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Abstract

This thesis investigates the underlying motivation of participants in an innovation hub such as
Open Brains. The qualitative, exploratory study is based on 23 semi-structured interviews.
Based on their level of engagement, three participant types have been distinguished: serial,
incidental and disengaged participants. The data was thematically analysed using a hybrid
approach. Motivation such as altruism, meaning, and personal/professional growth play an
important role in all groups, as these motivations were often intertwined in practice, they were
combined during the analysis. Extrinsic motivations, such as network opportunities, are
especially visible in incidental and disengaged participants. Serial participants are often
embedded in the broader ecosystem and contribute from shared ownership. Incidental
participants are mainly driven by curiosity and thematic connection. Disengaged participants
often disengage due to a lack of visible yield or relevance to their own professional practice.
Across all groups, it appears that contextual conditions such as structure, rhythm, thematic
connection, communication and follow-up determine the perceived value and sustained of
engagement. The thesis concludes that voluntary knowledge sharing in innovation hub depends
not only on individual motivation, but is strongly influenced by contextual conditions.
Structured sessions and attention to reciprocity appears to be crucial for engaging participants

sustainably.

Key words: Motivation factors, voluntary knowledge sharing, innovation hubs,

contextual factors
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1. Introduction

Innovation is a crucial factor for the success of new start-ups in a growing economy (Kartika,
2024). Innovation influences a variety of performance-related processes and increases the
likelihood that companies will distinguish themselves in a competitive market, adapt to
changing circumstances, and grow sustainably (Rosenbusch et al., 2011). Start-ups that invest
in innovations such as research and development, personnel, and innovative products, tend to
have 40 percent higher survival rate than their competitors who are less concerned with
innovations. When combining these factors, the survival rate of a start-up can even reach 59
percent (Arcuri et al., 2024).

At the same time, it appears that the successful use of innovation is highly dependent
on effective knowledge sharing. As Owen-Smith and Powell (2004) state, knowledge sharing
is an important engine for innovation. However, many start-ups struggle to structurally organize
this kind of knowledge sharing because of a lack of resources, time, formal processes, and
mutual trust (Oliva & Kotabe, 2019). These obstacles have a negative effect on the use of
valuable knowledge, which subsequently hinders the innovation capacity of start-ups. Though,
creating a culture of open knowledge exchange and using knowledge management tools are
essential to strengthen the innovative capacity of a start-up (Oliva & Kotabe, 2019).

Because structural knowledge sharing is often lacking within start-ups, so-called
innovation hubs are playing an increasingly important role. These hubs are external
organizations or networks that serve as platforms for knowledge sharing between experts and
start-ups. Innovation hubs mentioned in this study provide an accessible way for start-ups to
get external knowledge, feedback, and expertise without the need for direct financial resources
(Bogers et al., 2018).

A concrete example of such a hub is Open Brains. Open Brains organizes sessions where
innovators such as professionals, companies, start-ups, and students have the opportunity to
present their ideas to a panel of volunteer experts. These experts are experienced professionals
with in-depth substantive knowledge, a broad network, and valuable experience in a specific
sector. They use their expertise to help innovators strengthen and refine their ideas with a focus
on innovation and growth. Since the first session in 2015, more than 250 sessions have been
organized. Despite the success, practice shows that some of the experts disengage over time.
This has direct consequences for the effectiveness of the sessions. A lack of expert guidance

lowers the quality of interaction and knowledge transfer (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). The lack of



continuity in the expert group leads to a reduced learning effect and a decrease in reciprocity
within the network (Allen et al., 2016).

Given the importance of the experts for the continuity and effectiveness of innovation
hubs such as Open Brains, it is necessary to understand what motivates these experts to
voluntarily share knowledge in the sessions. Motivation is key to explaining why individuals
voluntarily engage in innovation hubs. Motivation is distinguished in intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Intrinsic motivation is described as contributing to something
because you inherently get fun or interest from it, without any form of compensation. Extrinsic
motivation against refers to participate in an activity to achieve a separate result. (Ryan & Deci,
2000). These key concepts provide a useful framework to understand why professionals can
choose to share their expertise in an innovation hub.

Existing literature regarding voluntary knowledge sharing in an innovation hub is
limited. Most studies focus on the effectiveness of advice and how entrepreneurs process and
evaluate that advice. Research tends to examine whether advice is accepted and how the
recipient’s perception affects its value (Ecken & Pibernik, 2015). The consultancy literature
mainly discusses the role of paid advisers and pays little attention to what motivates them.
When motivation is discussed, it is limited to intrinsic motivational factors, such as pleasure
(Fincham, 1999; Sturdy, 1997; Werr & Styhre, 2002). On the other hand, current literature
examines various motives for volunteering, such as, altruism and social commitment (Cnaan &
Goldberg-Glen, 1991; Shye, 2009).

These drivers are linked with intrinsic motivation, but they arise in very different
contexts such as healthcare, education, or social work. Innovation hubs, such as Open Brains,
combine features of both currents in literature. Business knowledge sharing, such as consulting,
on the one hand, and motivational patterns from the world of volunteering on the other. They
support entrepreneurship and innovation, but participation is voluntary and outside formal
employment structures. As such, they represent a hybrid, business-oriented context that is
understudied in the current literature.

Therefore, the gap in the literature lies in the limited understanding of what motivates
experts to voluntarily share their knowledge in an innovation hub. Due to the lack of focus on
innovation hubs, there is little understanding of the underlying motivation and how forms of
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation affect engagement. The lack of knowledge poses a challenge
for innovation hubs such as Open Brains. Without understanding of the factors that drive
experts to stay engaged, there is a risk that their participation will decrease which puts pressure

on the quality and diversity of knowledge sharing and ultimately hinders innovation. By



exploring what motivates experts to voluntarily share their knowledge, this research expands
existing motivational theories and offers new insights into how long-term engagement can be
supported within innovation hubs. To investigate this, the following research question is

central:

“What motivates experts to voluntarily share their knowledge in innovation hubs such as Open

Brains?”

1.1. Managerial relevance
The findings of this study are useful and relevant for two different groups. They are

important for start-ups and other young companies mentioned in this study as innovators, for
whom innovation and external knowledge are crucial for success. Innovation hubs such as Open
Brains offer them access to valuable expertise which they do not yet have within their own
organization. A better understanding of what motivates experts to share their knowledge helps
these organizations to make smarter use of such networks as a source for innovation.

The results provide insight for organizations that depend on voluntary contributions
from individuals within collaboration or knowledge sharing initiatives. Expert engagement is
essential for the effectiveness and continuity of voluntary platforms. When experts disengage
from innovation hubs, the quality of knowledge sharing decreases, which can lead to less
optimal results for the person receiving the advice. However, many organizations have limited
insight into the motives of these experts. By identifying these factors, this research offers
managers concrete tools to stimulate the engagement of experts.

Although this study focuses on Open Brains, the conclusions can be more widely
applied to other innovation hubs where voluntary knowledge sharing plays a central role in a
hybrid business context. This applies, for example, to organizations that offer crowdsourcing
platforms or peer-to-peer learning programs. The results of this research therefore provide
valuable starting points for promoting sustainable voluntary engagement within innovation

hubs.

1.2. Theoretical relevance
Theoretical models such as Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), Functional

Motivation Theory (Clary & Snyder, 1998), Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973) and Social
Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) are used in the existing literature to motivate a wide range of

participants. These models often distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and



provide explanations for behaviours such as altruism, learning motivation, reputation building
and reciprocity. These models are mainly used in the volunteer environments and formal
organizations.

Innovation hubs are a hybrid business context where professionals share their
knowledge in a business environment, under contractual light of financial compensation. There
is still little empirical insight into motivation in such environments. It is unclear whether the
existing motivation models are sufficient to fully explain the behaviour of engagement in this
type of network.

This study therefore explicitly focuses on analysing the motives that encourage experts
to voluntarily share knowledge within an innovation hub. By combining existing motivation
theories and applying them to this underexposed context, this study contributes to the theory of

voluntary use in a hybrid business context.



2. Theoretical framework
This chapter discusses the concepts and theories used in the study. It also defines the

definitions for concepts used in the study.

2.1. Voluntary knowledge sharing
Volunteering is an activity in which individuals contribute to an organization or group

without financial compensation (Penner, 2002). Traditionally, volunteering is characterized by
social initiatives. In addition to social initiatives, it also plays an important role in professional
networks.

In the early 2000s, a shift began in how individuals participate in volunteering as they
increasingly moved away from long-term engagement with a single organization toward short-
term, flexible, and project-based engagement (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). The literature also
speaks of a shift from a traditional to a reflective voluntary style (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003).
Traditional volunteering focuses on long-term engagement and strong connections to the
organization or initiative. Reflective volunteering is known for more flexibility and temporary
and project-based participation (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). Individuals make a deliberate
choice when deciding to participate in voluntary activities. This distinction is particularly
relevant in the context of this study, as expert engagement in innovation hubs such as Open
Brains tends to align with a reflective volunteering model which emphasizes short-term
involvement, personal choice and flexibility over sustained organizational loyalty.

