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Learning Community Design for the MISD project

In 2018, the Top Sectors introduced the concept of Learning Communities as a model for
collaboration among knowledge institutions, businesses, and public organizations. These
communities aim to integrate learning, innovation, and collaboration into a cohesive approach.
Since their inception, numerous initiatives—such as hubs, field labs, living labs, and centres of
expertise—have emerged under the umbrella of Learning Communities. What unites these diverse
initiatives is their shared commitment to addressing complex societal challenges through
collaboration. By bringing together individuals from varied backgrounds—spanning roles,
organizations, and disciplines—these communities strive to generate solutions that no single entity
could achieve alone. They vary widely in structure and focus. Some are small, involving just a
handful of participants, while others engage hundreds. Their objectives also differ, ranging from
driving systemic change and fostering innovation to shaping strategic agendas and supporting
professional growth. The frequency and depth of collaboration can also vary significantly, from
regular weekly interactions to occasional annual meetings.

The MISD project can be considered a Learning Community, as it represents an interorganizational
collaboration involving private partners, public entities, and knowledge institutions that innovate,
learn, and develop together to accelerate a future with sustainable, modular, and secure-by-design
data centres. However, within this project-level learning community, there are also smaller
communities. Furthermore, to achieve systemic change, a broader (innovation) ecosystem must
also be developed, involving stakeholders both within and outside the project. To better
understand this multi-level Learning Community structure, we will first explain the different levels
and their purposes and then outline how we have observed this during the first year of the MISD
project.

The concept of Learning Communities

The concept of Learning Communities is not entirely new. Collaborative partnerships of this nature
have existed for quite some time and have been the subject of extensive research across various
academic disciplines—though not always under the specific label of "Learning Community." Terms
like Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and Communities of Practice (CoPs) are frequently
mentioned in this context, but their use is not always appropriate. While PLCs and CoPs do
emphasize collaborative learning and working, they often remain confined within the boundaries of
a single profession (in the case of CoPs) or a single organization (in the case of PLCs). In contrast,
Learning Communities typically aim to transcend these boundaries, fostering cross-organizational
and interdisciplinary collaboration.
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Many other fields also use related concepts to describe collaborative efforts that involve shared
learning and innovation across organizational lines. We can characterize a Learning Community as
a form of collaboration that spans multiple organizations. Interorganizational collaboration is a
broad term encompassing various forms of cooperation that cross organizational boundaries.
Interorganizational collaborations can include both strategic alliances and more commercially
oriented partnerships such as joint ventures (Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Majchrzak et al., 2015). In
this exploration, we focus on interorganizational collaborations that have a research or innovation,
rather than a commercial interest. Below, we provide an overview of the different types of
interorganizational collaborations (Learning Communities), their goals, activities, and intended
outcomes.

Learning Community as an Ecosystem

(Also referred to as an innovation ecosystem, public-private partnership, or
quadruple/quintuple helix)

At the ecosystem level, a Learning Community brings together a dynamic network of diverse
stakeholders, such as businesses, public organizations, knowledge institutions, and often citizens
or civil society, to collaboratively address a shared societal challenge, such as circular cities or
bridging the digital divide.

This aligns with the concept of the innovation ecosystem (Adner, 2017; Baldwin et al., 2024), which
emphasizes value co-creation. Innovation ecosystems often form, either by design or through an
emergent process, around a shared value proposition that delivers collective benefits to the
involved stakeholders and society (Walrave et al. 2018). The value created in ecosystems arises
from collaboration, rather than from isolated innovations by individual actors. Rather than being
centrally controlled, these ecosystems emerge through trust-based relationships or semi-formal
agreements, thriving on flexible interactions and shared goals. An ecosystem model provides the
alignment structure that enables partners with interdependent and complementary roles to
interact effectively and co-create value around a shared proposition (Adner, 2017).

