PT Onsite ISCTE Paula Vicente
(Hybrid)
6" 25 September Zagreb/CRO Onsite UNIZAG Ana Daria Bokan
2025 (Hybrid)
7t October 2025 Skopje/MK Onsite UKIM Vladimir Gjorgievski
(Hybrid)
gth December 2025 Zagreb/CRO Onsite UNIZAG Ana Daria Bokan
(together with (Hybrid)
GA meeting)
gth 27 Nov 2025 Lisbon /PT Onsite ISCTE Paula Vicente
(Hybrid)
Topic

1t 24 Nov. 24 Lisbon /PT Collaboration Strategies and Policy Frameworks for
(together with Research & Innovation in Higher Education
GA meeting) Institutions
2nd 27 Feb 2025 Skopje/MK The prospects of digital twins for living lab
integration &Horizon Europe Funding Opportunities
3d 25 April 2025 Zagreb/CRO Croatia's Energy Transition: Innovations and
Opportunities through EU Projects
4th 5 June Skopje/MK R&I Lab Bridging Policy and Innovation: Research and
(together with Funding Strategies
GA meeting)
5th 8 May 2025 Lisbon /PT From Research to Reality: How Companies Benefit
from Academic Expertise in Business Analytics
6t 25 Sep 2025 Zagreb/CRO thc
7th Oct 2025 Skopje/MK thc
gth Dec 2025 Zagreb/CRO thc
(together with
GA meeting)
gth 27 Nov 2025 Lisbon /PT “Shaping the Future of Data, Knowledge, and
Innovation with Al for Global Sustainable Change.”
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9.3. INITIATE Lab report template
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Topic Value

Organizing entity

Organizers (names)

Contact person

Facilitators

Date, time of workshop:

Location:

Workshop number .. of .. (total amount
planned)

1/3

Number of invited participants:

Number of actual participants:

Number of return visitors/ participants*

Categories of participants*

* if applicable

1. R&l and Policy Lab Event Summary

Provide a concise overview of the event, including the title, date, location and key stakeholders or partners
involved. Summarize the main goals and the central theme or topic addressed. Mention the format of the
event and the audience it targeted. Include any notable speakers or contributors, and highlight the general

flow of the event.

2. Questionnaire

Attach or summarize the questionnaire that was shared with participants.

3. Results of the Questionnaire

Present an overview of the responses received from the questionnaire. Highlight key insights, trends, or
patterns that emerged. Include both quantitative data (e.g., satisfaction ratings, participation numbers)
and qualitative feedback (e.g., open-ended responses, suggestions). If possible, incorporate visuals such

as charts or graphs to illustrate the findings clearly.

4. Photos

Include a curated selection of photos taken during the event that capture key moments, participants,

activities, or outcomes.

9.4. R&l Lab Evaluation guideline

Project: INITIATE
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WP 4, Task 4.2: INITIATE R&I and Policy lab (M8-M42)
Task Leader: ESEIA

Task 4.1: Co-design of user engagement for capacity building
Task Leader: B1

1.0bjective of the R&l Labs

Realize the social, user-oriented evaluations of INITIATE outcomes, following guidelines from the methodology
and evaluation plans defined in T4.1 (B1).

Expert engagement through workshops and discussions to gather constructive feedback on the pilots and
leading to development of policy recommendations.

2.Expected Outcomes for R&l Labs

¢ Policy Recommendations: Recommendations for stimulating R&l development and fostering
scientific excellence. (T4.3)

e Roadmap Creation: A structured roadmap outlining steps for advancing R&I development and
promoting the clean energy transition and digitalization. (T4.4)

e Alliance for Green Energy Transition: Formation of a collaborative alliance to sustain and build upon
the pilots' work, including policy recommendations, research collaborations, project concepts, and
stakeholder cooperation

e Joint Applications for Funding: Development of relevant project ideas for Horizon Europe.

¢ Enhanced Research & Business Connections: strengthening the link between research and business.

e Supporting Institutional Transformation: feedback mechanism through R&l labs.

3.Format of the R&l Labs

R&l labs: 3 x per Pilot (Lisbon, Zagreb, Skopje)
Round 1: Foundation building through vision, challenges and expert insights (First R&I Lab in each pilot)
o To establish clear understanding of each pilot’s vision, identify current challenges and recognize
achievements, while integrating expert insights and exploring collaboration opportunities.
Round 2: Policy recommendations (Second R&I Lab in each pilot)
o Toidentify and discuss policy recommendations tailored to each pilot’s context, focusing on
enhancing legal and regulatory framework to support research and innovation.
Round 3: Sustainability of the Labs, Long-term impact and implementation (Third R&l Lab in each pilot)
o To develop actionable plans for implementing and scaling pilot innovations, while defining future lab
activities to ensure long-term impact and sustainability.

4.Guideline for Evaluation Surveys

Purpose of the evaluation: The evaluation surveys aim to assess the effectiveness and impact of the R&l Labs
conducted within the INITIATE project. They will collect constructive feedback from participants of each R&l
Labs to improve future sessions and ensure alignment with project objectives.

Each round of the R&l Labs has a distinct focus to explore, so each questionnaire should include specific
guestions to gather valuable insights.

Structure of the Evaluation Surveys: Each round of R&l Labs will have two tailored evaluation surveys,
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1. Satisfaction survey: Focused on participants overall experience.
2. Questionnaire: Designed to generate insights for pilots by exploring key challenges, framework
conditions, and stakeholder needs. (for each round)

1.1.Satisfaction Survey: Will have sample questions to evaluate areas such, content relevance
quality, facilitator effectiveness, and event organizations.

The survey will feature concise and targeted questions to ensure it is easy to complete while providing
comprehensive insights. It will be conducted using Mentimeter (suggested), an online tool for live feedback
collection and real-time result visualization. Responses will be gathered on-site during a dedicated session,
ensuring that participants can provide immediate and relevant feedback while the workshop experience is
still fresh in their minds.

Sample Questions

* How satisfied were you with the overall event organization?

¢ How would you rate the clarity and engagement of the expert presentations?

¢ Did you feel encouraged to participate in discussions?

* Do you have any suggestions for improving the logistics of future R&l Labs?

1.2. Questionnaire: will provide structured feedback for pilots and help answer critical questions
regarding needs, barriers, and framework conditions. It will focus on:

Barriers & Challenges: Stakeholders will share perspectives on obstacles associated with the intervention
area(s). This discussion will generate valuable insights for shaping and refining policy recommendations.
Framework Conditions: Participants will analyze internal factors (e.g., knowledge, resources,
infrastructure, technology) and external factors (e.g., policy, economic, social, and technological aspects)
that influence institutional transformation in research and innovation.
Stakeholder Needs & Expectations: Participants will provide feedback on key concerns, values, and
expectations, ensuring that relevant factors are addressed in future planning.

Sample Questions must be relevant for each round of the R&l labs.

¢ How relevant were the topics discussed to your work/research?

* How clearly were the funding opportunities explained?

¢  What are the most pressing needs of stakeholders in this field?

¢  How well do current research and innovation policies address these needs?

* How do institutional factors (e.g., internal knowledge, resources, infrastructure) influence research
and innovation in your organization?

e What policy changes or support mechanisms would enhance the research and innovation

ecosystem?
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