Within the broad literature about volunteerism, this research focuses specifically on
volunteerism in the context of innovation hubs. Voluntary knowledge sharing is the process in
which experts share their expertise and knowledge with innovators without financial
compensation (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). Traditional volunteering mostly engages physical and
social support, voluntary knowledge sharing contributes more directly to innovation and
development (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005).

To understand why experts, share their knowledge voluntary, the motives behind the
motivation must be identified. The literature indicate that knowledge sharing is influenced by
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). It is important to understand the

motivations behind voluntary knowledge sharing in order to effectively address disengagement.

2.2. Motivation in voluntary knowledge sharing
Within the psychological literature, motivation is considered a fundamental mechanism

that explains human behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Motivation is defined as an internal force
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that drives behaviour and provides energy to achieve goals (Hoyer et al., 2023). Motivation
addresses not only why individuals participate in certain activities, but also the intensity and
persistence of their engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Over the years several theories have

emerged to contribute to the literature on motivation.

2.3. Motivation theories
Several theories of motivation are discussed in the literature. Not all the theories fit the

context of this study. Therefore, five theories of motivation have been identified that can be
applied in a context of an innovation hub. The five different theories highlight motivation from
different points of view, such as a psychological, social and strategic point of view. The theories
complement each other and contribute to explaining the voluntary engagement of experts.

The first theory is the Self-Determination Theory. This theory states that motivation
varies in origin and quality. It depends on whether individuals do something because of their
own will or because of external stimuli. It distinguishes between forms of motivation based on
the degree to which a person experiences their behaviour as self-determined and as something
that fits their personal needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The second theory is the Functional Motivation Theory. This theory focuses on the
psychological functions that explain the motivation behind participation in voluntary activities.
According to the theory, motivation stems from an individual’s need to achieve personal and
meaningful goals, which can vary depending on intention and situation (Clary & Snyder, 1998).

The third theory is the Signaling Theory. This theory originates from the economics
literature and approaches motivation from a strategic perspective. Individuals use behaviour as
a means of sending signals about traits such as competence, trustworthiness or intention. Within
the context of this study, such behaviours can be used to build a position within an existing or
new professional network or to impress others (Spence, 1973).

The fourth theory is the Social Exchange Theory, derived from the sociological
movement. This theory states that an individual's motivation is influenced by the trade-off
between the costs and benefits of an activity. Individuals participate in social interactions with
the expectation that their efforts will be rewarded with material or symbolic benefits. The level
of engagement increases when there is reciprocity in the exchange (Blau, 1964).

Finally, prosocial motivation is defined as an additional concept of motivation, and give
the research an extra perspective on engagement. An individual's motivation increases as the

desire to help others and make a positive contribution to the broader society grows. This form
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of motivation can lead to sustained engagement because the activity is perceived as morally
meaningful and socially relevant (Grant, 2009).

The discussed motivation theories each address distinct factors behind voluntary
behaviour. A key underlying concept across several of these theories is the distinction between
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, which plays a crucial role in understanding why experts

choose to voluntary share knowledge within innovation hubs.

2.4. Intrinsic and extrinsic
According to the definition by Ryan & Deci (200, p.56), there are two kinds of

motivation. On the one hand, intrinsic motivation which is described as performing an activity
from the inherent satisfaction that this activity itself provides. The origins of intrinsic
motivation can be traced to both behaviourist theory and drive-reduction theory. However,
these theories could not explain why individuals participated without an external stimulus
(Kilzer & Skinner, 1953). To include these concerns, Ryan & Deci (2000) created the Self-
Determination Theory. This theory did not just focus on external rewards, but brought to light
the intrinsic need for autonomy, self-development and growth. However, the creation of
intrinsic motivation does not occur in isolation. It arises through the ongoing interaction
between the individual and the environment (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This implies that intrinsic
motivation is not necessarily present at the onset of participation but it can develop through the
interaction between the individual and their environment (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

On the other hand, extrinsic motivation is described in literature as a kind of motivation
that is based on the drive to participate in an activity due to social pressure or an external reward,
rather than to perform because of the purpose of the activity itself (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

To obtain a clear understanding of expert motivation, a distinction should be made
between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Where extrinsic motivation focuses on outcomes
outside the activity, intrinsic motivation is gained in the process itself. Alternatively, the
literature suggests that motivation is not strictly divided into intrinsic and extrinsic forms, but
rather viewed as a continuum in which both forms can coexist and interact (Millette & Gagne,
2008).

Within the context of this study, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are defined as core
concepts. The interaction between these two motivational concepts provides a useful lens for

analysing the motives behind experts’ voluntary engagement in knowledge sharing.
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2.5. Overview of factors
Together, these theoretical frameworks provide a multidimensional foundation for

analysing the motives behind voluntary engagement. The specific motivation themes that arise

from these theories are further explained below.

Table 1 provides an overview of the main motivation factors derived from the selected

theoretical perspectives. Only motives relevant to voluntary knowledge sharing are included,

while factors outside the scope of this study have been omitted.

2

Motivation Description Theoretical Key Sources Type
Framework(s)
Autonomy  The desire to act Self- Deci & Ryan Intrinsic
with a sense of Determination  (2000); Pekkanen
volition and self-  Theory et al. (2023)
direction.
Competence The need to feel Self- Deci & Ryan Intrinsic
effective and Determination  (2000); Clary &
capable in one’s Theory; Snyder (1998)
actions. Functional
Motivation
Theory
Relatedness The need to feel Self- Deci & Ryan Intrinsic
connected to Determination  (2000); Clary &
others and Theory; Snyder (1998)
experience Functional
belonging. Motivation
Theory
Altruism The desire to help  Prosocial Grant (2009); Intrinsic
others without Motivation Clary & Snyder
expecting direct Theory, (1998); Batson et
personal benefit. Functional al. (2010); Omoto
Motivation & Snyder (1995)
Theory
Personal The intrinsic Self- Deci & Ryan Intrinsic
Growth motivation to Determination  (2000); Clary &
learn, gain new Theory; Snyder (1998);
insights and Functional Gagné & Deci,
develop Motivation 2005
intellectually Theory
Recognition The motivationto  Social Blau (1964); Extrinsic
be appreciated or  Exchange Grant & Mayer
acknowledged for  Theory; (2009); Simpson
one’s Signaling & Willer (2015);
contributions. Theory Spence (1973)
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Professional The motivationto  Signaling Spence (1973); Extrinsic

growth enhance career Theory, Clary & Snyder
prospects, skills, Functional (1998); Simpson
or visibility Motivation & Willer (215)
through Theory
participation.

Meaning The motivation to  Functional Clary & Snyder Intrinsic
contribute to Motivation (1998); Omoto &
something greater  Theory Snyder (1995)
than oneself or
make a social
impact.

Networking The desire to build Social Blau (1964); Extrinsic
social and Exchange Millette & Gagné
professional Theory, (2008); Porter et al
relationships that  Functional (2023); Clary &
may offer future Motivation Snyder (1998)
opportunities. Theory

Table 1 Overview of motives
2.5.1. Autonomy

Within the Self-Determination Theory, autonomy is defined as the degree to which
individuals see themselves as responsible for their actions and decisions (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Autonomy is one of the three psychological needs within the Self-Determination Theory that
thrive intrinsic motivation. As a result, autonomy can be seen as a motive primarily based on
intrinsic motivation. When autonomy is supported, individuals feel free to act in a manner
consistent with their own interests, which leads to increased engagement (Gagné & Deci, 2005).

In the knowledge classification literature, autonomy is recognized as an important
factor. Autonomy is defined as self-governance and independency through which individuals
operate independently in disseminating and processing knowledge (Pekkanen et al. 2023). A
high degree of autonomy facilitates both broader individual and collective knowledge
production within organizations, alongside personal engagement.

In a context of an innovation hub, autonomy plays a key role. Because participation is
voluntary, experts often decide for themselves when and how to engage. This sense of freedom
and ownership supports experts' willingness to share knowledge voluntarily. Thus, in this study,
autonomy is considered a motivating factor in understanding why experts feel engaged in

innovation hubs.

2.5.2. Competence
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The Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) describes competence as the
feeling of one being effective and capable to use and express their capacities. When individuals
feel they can use their expertise effectively, the activity itself becomes more enjoyable and
meaningful, which sustains their voluntary participation. Within Self-Determination Theory,
competence is named as one of the three basic psychological needs. This theory states that if
those psychological needs are fulfilled, intrinsic motivation is optimized. So consequently,
competence can be seen as a motive mainly based on intrinsic motivation.