In some cases, these collaborations are formalised as public-private partnerships (Hodge & Greve,
2007; Van Ham & Koppenjan, 2001), which are long-term collaborations between public and
private entities. When also knowledge institutes, citizens or broader societal concerns are
included, the model evolves into triple, quadruple or quintuple helix (Carayannis & Campbell,
2010), also emphasizing co-creation and sustainability.
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Goals

- Shaping strategic agendas
- Driving mission-oriented innovation
- Initiating systemic change around grand societal challenges

Activities
- Strategic meetings among core partners

- Networking events to share practices and build commitment
- Public engagement sessions to gather input and foster legitimacy

Results

- A shared vision and roadmap supported by key stakeholders
- Administrative and financial commitment
- Launch of specific innovation initiatives, often housed in field labs or hubs

Learning Community as a Field Lab

(Also known as an innovation hub or living lab)

At this level, Learning Communities function as practical environments where experts from various
organizations and disciplines collaborate on innovation challenges. These collaborations are often
dynamic in composition and may include users or citizens. This alighs with the concepts of field
labs (de Heide, 2016), living labs (Leminen et al., 2012; Nystréom et al., 2014), and centres of
expertise, which are particularly prominent in the Dutch context. Field labs and living labs serve as
spaces—physical or virtual—where innovations are developed, tested, and refined in real-world
settings.

Goals

- Developing and testing parts of a broader strategy

- Exploring the feasibility and impact of potential solutions
Activities

- Collaborative research and experimentation

- Co-creation of knowledge and ideas
- Prototyping and piloting innovations
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Results

- Tangible social or technological innovations
- New insights and knowledge

Learning Community as an Open Innovation Team or Generative
Groups

(Also includes Communities of Practice)

At the most focused level, Learning Communities take the form of smaller, more stable teams
composed of professionals and users from different backgrounds. These teams work on concrete,
often complex challenges—sometimes referred to as 'wicked problems'—that are closely tied to
current or future work practices. This level corresponds to open innovation teams (Chesbrough &
Bogers, 2014), generative groups (London et al., 2012) and in some cases Communities of Practice
(CoPs) (Akkerman et al., 2008; Lave & Wenger, 1991)

Goals

- Advancing and implementing specific innovations

- Addressing complex, practice-based issues
Activities

- Joint experimentation in real-world settings

- Team-based learning and knowledge co-construction
- Exploring and shaping future work practices
Results

- New, innovative work routines
- Strengthened collaboration and resilience among professionals
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MISD multi-level framework of interorganizational collaboration

To clarify and position the MISD project as an interorganizational collaboration at various levels, we
have developed a visual model that maps the various forms of collaboration as we currently

observe.
- B TS -y
- ~
-~ ~
s MISD Ecosystem for N
7 sustainable data centres S
/ < pmqeey o T T N e o
§ - - Project Development Group .~ 3 Q \
/! & - ~ £
S < N z \
Q V)
I > WP1 & WP5 wp2 WP 3 wea S .
N V4 From Orchestration & Cybersecurity Advanced \ (@) \
(9 V4 experimental Energy flexibility Thermal \ 2
I space to Management
I fSG'staTna'Ble\ f--_-"\ /’---‘\ ”— S \ \
' I .. ’ solutions v < ) g < » . \
S ry Fis Vi
il & ‘research& I researcl;n & research& I ll'esearclj&
I : Team |+ Innovation innovation innovation I innovation
3 v hub
. \ 1
[ & &% 0 g as . J—
2 T N N
o 5, 3 ‘.'.hnﬁ'aticnﬁh{“ = ""In'l'rbva(inn}.".' :A \nnova‘m:u{— ’
.."'--....-v"'- Sigay ;":.- r'\;ova: n -‘{eah“-...".--""‘ eam % Team
\ \ :: E Tean:e'.... ' ‘_.,"; k! ; - E
-y o e /
\ Uscase W T
: eV, f .‘_‘.......“_'. :',- {__..
\ "~._.‘.group\‘._.-':\ Us; case ’ U-‘:;g: ' O I
. i adev. = group <
\ > FPL =T e éé /
/D/' | [N o Q‘? /
\ © e N |_ - g N
Futurizing & N\ innovation & NG learn & ".‘ /
\ Agenda setting /7 1 research / implement
\ E o= == v Mres S Gt -.: / “""""“"""-E.-'” /
~ 7
Ny ,
y -
-
- mm =
.0.. MODULAR INTEGRATED 8
‘@/)) SUSTAINABLE DATACENTER Y isdienst voor Onderemend NQ &R