Competence also plays a prominent role within the Functional Motivation Theory, in
which it ties in with the understanding function. This function refers to the individual’s desire
to acquire new skills, apply existing expertise and develop through volunteer activities (Clary
& Snyder, 1998). From this perspective, motivation comes from the opportunity to develop and
apply skills in a meaningful environment.

Within the context of this study, competence is seen as an important concept. Experts
seek opportunities where their contributions are perceived as meaningful and effective, which

in turn influences their engagement in innovation hubs.

2.5.3. Relatedness

Relatedness is seen as the need to feel connected to others and to experience a sense of
belonging within a group of individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2000). It is an intrinsic motivator
because individuals derive inner satisfaction from establishing meaningful relationships and
therefore feel socially accepted within society. Within the Self-Determination Theory,
connectedness is the third basic psychological need. When people feel emotionally supported
and valued by others, they are more likely to remain engaged and share knowledge for the long
term (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Relatedness also appears in the Functional Motivation Theory, where it is classified
under social function. Social function refers to the desire to build, maintain, and expand
interpersonal relationships by participating in volunteer activities (Clary & Snyder, 1998).
From this perspective, individuals participate in environments where knowledge is shared
voluntarily, not only to contribute but also to connect with others on a personal level.

Relatedness seems similar to networking however there is a substantial difference in
intent. Networking is used primarily for professional or strategic reasons. Relatedness comes
more from the need for interconnectedness and social closeness. Where networking-based
participation is often driven by external goals, such as building and maintaining contacts,

participation from relatedness is driven by the desire to be part of a meaningful community.
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In an environment of innovation hubs relatedness seems to be important. Individuals
are more likely to stay engaged if they feel their contributions are recognized within a
community. They want also be part of a group with shared values. The sense of community has
a strengthening effect on the emotional bond that acts as a powerful source of motivation in

situations where participation is voluntary.

2.5.4. Altruism

Altruism is the intrinsic motivation to intentionally help others, which is driven by
internal values and without any kind of personal reward (Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Batson et al.,
2010; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). People who act from altruism more often experience stronger
personal engagement because they get satisfaction from caring for others (Simpson & Willer,
2015).

In the Functional Motivation Theory, altruism is classified under the value function,
which relates to helping others based on one's personal or moral values (Clary & Snyder, 1998).
From the perspective of prosocial motivation, altruism is understood as the intention to help
others through voluntary actions even if it is not rewarded externally (Grant, 2009).

Altruism helps explain why some experts continue to be engaged in innovation hubs.
Not because they take personal advantage of it, but because they experience satisfaction in

supporting others and contributing to collective development.

2.5.5. Personal growth

Personal growth is the intrinsic motivation to learn, gain new insights and develop
intellectually (Gagné & Deci, 2005). This motivation is expressed in innovation hubs through
acquiring new knowledge and ideas by interacting with others.

The Self-Determination Theory shows that personal development becomes possible
when autonomy and competence are fully fulfilled (Ryan & Deci, 2000). People experience the
freedom to shape their own learning process and experience the sense of competence
development. Personal growth is a natural consequence of intrinsic motivation.

Personal growth is also covered in the Functional Motivation Theory (Clary & Snyder,
1998) where it falls under the understanding function. This theory describes the need to learn,
acquire new ideas and be intellectually challenged. Competence focusses on the use and
effectiveness of existing skills, while personal growth emphasizes to gaining new insights and

continuous growth. They differ in orientation: doing well versus developing further. Existing
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literature shows that the motivation of participants in an innovation hub comes from the
intellectual stimulation these activities provide (Ardichvili et al., 2003). The opportunity for
personal growth influences sustained engagement, as participants both contribute to others and

simultaneously advance their own development.

2.5.6. Recognition

According to Grant and Mayer (2009), recognition is defined as a motivational factor
that reflects an individual’s desire to be recognized and valued for the voluntary contributions
they make.

It is an extrinsic motivator because the motivation lies in the expectation that one's
actions will be noticed and socially valued. Thus, the appreciation comes from the outside. In
a context of voluntary knowledge sharing, recognition can come in different forms such as
informal forms as verbal appreciation, or formal forms as public praise or increased visibility
(Simpson & Willer, 2015). These signals of appreciation have an effect on motivation,
especially in situations where tangible rewards are not present.

This motivational mechanism can be found in two theoretical frameworks. The first is
the Social Exchange Theory. This theory posits that individuals are more inclined to engage in
voluntary behaviour when they receive some form of reward in return, such as status, respect
or recognition (Blau, 1964). Recognition can also occur in an intangible form, which, in the
absence of financial compensation, can encourage voluntary participation (Blau, 1964). In
addition, the Signaling Theory argues that recognition also has a social function. Recognition
serves as a social signal of expertise or trustworthiness (Spence, 1973). With public recognition,
an individual's visibility and reputation within a group or professional network is magnified.

Despite the recognition of some behavioural agreements such as visibility and
professional exposure partly with networks and career development, it differs in the focus of
motivation. Recognition is about immediate social pay, not about the continuous exchange of

networks or the long-term strategic intention of career development.

2.5.7. Professional growth

Professional growth refers to the motivation to enhance an individual's future career
opportunities by participating in volunteer activities, such as sharing knowledge or expertise
within the community (Clary & Snyder, 1998). This engages gaining relevant experience,

expanding professional networks, and increasing one's visibility within a specific field. In this

17



research, it is categorized as an extrinsic motivator because it is driven by expected benefits
that are independent of the activity itself (Clary & Snyder, 1998).

This motivation stems from the Functional Motivation Theory, which identifies
professional advancement as one of the instrumental functions of volunteering. People
volunteer to gain experience, develop human capital, and prepare for future careers (Clary &
Snyder, 1998). The Signaling Theory adds a complementary perspective by suggesting that
voluntary contributions can be seen as indicators of competence, ambition, or commitment,
especially to potential partners (Spence, 1973). By taking on visible roles within expert
communities, people not only develop professionally but also enhance their reputation and
career prospects through strategic visibility (Simpson & Willer, 2015). Career development

differs from related motivational factors through its future orientation and strategic intent.

2.5.8. Meaning

Meaning is defined as the personal motivation to contribute to something larger than
oneself, such as supporting societal goals or helping others advance (Clary & Snyder, 1998). It
is considered an intrinsic motivator when this desire stems from internal values and a sense of
fulfilment derived from making a meaningful impact, rather than from any external reward
(Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Within the Functional Motivation Theory, the concept of meaning is likewise associated
with the value function, as previously discussed in relation to altruism. The value function refers
to motivations that arise when people do something because it fits their own values or beliefs
(Clary & Snyder, 1998). Meaningful action is therefore related to the idea that the contribution
that an individual makes is in line with someone's values and stimulates a broader social goal.
People feel motivated when they experience their efforts as part of something that has a social

impact (Omoto & Snyder, 1995).

2.5.9. Networking

Networking is the extrinsic motivation to create and maintain professional relationships,
which can lead to future collaborations, greater market visibility and access to resources
(Millette & Gagné, 2008). It gives experts the space to demonstrate their competence and
professional value to others in the field (Millette & Gagné, 2008). Due to the external nature
of networking, it is defined as an extrinsic motivator. These interactions help individuals to

position themselves within professional communities and increase their access to knowledge.
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Networking is reflected in two motivational theories. First the Social Exchange Theory
says that individuals engage in social interactions when there is a mutual benefit. These are
interactions such as future cooperation, exchange of information or a higher status (Blau, 1964).
The Functional Motivation Theory goes deeper in to this by emphasizing that individuals can
engage in voluntary activities to achieve instrumental goals, such as building relationships or
developing social capital (Clary & Snyder, 1998).

In the literature, a distinction is made between two goals within networks: instrumental
and relational. Instrumental goals help individuals obtain information and opportunities, while
relational goals promote the development of professional relationships (Porter et al., 2023).
Both of these two goals can be relevant in environments where voluntary knowledge sharing
takes place, as they create a complementary pathway to engagement.

These motivation factors are investigated in a new business context, which is why an
exploratory, qualitative research is carried out. This justified the selection of interviews over

surveys as the method for examining motivational factors.
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3. Methodology
This chapter explains the methodology of the study. First, the research strategy is

introduced. Second, the study design is presented. Validity and reliability are included, and the

chapter concludes with ethics.

3.1. Research strategy
This study was conducted due to limited research on what motivates experts to share

knowledge in innovation hubs. The study is qualitative in nature and was deemed appropriate
because little was known about the topic (Flick, 2014). It provided an opportunity to get in-
depth answers in the respondents' own words (Creswell & Poth, 2017). The purpose of the study
was to gain insight into the motivation of experts to voluntarily share knowledge in an
innovation hub and in this study Open Brains in particular. Open Brains is a non-profit
innovation hub that hosts sessions in which experts volunteer to share their knowledge with
innovators. These contributions are unpaid and take place outside the participants' formal work
role. This context is special because it is not a traditional work or volunteer environment, but a
hybrid form in which professionals voluntarily contribute to innovation.

Because the research was conducted specifically in the Open Brains context, interviews
were conducted to collect data. The study was carried out by two researchers who collected
together the data. Working together made it possible to get a bigger database with more
respondents within the time available, which enhanced the breadth and depth of the qualitative
insights. Conducting interviews is the most appropriate method to gain in-depth insight into
individual experiences (Flick, 2014). To further specify the research, a qualitative, exploratory
approach was chosen. An exploratory approach was best suited for conducting broad, open-
ended research rather than testing a specific hypothesis (Ogawa & Malen, 1991). In this study,
a qualitative, exploratory approach was necessary because little research had been conducted
to the factors that affect voluntary participation of experts in innovation hubs. This strategy
showed motivations in an innovation hub that went beyond existing theories. Previous studies
have mostly focused on only knowledge sharing in formal business environments, online
communities (Yusubova & Knoben, 2023) and the context of volunteerism. The exploratory
design of this study allowed for the identification of motivational factors not previously

addressed in the literature.

20



3.2. Research design
To gain a deeper inside of what drives experts to engage in Open Brains, semi-structured

interviews were conducted. This method provided a balance between structure and openness,
allowing respondents the freedom to express their experiences and perspectives in their own
words, while still keeping the conversation in line with the goal of the research (Creswell &
Poth, 2017). This method made it possible to discover both predetermined topics and emerging
themes, which gave a deeper understanding of the motivations of experts to participate. The
selection of respondents was made in consultation with the owner of Open Brains. During a
conversation with the owner, a classification was made for three specific groups of experts. The
categories were created to get a picture of the different motivation factors between the groups.
It made it possible to compare the factors and see where the differences between the groups lie.
By including serial, incidental and disengaged participants, the study aimed to capture a broader
spectrum of factors and examine how motivation grow or declines over time.

The groups are:

- Incidental participants: these experts participate sporadically in Open Brains
sessions and are mainly concerned with specific themes or topics within their field
of expertise.

- Serial participants: are experts who regularly or consistently attend Open Brains
sessions, often regardless of the specific topic. They show a high level of
participation in multiple events.

- Disengaged participants: these are experts who have previously actively participated
in Open Brains sessions but have not shown active participation for more than 1
year.

The researchers directed the owner of Open Brains to create three lists, with each list
containing respondents who belonged to one of the groups. This created a split of respondents
based on the level of engagement. After selecting the experts, it was agreed with the owner of
Open Brains that he would contact the potential respondents by phone. The owner explained
the relevance of the study and asked about their willingness to participate in the study. The
experts who indicated their willingness to participate were processed in a contact list. The
contact list was shared by the owner with the researchers, who then contacted them by phone
to schedule an interview. A total of 23 interviews were scheduled, with 11 from the incidental
group, 8 from the disengaged group and 4 from the serial group. Of the 23 interviews, 11
interviews were conducted by the first researcher, the other 12 interviews were conducted by

the second researcher. On average, the interviews were in average 29 minutes and were between
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the 13 minutes and the 1 hour and 22 minutes. There are three respondents who are employed
at Bluehub. These respondents were included in the analysis, but their positions were taken into
account. One employee had never participated in any session. Since participation was one of
the criteria for group selection, this interview was excluded from the analysis. As a result, there
are 22 interviews included in the analysis. The interviews all took place online, the details of
the interviews can be found in Appendix C.

After the first five interviews, a reflection meeting took place between the first and the
second researcher. During this meeting, the interview protocol was re-evaluated and some
refinements were made. A question was added to clarify whether the experts intended the
purpose of the study. In the first five interviews, respondents expressed uncertainty about
whether the role in question was that of an expert or an innovator. For the interviews, there was
a semi-structured interview protocol used. This protocol was built around four open-ended main
questions. The interview protocol can be found in Appendix A (Dutch) and in Appendix B
(English). The interview protocol was developed in collaboration with the second researcher to
ensure methodological consistency and to get alignment with the objectives of the study. The
interview protocol was drawn up on the basis of various motivational factors that emerged from
the theoretical framework and were considered relevant for this study. These factors are
deliberately not explicitly mentioned in the questions to prevent respondents from imposing
motives. Instead, the intention was to create motives naturally, stimulated by the open nature
of the questions. For example, one of the questions was: “Can you tell me about the first time
you came into contact with Open Brains?” This question illustrates the open nature of the
interview. The question invited the participants to describe their personal experience freely,
without constraint. When certain motivational factors were not naturally brought to light among
experts, specific follow-up questions were asked, such as: “Can you talk a little more about
that?”, “Why do you think that's important?”’, or “Can you give an example of that?” These
questions were used to tried to get them to tell even more stories from within themselves. When
not enough useful information emerged, more direct questions were asked such as: “What do
you currently find valuable about your participation?” The more direct questions got the
conversation back on track and I could then focus on asking follow-up questions instead of
direct questions. Through this flexible approach, space for emerging insights were created.
These are motivations that were not predefined in the theoretical framework but emerged as
meaningful to the respondents. This allowed the researcher to identify both theory-driven and

unexpected themes.
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Thematic analysis, based on the six stages described by Braun & Clarke (2006), was
used to analyse the data. This study uses a thematic analysis that was conducted primarily
inductively, but informed by existing motivational and volunteer theories, resulting in a hybrid
approach of deduction and induction. Predefined themes derived from the theoretical
framework guided the initial focus, but the coding process remained open to new, emergent
themes from the data (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). This allowed both theory-driven and
data-driven insights to be integrated in the analysis. All interviews were transcribed in
Microsoft Word. The transcripts were imported into ATLAS.ti, where the coding process took
place. In the first step, the interview transcripts were read carefully several times in order to get
a clear picture of the entire data. Next, the meaningful citations were coded, capturing both
theory-driven and unexpected themes. In the next phase, the codes were grouped into main
themes by the researcher. The codebook can be found in Appendix D. During this grouping
process, codes that were found to be less relevant were excluded. An example of how a main
theme was constructed from a set of codes is the theme 'diversity’, which includes the codes
‘new experts’, ‘diversity in experts’, and ‘lack of diversity in experts’. All three codes relate to
the degree of diversity among experts engaged in the sessions.

To then be able to analyse the data, a quotation was made, which can be found in
Appendix E. In this quotation the codes are compared to the three different groups and the
frequency of prevent of a code in a certain group is visualized. When preparing the quotation,
the difference in group size of the three groups was taken into account. This thematic analysis
method provided structure and flexibility, and made it possible to understand the motivation
behind experts' participation in Open Brains, and to analyse differences between engagement

at different levels.

3.3. Validity and reliability
The semi-structured interviews allowed respondents to capture their experiences and

views in their own words. Internal validity was increased by allowing context-specific insights
while maintaining focus on the research questions (Maxwell, 1996). The use of follow-up
questions created patterns that were recognized during the analysis. The consistency and
relevance of the data collection process was ensured by using a predefined interview protocol.
The open-ended questions were based on predefined factors that came out of the motivation
theories. Throughout the interviews, the structure provided support, without a decrease in

flexibility to allow for unexpected or new insights from respondents.
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The external validity of this study is limited because the focuses is on a specific group
of experts within one context. The qualitative and context-specific approach, statistical
generalizability. However, the findings do offer transferable insights that may be of value to
similar innovation hubs in which professionals voluntarily share knowledge. This form of
analytical generalizability possibly provides starting points for follow-up research in similar
settings.

The reliability of the study was ensured in several phases of the process. All interviews
were conducted in Dutch, the native language of all respondents, to avoid language barriers and
promote natural expression. To minimize interpretation errors, all interviews were recorded and
transcribed. Respondents get the opportunity to check their transcripts. When this was not used,
transcripts were validated with the original audio recordings.

In addition, some interviews were coded independently by a second researcher. The
results of this coding were discussed, which led to intersubjective checking and reinforcement

of the reliability of the analysis.

3.4. Ethics
During this research, there is took an ethical approach by carefully protect privacy,

voluntarism and data. This was done by firstly recruiting respondents through the owner of
Bluehub. This choice was made deliberately to isolate the personal data of the respondents. The
owner of Bluehub informed respondents about the purpose of the study and asked approval for
sharing their contact information. Upon consent, the contact information was shared with the
researchers.

With permission, the interviews were recorded in a secure Microsoft Teams
environment. The recordings were used for transcript preparation only and after the coding
process, the recordings were deleted.

The transcripts were anonymized by removing the names and using only numbers for
the respondent. Only the two researchers had access to the data stored in a shared cloud
document.

Respondents had the ability to access and review their transcript. Throughout the
analysis it was ensured that respondents were not traceable. Handling of personal data was done

using the AVG guidelines.
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4. Results

This chapter presents the results of the interviews. In consultation with the researchers,
the owner of Bluehub divided the respondents into three groups based on their level of
engagement: serial, incidental and disengaged participants.