This activity is conducted in the scope of Modular Integrated Sustainable Data Center (MISD) project which
received funding from the Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO) under the 8ra initiative (IPCEI-CIS)

-6-



MISD Project Deliverable D5.1
June 2025

At the highest level sits the Learning Community as an ecosystem, focused on creating shared
value around our major societal challenge: developing multiple pathways for sustainable, modular
and secure-by-design data centers. This ecosystem encompasses all partners and stakeholders,
thereby transcending the current project boundaries. Within the MISD project, targeted innovations
are developed within the work packages (the square boxes). These work packages are
administrative units within the project, but are also the breeding ground for research and
innovation hubs. Circles are partially overlapping, indicating overlap in participants and
relationships between the innovations being worked on. Related to these hubs, smaller innovation
teams work on dedicated, specific solutions. The number of different organizations participating in
these teams is sometimes limited. In addition to other administrative structures (Steering
Committee, Project Management Group), the consortium recognised the need to coordinate
project development. For this, a Project Development Group was set up. Additionally, to arrive at
real-world, integrated solutions, use cases (and later, business cases) will be developed. In Spring
2025, it was also proposed to start use case development groups: interorganizational collaboration
with both partners from within and outside the project to explore a potential use case. Below, we
reflect on the current status and development of interorganizational collaboration at the different
levels and in the various forms.

MISD Ecosystem development

In the first year, the project's work packages have each developed their internal structures and
modes of collaboration, leading to a successfully kick-off of different technological innovations
and a fully functioning staging lab. The project now enters a phase where its technological
promises must start yielding new economic and societal realities: viable use cases. Developing the
ecosystem around the project to realize such new realities, is now vital. Where Work Package 5
undertook some preliminary explorations for use case development with external partners and
potential end users in the first year, it is now time to scale up this effort into structural ecosystem
development.

So far, use case development has centered on identifying key application areas that pose specific
challenges for building sustainable, modular, and secure-by-design data centers, particularly
AlI/HPC and enterprise cloud domains. Within these areas, promising customer segments, such as
academic and research institutions in the AI/HPC domain, have been identified. WP 5 has initiated
initial exploratory discussions to gain a deeper understanding of potential customer needs.

Intentionally developing innovation ecosystems requires a deliberate and collaborative process
that centres on co-creating value. One key design object is the ecosystem value proposition, which
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concerns the value for end users through the activities of the actors in the ecosystem network.
Engaging with end users ensures the ecosystem boundaries and activities are designed to deliver
meaningful value shaped by their preferences and needs. To collaboratively develop value in the
ecosystem, it is also important that this value proposition alighs with the visions of potential
partners. The ecosystem model is a second key design object that defines how the ecosystem as a
network creates, delivers, and appropriates value. It involves identifying the key actors, such as
technology providers, service partners, suppliers, and end users, necessary to accomplish the
value proposition.

MISD Research & innovation hubs

Within the MISD project, we observed three distinct research and innovation hubs, corresponding
to work packages 2 (orchestration), 3 (cybersecurity), and 4 (heat waste). A fourth hub can be
identified as integrating work packages 1 and 5 (Staging & Field lab and Use Case Development).
We consider these together, as they comprise the same partners and their activities extend into
one another. While all hubs consist of multiple partners who frequently meet to share updates, we
note that the majority of the research and development efforts occur at the level of the innovation
team. Although we have seen some instances of joint idea generation (primarily in the
orchestration hub) and collaborative experimentation (in the staging lab), there remains a
significant emphasis on the activities of individual partners. This focus is further reinforced by
project management's requests for updates at the partner level and the project's organization as a
representation of partners.