For each group, a profile is outlined based on their main motivational factors and
contextual conditions. The groups are then compared, with special attention to factors such as
communication, follow-up and thematic connection. These factors influence how motivation is
experienced across the different engagement types.

To analyse the relative impact of these factors, this study introduces a distinction
between essential and enhancing conditions. Essential conditions refer to factors that lead
respondents to stop engaging in the sessions. Enhancing conditions increase participation
frequency but do not lead to disengagement. This analytical distinction helps explain why
certain participants remain engaged while others do not.

The interviews revealed more than twenty different motivational and contextual factors.
However, for this analysis, only factors mentioned by multiple respondents across the groups
were included. Some elements were raised only once or only within one group. While these
may provide valuable insights for future research or further development of the initiative, they
were considered too incidental to include here. Figure 1 therefore presents only the most

frequently mentioned and thematically significant factors.
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Serial Incidental Disengaged

Personal/Proffesional growth + --

Ecosystem

Structure + . +
Innovation fs - +
Thematic connection - --
Communication - . +

Value proposition - - -

Figure 1 Overview of the factors

In addition, it was investigated whether demographic characteristics such as age,
professional background and existing ties with the initiators are related to the type of
engagement. This shows that there are no clear differences between the groups based on these
characteristics. In all three groups, participants can be found of different ages, sectors and
degree of familiarity with the network. This suggests that engagement is not primarily
determined by personal background, but rather by motivation and the way in which the initiative

is designed and experienced.

4.1. Serial participations
The group of serial participants consists of individuals who attend Open Brains

regularly. Many have been engaged with the network around Campus Greenport Venlo for
years and see participation not as optional but as a natural part of their professional role within
the regional ecosystem.

An important reason for coming back again and again is the desire to help others.
Participants indicate that sharing knowledge and experience does not feel optional but natural.

It is their way of contributing to the collective. Respondent 20 stated: “Because I believe you
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can strengthen each other by sharing knowledge.” Others emphasized that this only works
through openness and collaboration, as respondent 9 said: “Well actually mainly to help others
ves, then you have to do it together and then you have to be open and share your knowledge.”
This form of altruism is deeply embedded in their mindset. They contribute because they feel
connected to the whole.

Professional and personal growth is another commonly mentioned motivator. This
group learns not only by giving feedback, but also by listening to others, comparing
perspectives, and reflecting. Respondent 20 put it this way: “I learn from it and meet people
who are working on different things than me, and I get inspiration from that.” According to
respondent 21, the real value lies in building on what others say: “It is not just about giving
feedback on a pitch, but also responding to the feedback someone else gives and building on
that.”

Meaning also plays an important role. The themes discussed often align with respondent
personal values. Topics such as sustainability, circularity, or social innovation give purpose to
their engagement. Respondent 21 phrased it as follows: “We will focus on a social goal, a
sustainability goal or circular themes. Things like that are very important to me, yes.” For these
participants, altruism and meaning often go hand in hand. Helping others feels meaningful and
that strengthens their motivation to stay engaged.

Another binding factor is their connection to the broader Campus Greenport Venlo
ecosystem. Open Brains is not seen as a standalone initiative, but as part of a network of
collaboration and exchange. Several participants mentioned this explicitly as a reason to remain
engaged. Respondent 7 noted: “Open Brains needs experts, and we have start-ups. So, by
enhancing each other, we can build the ecosystem.” The campus itself also holds symbolic
value as a place of innovation and encounter, as respondent 20 said: “For me at least, the
location on campus is a nice location to go to by itself.” Participation is therefore not only about
the content, but also about maintaining relationships and contributing to something bigger.

What characterizes this group is that their motivation doesn’t rest on a single factor.
Altruism, professional development, meaning, and ecosystem all intertwine. Respondents does
not feel like it is a separate choice but rather a natural extension of their position in the network.
That’s precisely what makes their engagement so durable.

At the same time, certain contextual conditions can weaken or disrupt this engagement.
One is the lack of rhythm or structure. If sessions are announced late or communicated poorly,
participation drops off. Respondent 6 commented: “Especially planning, regularity and

structure. If it is on the agenda, keep it in mind. If it is not planned, something will quickly
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intervene.” For this group, structure is an enhancing condition for engagement. When sessions
are poorly planned or communicated, participation becomes less consistent, though not
fundamentally disrupted.

A second one is the lack of innovation. Some respondents noted that the same faces and
stories often reappear, reducing the feeling of growth or development. As respondent 7 put it:
“They are often small groups, and not always with the most critical or diverse people. The same
pond, the same stories. That lacks innovation for me.” This might not immediately cause
disengagement, but over time it does undermine motivation. It is more an enhancing condition.

Finally, the lack of follow-up is frequently mentioned. Participants were often not aware
of what happened with their input after sessions. They are not seeking personal recognition, but
they do want to feel that their contributions lead to something. Respondent 20 said: “It would
be nice to receive some kind of follow-up about what has been done with the feedback you
gave.” When the follow-up is missing, it undermines their sense of collective progress, which

is precisely the core of their engagement and so an essential condition.

4.2. Incidental participations
The group of incidental participants consists of individuals who incidentally take part

in Open Brains. They are not structurally connected to the network but decide on a session basis
whether a session is worth attending. What sets this group apart from others is their interest in
inspiration and their curiosity about new ideas.

Curiosity is a key reason for participating. This group doesn’t necessarily join with a
concrete goal in mind, but rather to be triggered, surprised, or exposed to something
unexpected. The topic doesn’t have to be directly related to their professional value, as long as
it sparks something. Respondent 9 said: “At least once a year, do something that you have
absolutely no idea why you should do it, because you will see that it gives you new insights.”
Respondent 15 emphasized the value of surprise: “There have really been several Fridays that
you're in the car and it is still in your head. You're really surprised again by something
completely new.” So, curiosity functions as an independent motivator but truly comes to life
when the theme or setting offers something beyond the usual frames of reference.

Professional and personal growth also play an important role. Unlike serial participants,
incidental participants tend to seek learning moments through brief moments of reflection and
fresh perspectives. They want to hear something that challenges or activates them even if it is

just a single idea that sticks. Respondent 22 said: “You always get smarter or activate yourself,

or like gosh, I hadn't seen it that way.” That growth mostly arises through dialogue with others.
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Not as a goal in itself, but as an extra factor of participation. If such reflective moments are
absent, the session does not offer enough value for them to return in the future.

What stands out is that curiosity, learning, and social interaction often go hand in hand.
For this group, inspiration usually does not come from a tight agenda, but from unexpected
exchanges with others. Conversations with new people or new perspectives often spark
reflection. It is precisely these spontaneous encounters that make participation meaningful even
when the topic does not align with their work context.

Altruism is present in this group but mostly when it overlaps with their professional
role. They are happy to help others, but usually when it logically fits with their job or expertise.
Respondent 5 noted: “We are also in line with LIOF to help or support start-ups in their
development.” For others, helping is more of a welcome side effect. As respondent 16 puts it:
“If you walk a little longer like me, it is always nice that you can help others.” The feeling of
contributing is appreciated but is rarely the main reason for participation.

Networking comes up more strongly for this group than for others. Open Brains is often
viewed as a space to meet others, exchange ideas, and increase regional visibility. Respondent
2 said: “If you then get something in return, for example network, projects or new knowledge,
then it is valuable. ” Respondent 1 also emphasized the relational aspect: “You get to know each
other better, and that also helps with networking.” Still, here too, if the network feels
predictable or closed off, its appeal quickly fades.

Under many comments about collaboration and inspiration lies a more implicit
motivation the desire to contribute to something meaningful. This is rarely stated explicitly but
emerges through terms such as co-creation or collective collaboration. Respondent 5 said:
“Because you do have the idea of: we have achieved something together again.” And
respondent 2 added: “That you see other entrepreneurs and companies and hear what they are
doing. That you really get into a kind of co-creation mode to help each other, that really
appealed to me.” This form of meaning plays a role especially when participants sense that
their input contributes to something shared. When that feeling is absent, participation quickly
loses significance.

Ultimately, their decision to participate depends on how well the topic connects with
their interests. The thematic connection almost entirely determines whether they got engaged.
Respondent 12 said: “If the subject was very far from me, I was just less inclined to go.” And
respondent 5 added: “Sometimes you think, this is a topic I care about and then you sign up.”

For this group, content is everything. Without connection with the theme, they will stay away.
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The visibility of impact also matters. Participants only truly engage if they see their
input leading somewhere. The respondents mention that they want a form of follow up.
Respondent 2 said: “That it is not a useful session, but that it is really followed up.” If nothing
is done with it or it remains unclear, interest quickly fades, even if the topic was relevant.
Incidental participants seek feedback as a way to validate that their input had meaning. It helps
them feel that their presence wasn’t incidental after all, but part of something shared. It is an
essential condition, because knowing that their engagement makes impact influence the
contribution.

Just as with serial participant the need for innovation is also important. Respondents
indicated that repetition in speakers, topics, or attendees can undermine their motivation. As
respondent 15 said: “At some point, the network with new ideas seems a bit exhausted. Then
there will be speakers, but you already know them all yourself.” In this group innovation is
more an enhancing condition. Routine and predictability work against this group they seek
novelty and fresh input.

Lastly, the setup of the session matters. If it is unclear or there’s too little space for
participants, they don’t engage quickly. Respondent 5 said: “I think it is important that you put
in structure there, so that you also give everyone the opportunity to tell something or give their
opinion.” This group decides quickly whether something is worth their time. Lack of clarity or

focus raises the threshold for participation even when the rest of the setup is well-organized.

4.3. Disengaged participations
The group of disengaged participants consists of experts who were previously engaged

in Open Brains but are now disengaged for more than a year. In many cases, their initial
engagement started with a relevant topic or a personal connection within the network. Their
eventual disengagement is rarely due to unwillingness or lack of interest, but rather to a sense
that participation no longer makes an impact. For this group, attending is only appealing if it
provides something concrete for their professional practice.

One of the main motivations to participate in the first place was the desire to learn but
under specific conditions. Unlike the serial participants, disengaged participants are less
inclined to attend for general inspiration. Learning must be directly applicable. They seek
tangible insights, tools, or ideas they can use. As respondent 3 explained: “I could’ve said I
wouldn’t participate, but I found it interesting to work with such a tool and see what ideas it

generated.” Respondent 8 added: “Sometimes the topics are topics [ could support
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professionally.” When the structure or focus of the session is unclear, the value of participation
is diminished.

Networking also plays a role, but in a more instrumental way than for the incidental
group. It is less about social exchange and more about maintaining relationships or enhancing
visibility. Respondent 8 said: “Yes, [ mostly maintained and sometimes gained new contacts,”
Respondent 19 noted: “It is also nice to get in touch with new ideas and plans.” Networking
isn’t a goal in itself here, but is valued when it benefits their work.

Altruism does factor in, though mostly in a functional sense. In contrast to serial
participants, for whom helping is an inherent part of their engagement, disengaged participants
tend to link their contributions more explicitly to their professional expertise or experience.
Respondent 18 said: “Of course, personal connection always plays a role, but personally I also
enjoy helping people and perhaps save them from making mistakes I once made myself.” Such
statements reflect a form of altruism rooted in skill. When helping fits logically within their
area of knowledge and clearly benefits the other person, they are willing to engage. When the
engagement of the experts primarily serves to promote one’s own initiative or network, the
motivation shifts toward self-promotion, and then the altruistic nature is diminished.

An essential contextual condition for continued participation is the presence of follow-
up. They want to know what happened with their input. Respondent 10 said: “Never or hardly
any feedback on what happened to the idea.” Respondent 19 added: “The Bluehub attendees
besides Bart received a brief summary after such a session, but after that it was silent.” Without
follow-up, their sense of relevance quickly fades. They are not seeking compliment, but rather
confirmation that their input is being taken seriously and make impact.

This ties into a broader question: What do I actually gain from participating? As
respondent 8 put it: “It is mostly a contribution. The benefit might emerge in the long term, but
if you tweak the criteria a little, more parties may be willing to participate structurally. Then
you create a real win-win.” This group wants to be able to estimate the value of participation
in advance. It is a supporting condition because if the value proposition is unclear, the incentive
to engage disappears.

For this group, follow-up, recognition, and clarity are linked. When their contribution
is visibly picked up and they sense it is appreciated, it affirms that their participation has value.
If any one of these elements is missing, the entire experience becomes unbalanced, and
participation loses its meaning.

Thematic connection is another essential condition. Participants in this group indicate

that they will only attend if the topic closely relates to their professional practice or expertise.
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As respondent 19 said: “I’'m quite selective of the topics that are interesting to me, but if they
are, I definitely participate.” In contrast to incidental participants, who may be motivated by
curiosity or inspiration, for this group thematic relevance is a non-negotiable prerequisite.
Without a clear thematic connection, there will be no participation.

Participants also frequently mention lack of communication and unclear structure as
limiting factors. Participants report that the lack of clear information about the session’s
purpose, setup, or expectations limit their engagement. This makes it a s enhancing condition.
Respondent 11 said: “There was not always much communication around, for example, this is
the issue, are you in?” This reflects a low tolerance for ambiguity or open-endedness. They
expect clear frameworks and explicit expectations before engagement.

Another notable issue is the lack of innovation. Multiple respondents noted that the
sessions increasingly featured the same speakers or attendees, leading to the perception that the
network was becoming stale. Respondent 23 put it bluntly: “A¢ one point it became terribly
boring. Because I saw the same faces all the time.” It is an enhancing condition, as what starts

as a minor irritation eventually becomes a structural reason not to return to the session.

4.4. Motivation in context
While the previous sections provided a group-based perspective, this section adopts a

thematic lens to explore how shared motivations such as altruism, meaning, personal and
professional growth, and networking are expressed differently depending on the context in
which engagement in Open Brains takes place. These motivations were selected because they
were explicitly mentioned by more than two participant groups. In this analysis, contextual
conditions such as thematic relevance, structure, and follow-up are not discussed separately but
are seen as key conditions that shape how motivation emerges. They influence whether
intentions actually lead to active engagement. In practice, these factors rarely function in
isolation. Engaging becomes meaningful when it is attended by learning, and social interaction
becomes valuable when it makes impact. Whether and how motivation is expressed thus
appears to be not only group-dependent but also strongly driven by the extent to which the
context matches participants' expectations and routines.

A first notable pattern relates to altruism and meaning. Although both motives are
mentioned across all three groups, they take on different meanings depending on the
participant’s role. For serial participants, altruism is closely tied to their professional identity.
They view knowledge sharing not as optional but as an inherent part of their role within the

ecosystem. Respondent 20 said: “If we can improve the world, make it more sustainable,

32



whatever.... And I can contribute to it.” This intrinsic motivation is reinforced by the idea of
contributing to collective progress. Meaning is here closely intertwined with social relevance
and the feeling of contributing to something bigger than themselves. This is not only about
helping others; it reflects a desire to play a meaningful role in a broader context. When there is
a lack of follow-up or lack of substantive innovation, the impact of the contribution is limited.
The cause-effect relationship here is clear; the lack of visible impact leads to a decrease in
perceived significance, and thus less engagement. Among incidental participants, altruism is
less obvious. It emerges as a side effect of a successful session as result of thematic connection,
curiosity or positive interaction. Here, the context only activates the willingness to contribute.
Respondent 5 noted: “We are also in line with LIOF to help or support start-ups in their
development.” For this group, meaning arises in the moment. It depends on whether their
contribution feels useful or appreciated in that specific situation. Respondent 2 described this
as: “That you see other entrepreneurs and companies and hear what they are doing. That you
really get into a kind of co-creation mode to help each other, that really appealed to me.”
Disengaged participants are most results-oriented. They want to know that their contribution is
being used effectively. If follow-up is missing or if the value of the presence is not clear, their
motivation disappears. In this context, effectiveness is not an added benefit, but a precondition
for participation. As respondent 10 stated: “Never or hardly any feedback on what happened to
the idea.” This difference in approach reflects not only personal preferences but also previous
experiences with the impact of their contributions.

A second difference concerns the way how learning is experienced. Again, the influence
of the context is key. Serial participants describe their learning process as reflective.
Respondents indicate that participation helps them make connections to their own practice and
mirror broader developments through others. “You can often draw parallels with your own
work or interests,” said respondent 6. For this the sessions must be thematically relevant,
clearly structured, and include follow-up. Without these elements, the learning experience
remains shallow or fragmented. Incidental participants are mainly driven by curiosity. They are
inspired by novel viewpoints or surprising ideas. “You are always more curious about
something you have never heard than about something you heard six months ago” commented
respondent 15. Expected content or rigid formats quickly undermine this type of motivation.
Here too, context plays a key role. To be engaging, the program must be surprising and open-
ended. For disengaged participants, learning is more instrumental. They only participate if the
content directly applies to their field and the value is clear in advance. “Development arises for

me especially if the subject matches my practice, and if it is clear what happens to the content,”
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said respondent 19. When structure and value proposition are missing, they disengage. The
process lacks both relevance and direction. This shows that effective learning must be aligned
both thematically and organizationally with the needs of the target group.