Project development group

In response to the limited opportunities for collaborative development of ideas and solution
pathways, as well as the need to integrate developments occurring within the hubs, the concept of
establishing a project development group was conceived. Two online and two in-person sessions
were conducted, primarily aimed at jointly strategising on various horizons. During these
discussions, long-term horizons, including innovations not yet market-ready, occasionally
compete with shorter-term project objectives. Furthermore, these sessions seek to align the
differing interests of the various partners to reach a shared vision and set of goals.
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MISD Innovation Teams & Use case development Groups

We have used the term “innovation teams” for the smaller, more fixed groups working on specific
efforts taking place to accomplish the goals (deliverables) of each line within the larger hubs.
Currently, many of these innovation teams are rather intra-organizational than inter-organizational.
At the same time, some innovation hubs are also working on their own use case development and
building smaller communities with partners and external stakeholders to explore this. To develop
MISD use cases, the project development group is also dedicated to exploring various options and
establishing use case development groups comprising members from hubs.
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Future steps: designing transformations

Interorganizational collaboration is crucial for making systemic change or finding solutions for
complex challenges. However, collaborating across organizational and disciplinary boundaries
also brings challenges. During the first year of the project we have identified the major challenges
and to support the transition this project is aiming for, two toolboxes will be developed that will
contain various design objects (Deliverables 5.2 and 5.3). Examples of these design objects
(methods, canvases, etc.) are foreshadowed below.

Path-breaking innovation ecosystems for addressing societal
challenges: From use case development to pathways for
sustainability transformation

Intentionally developing innovation ecosystems requires a deliberative and collaborative process
that centers on co-creating value through several design objects (Smulders et al., 2026).

One key design object is the ecosystem value proposition, which defines the value to be created for
end-users through the collective activities of ecosystem actors. The process begins by establishing
shared ambitions, articulating a vision that addresses user needs and sets strategic goals for value
creation and societal impact. This also involves engaging with end users to understand their needs
and aspirations, ensuring that the ecosystem’s direction aligns with their expectations. These
shared ambitions help define meaningful boundaries for the ecosystem, shaped by the
components most likely to realize the value proposition.

Clarifying these ambitions facilitates the design of ecosystem models, outlining the activities
through which value is created and exchanged among partners. It entails envisioning and crafting
possibilities for both the system design and the value network. The system design delineates the
architecture of (technological) components that enable the ecosystem’s value-creating activities.
Conversely, the value network identifies key actors, such as technology providers, service

partners, suppliers, and end users, along with the value exchanges that occur among them.
Achieving alighment among actors is crucial, particularly in high-uncertainty scenarios like path-
breaking innovations and is facilitated by developing a shared blueprint of the ecosystem model. To
substantiate the envisioned ecosystem model, a business case links the proposed solution and
value network to tangible economic, social, and ecological outcomes.
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The ecosystem strategy is another key design object. It defines how to bring partners into the roles
and relationships envisioned by the ecosystem model. Road mapping supports this by outlining the
ecosystem’s envisioned potential, including possible strategic pathways, milestones, and
partnerships, guiding collaborative efforts from initial pilots to scaled impact. This roadmap, co-
created by actors, ensures a structured and actionable plan towards realizing the value proposition
and the broader goal of a sustainable future. Still, it is often difficult to achieve alignment of
ecosystem partners due to the divergent (industrial) backgrounds, goals, and intentions. Therefore,
throughout this process, continuous efforts for alignment of both internal and external actors are
necessary.

Lastly, to guarantee their external and lasting viability, ecosystems must align with and anticipate
developments in the broader socio-technical context and shape their future development. This
socio-technical context can be understood as an ecosystem's opportunity space, which entails,
among other things, (future) policies and regulation, infrastructure, socio-cultural traditions,
societal and environmental effects, developments in user preferences and markets, such as the
rapid emergence of Al, and technologies. Understanding and anticipating the socio-technical
context is crucial for the success of innovation ecosystems. However, to truly realize the project’s
and Europe's ambitions for digital and sustainable transformation, it is not sufficient to merely
respond to existing or anticipated conditions. Instead, intentionally reimagining and transforming
the socio-technical context is necessary. This means proactively shaping the transformation of
user preferences and market developments, policy and regulations, infrastructures, and societal
norms to design the conditions in which such transformative innovation can thrive. Reimagining the
socio-technical context becomes the core design object for innovation ecosystems aiming to drive
systemic, sustainable change. To support this, design objects will be developed to help
stakeholders envision and co-create promising futures for new ecosystems.
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