A third factor is networking, which is mentioned less frequently but is still clearly
present. For serial participants, networking is not a separate objective but an organic outcome
of collaboration and knowledge sharing. Social contact develops naturally as part of their
continued engagement. The network supports for their broader goals such as learning, sharing,
and contributing. Incidental participants often mention networking explicitly as a reason to
engage, but only if the setting is open and inspirating. “I¢ is also nice to get in touch with new
ideas and plans, ” said respondent 8. However, the lack of follow-up ensures that these contacts
rarely deepen. So, the cause is not the lack of intention, but the lack of structure that supports
long-term engagement. Disengaged participants view networking primarily as a tool. It needs
to yield results, such as access to projects, increased visibility, or professional contacts. “That
is knowing where the market is and what they have or if there is something you could do
something with,” said respondent 17. If those outcomes are missing, it is understandable that
they disengage. The initiative no longer serves their practical networking goals. These varied
perspectives reveal that networking can mean anything from an incidental benefit to a strategic
purpose, depending on the respondent.

What connects these differences is the central role of context. Thematic connection,
clarity of impact and visible follow-up function not as additional conditions but as necessary
elements. In this sense, motivation is not only group-dependent but also context-driven. The
same open and flexible design that works for serial participants as a facilitator for trust and
engagement is perceived by others as vague or ineffective. This creates a tension between
openness and effect orientation. The design must allow enough room for spontaneous input but
at the same time provide clarity about goals and outcomes. When that balance is lacking, it
leads to confusion, dropping out or participation without real engagement. It must be recognized
that temporary or selective participation does not always indicate failure but can also be a

logical choice from the perspective of the participant.
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S. Discussion and Conclusion
The central question in this study was: “What motivates experts to voluntarily share

their knowledge in an innovation hub such as Open Brains?” This study finds that motivation
to participate in an innovation hub consists of personal motivation on the one hand and the
context of the Open Brains innovation hub on the other.

Respondents name altruism, meaning, personal and professional growth and the social
aspect of networking as important motivations. At the same time, they stress that participation
becomes meaningful only when these motives can be expressed if the contextual conditions
will be met. For the serial participants the ecosystem plays an important role. Their engagement
came from a sense of collective responsibility and the feeling to make social impact. Incidental
participants are attracted primarily by curiosity and inspiration, but whether they actually
engage depends on factors such as thematic connection and follow-ups. For disengaged
participants, the trade-off between commitment and return is central. They expect visible
relevance to their own practice and concrete follow-up, if these are not forthcoming, they
disengage.

This research shows that voluntary knowledge sharing in a context such as Open Brains
only becomes truly meaningful when the personal values and goals of experts are adequately
reflected in the design and implementation of the initiative. This includes thematic connection,
follow-ups and a sense of shared purpose. Willingness to contribute is strongly related to the
extent to which such contextual conditions support and reinforce personal motivation. In other
words, motivation is not only an individual fact, but is also shaped and nurtured by how the

initiative is designed and experienced.

5.1. Theoretical implications
This study makes three substantive contributions to the literature on motivation within

innovation hubs.

First, the research shows that several motivations combine to play a central role in the
decision to participate in an innovation hub such as Open Brains. Although factors such as
altruism, meaning, networking and personal or professional growth are known from existing
models, such as Functional Motivation Theory (Clary & Snyder, 1998) and prosocial
motivation (Grant, 2009), this research shows that in practice these motivations are not separate.
They are often intertwined and can reinforce each other. In addition, an additional layer of
motivation emerges that is almost never mentioned in a hybrid business context, namely

system-oriented motivation. This form of motivation emerges primarily within serial

35



participants. Engagement here seems to stem from the feeling of contributing to a larger whole
or ecosystem. This feeling is consistent with the concept of collective efficacy. This concept is
described in the literature as a group's belief in its ability to achieve social goals together
(Bandura, 2000). In this study, this concept functions as an intrinsic source of motivation within
informal, voluntary networks. System-oriented motivation is revealed here as a specific type of
motivation distinct from individual altruistic drives or identification with an organization. This
distinction arises because it is focused on supporting dynamics and survival of the system as a
whole, without necessarily having a direct personal interest attached.

Second, this research shows the applicability of Self-Determination Theory in hybrid
business contexts, such as innovation hubs by Ryan & Deci, 2000. The three basic
psychological needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) were never explicitly addressed
in the interviews. These needs may play a role in the background or be met in a different way
than the theory assumes. Another explanation may be that the method used did not directly
suggest these dimensions. This suggests that Self-Determination Theory may require context-
specific translation or reinterpretation in less structured bottom-up collaborations.

Third, the division into serial, incidental and disengaged participants make it visible that
the underlying motivation remains relatively stable, but that the degree of engagement is highly
dependent on contextual conditions. Contextual conditions such as structure, follow-up,
communication, and thematic connection influence participants by making them feel that their
motivation is meaningfully engaged in the initiative. This finding is in line with the concept of
symbolic reciprocity (Blau, 1964). Participants do not expect direct compensation, but do want
to know what happens with their contribution.

When visibility or follow-up is missing, people do not disengage of unwillingness, but
because the context no longer supports their motivation. This offers a new perspective in the
literature on innovation hubs. Sustainable voluntary knowledge sharing requires not only on
motivation, but also a contextual condition that actively recognizes, facilitates and feeds this
motivation.

Follow-up research can further explore how these intertwined motivations are related to
sustainable engagement. Consider, for example, research into the influence of feedback and
visibility on motivation, or how system-oriented motivation develops in other networks, such

as citizen initiatives or regional partnerships.
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5.2. Practical implications
First, it becomes clear that Bluehub should place greater emphasis on structured follow-

up. Many respondents indicated that it remains unclear what happens after their participation.
Simple feedback, can increase the sense of recognition and impact and thus enhance motivation.
Furthermore, the results underscore the importance of thematic connection. Especially
incidental and disengaged participants determine their participation based on the content and
relevance of the topic. Programming that explicitly connects to current or practice-oriented
themes can play an important role in the engagement of the experts.

For participating experts; they are driven not only by altruism, but also by curiosity,
professional and personal growth, recognition and networking. Therefore, it is important that
the setup allows for interaction, reflection and value proposition. Clear communication about
the purpose of the session and the potential return for participants contributes to an increased
sense of meaningful participation. This also makes it more attractive for experts to structurally
engage to the initiative.

Finally, these insights also offer handles for similar innovation hubs in hybrid
environments, where public, social, and business interests meet. Although the open and
informal form of Open Brains has great potential, it appears that this form only works if there
is also sufficient structure, rhythm and recognition. Initiators would therefore do well to invest
in systematic communication, recognizable formats and role clarity without losing the

approachability that is perceived as a strength.

5.3. Limitations and further research
The first limitation is that at the time of research, the Open Brains sessions have not

taken place for more than six months. This requires respondents to look back at experience
from longer ago which could possibly affect the reliability of their motivation. In addition, due
to time management, one respondent never physically participated in any sessions, this limits
the comparability of their contributions.

The second limitation that emerges is selection bias. All respondents were selected by
Bluehub. Some of the respondents appeared to be employed by Bluehub or engaged in setting
up the initiative. The selection of respondents by the organizational party may cause people to
have given socially desirable answers. This increases the likelihood of positive bias in the
results. The entire sample consists of respondents from one organization. As a result, the

findings cannot be generalized to other similar innovation hubs.
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A third limitation is the method of data collection. All interviews were conducted online,
due to distance. This may have affected the interaction between the respondent and interviewer,
due to limited access to nonverbal cues. Physical interviews could provide more room for
spontaneous additions or depth.

For future research, it may be interesting to look at similar innovation hubs to test the
findings in a broader and more diverse context. It is important to have a diverse sample of
respondents to minimize the risk of potential conflicts and bias. In addition, future research can
be more in-depth by applying physical interviews, so that non-verbal communication can be
better included in the analysis. A longitudinal study can also provide more insight into how
motivation and engagement develop over time. Finally, it may be interesting to combined more

research approached in future research.
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7. Appendix
Appendix A: Interview protocol Dutch

Zou u uzelf kort kunnen voorstellen?

Leeftijd

professionele achtergrond (Aantal jaren ervaring in het bedrijfsleven, Sector,
Zelfstandig ondernemer: (Ja/ Nee, Functie)

Opleiding

Plaats van wonen en werken

Kunt u iets vertellen over het eerste moment dat u over Open Brains hebt
gehoord?

Wat maakte dat u besloot om deel te nemen of om meer informatie in te winnen?
Heeft u eerder deelgenomen aan een initiatief dat vergelijkbaar is met Open

Brains?

Zou u daar iets over kunnen vertellen? Waarom heeft u hier wel/niet aan
deelgenomen?

Wat was uw verwachting toen u voor het eerst meedeed?

Kunt u vertellen hoe u de eerste sessie hebt ervaren?

Wat vond u positief aan die ervaring, en waren er ook aspecten waar u minder positief
over was?

Ervaarde u tijdens de sessies genoeg vrijheid om te bepalen hoe en wat u bijdroeg?

Kunt u vertellen hoe uw betrokkenheid bij Open Brains zich in de loop van de tijd heeft
ontwikkeld?

Bent u op dit moment nog actief bij Open Brains?

-Zo ja: hoelang bent u al betrokken?

-Zo nee: wat was voor u de reden om te stoppen en hoe kijkt u terug op uw tijd bij
Open Brains?

Zou u zeggen dat uw betrokkenheid in de loop van de tijd is veranderd?

Zo ja, wat veranderde er toen in u, of in het initiatief zelf?

Is er iets dat u in de loop van de tijd leuker bent gaan vinden, of juist niet?

Hoe ervaart u op dit moment uw betrokkenheid bij Open Brains?

Wat zou voor u het verschil kunnen maken in het al dan niet actiever betrokken
blijven?

Wat vindt u op dit moment waardevol aan uw deelname?

Ervaart u uw deelname vooral als een bijdrage of als iets waarvan u zelf voordeel
heeft?

Hoe zelfverzekerd voelde u zich over uw kennis of vermogen om bij te dragen tijdens
de sessies?

Had u het gevoel een bijdrage te leveren aan iemands ontwikkeling?

Gaf u deelname u het gevoel dat u deskundig was?

Heeft u tijdens een sessie iets geleerd dat u zelf bent gaan gebruiken in uw werk?
Heeft Open Brains u in contact gebracht met mensen of ideeén die waardevol voor u
zijn?
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o Welke rol speelt het gevoel van verbondenheid met andere deelnemers in uw
deelname aan Open Brains?

e Voeltu zich gewaardeerd voor uw bijdrage in Open Brains?

e Geeft het u een goed gevoel over uzelf om op deze manier anderen te helpen of uw
kennis te delen?

e Voelde u zich tevreden na afloop van de Open Brains sessie(s)?

Vervolgvragen
e Kunt u daar iets meer over vertellen?
e (als motief genoemd wordt) Waarom is dat belangrijk voor u?
e kunt u daarbij een voorbeeld geven?
e Andere deelnemers hebben ... benoemd: is dit bij u ook het geval?
e Verandering in betrokkenheid: wat zijn de redenen van de verandering?
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Appendix B: Interview protocol English
Could you briefly introduce yourself?

Age

Professional background (Number of years of experience in business, Sector, Self-
employed: (Yes / No, Function)

Education

Place of living and working

Can you tell something about the first moment you heard about Open Brains?

What made you decide to participate or seek more information?

Have you previously participated in an initiative similar to Open Brains?

Could you tell us something about that? Why did/did you participate in this?

What was your expectation when you first participated?

Can you tell how you experienced the first session?

What did you find positive about that experience, and were there any aspects you were
less positive about?

During the sessions, did you experience enough freedom to determine how and what
you contributed?

Can you talk about how your engagement with Open Brains has developed over time?

Are you currently still active with Open Brains?

-If yes: how long have you been engaged?

If not: what was your reason for stopping and how do you look back on your time at
Open Brains?

Would you say your engagement has changed over time?

If so, what changed in you then, or in the initiative itself?

Is there anything you have come to like more over time, or not?

How do you currently experience your engagement with Open Brains?

What could make the difference for you in staying more actively engaged or not?
What do you currently find valuable about your participation?

Do you experience your participation primarily as a contribution or as something from
which you benefit yourself?

How confident did you feel about your knowledge or ability to contribute during the
sessions?

Did you feel like you were contributing to someone's development?

Did your participation make you feel you were knowledgeable?

Did you learn anything during a session that you have started to use yourself in your
work?

Did Open Brains connect you with people or ideas that are valuable to you?

What role does feel connected to other participants play in your participation in Open
Brains?

Do you feel valued for your contribution in Open Brains?

Does it make you feel good about yourself to help others or share your knowledge in
this way?
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e Did you feel satisfied at the end of the Open Brains session(s)?

Follow-up questions

e Can you talk a little more about this?

e (If motive is mentioned) Why is that important to you?

e Can you give an example in this regard?

e Other participants have named ...: is this the case with you too?
o Change in engagement: what are the reasons for the change?
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Appendix C: Respondents

Respondent Category Ag Function Business  Time Location Interviewer
number e experience interview
1 Incidental 24 Marketer at 2,5 0:24:39  Online Annemijn
participant Bluehub
2 Incidental 41  Business Manager 16 0:22:07  Online Annemijn
participant Circularity
3 Disengaged 40 Policy Advisor & 16 0:13:44  Online Annemijn
participant Project Leader
4 Incidental 55  General Manager 32 0:18:29  Online Annemijn
participant of Blue
Engineering
5 Incidental 44  Business 19 0:28:44  Online Annemijn
participant Developer
6 Serial 38  Chief Technology 13 0:36:46  Online Annemijn
Participant officer
7 Serial 48  Business 26 0:23:14  Online Annemijn
Participant Developer Startup
Ecosystem
8 Disengaged 47  Industrial 23 0:22:53  Online Annemijn
participant Engineering and
Management
Science
9 Incidental 55  Owner of 33 0:45:23  Online Annemijn
participant Boomkwekerij
Fleuren
10 Disengaged 39  Co-owner Blue 16 0:18:09  Online Annemijn
participant Engineering
11 Disengaged 54 CEO DeltaVU 25 0:35:09  Online Annemijn
participant Consulting
12 Incidental 58  Owner Bokashi & 32 0:41:24  Online Joelle
participant Provinos

48



13 Incidental 54  CEO Botany 29 0:12:22  Online Joelle
participant

14 Incidental 58 Owner Bureau5 32 0:27:13  Online Joelle
participant

15 Incidental 38  Co-Owner 20 0:20:58  Online Joelle
participant Bluehub

16 Incidental 58 Owner Brandaris 30 0:20:59  Online Joelle
participant

17 Disengaged 32  Policy developer 10 0:11:21  Online Joelle
Participant sustainability

18 Disengaged 47  Co-Owner 12 0:15:28  Online Joelle
Participant WolkyTolky

19 Disengaged 63  Owner it4all 39 0:48:44  Online Joelle
Participant

20 Serial 60  Owner Eco- 18 1:22:10  Online Joelle
Participant makelaar

21 Serial 34  Business 18 0:31:46  Online Joelle
Participant Development

Manager Bluehub

22 Incidental 54  Director/Founder 15 0:18:04  Online Joelle
participant Pharox

23 Disengaged 60  Founder 38 0:40:35  Online Joelle
Participant Abundanism

0:28:43
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Appendix D: Code book
Code

Code family

Lack of after-coupling

Aftercare

Lack of recording

Lack of written feedback

Aftercare / Follow-up

Altruism

Charity

Helping others

Leave something behind

Sharing experiences

Altruism

Autonomy

Freedom in the agenda

Self interest

Self-interest to bring the subject more to light

Autonomy

Learning from others

Personal growth

Learning from each other

Building on each other's ideas

Career development

Comparison with your own work

Growth in expertise

Professional

Development

New insights

Career Development / Personal Growth

Applying the expertise

Competence Competence
Experienced enough sessions

Cross over

Innovation in the network Innovation

Lack of innovation

Curiosity

Energy generator

Inspiration

Renewal

Curiosity & inspiration

Ecosystem

Ecosystem Involvement

Lack of communication

Communication

Contribution

Give and take

Perceived Value & Contribution
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Impact

Role distribution

Value proposition

Accessibility

Depending on time

It must be accessible

Lack of elaboration

Logistical reason for declining participation

No longer part of the agenda

Absence due to busy schedule

Logistics & Accessibility

Advise

Interesting session

Meaning

Relevant

Wake up calls

Meaning

Interaction with other experts

Job specific

Lead generator

Networking

Orientation

Networking

Decrease in structural sessions

Regularity in sessions

Time management

Planning & Continuity

Lack of structured sessions

Lack of structure

Clear structure

Structure

No challenge

No personal growth

No career development

Lack of relatedness

Lack of competence

No direction

Personal limitations

If someone takes the trouble it is valuable

Proud

Recognition

Recognition

Relatedness

Relatedness with other

Relatedness

Fun

Atmosphere
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Good atmosphere

Interesting group

Social aspect

Social interaction

Working together

Collective responsibility

Community

Social Dynamic

New experts

Diversity in experts

Lack of diversity in experts

Diversity

Efficiency

Good support

Use of the business model canvas

Session design

Importance of the topics of the session

No match between subject and expert
expertise

Selectivity in interests

Sustainability more in the spotlight

The ideas

Too much overlap in topics

Topic-Specific Relevance
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Appendix E: Quotation

Telling van Quotation

Number

Totaal Incidental  Totaal Serial Totaal Disengaged

participant Participant Participant
Aftercare / Follow-up 0,91 1,50 1,25
Altruism 2,09 2,75 2,00
Autonomy 0,64 0,25 0,63
Career Development / Personal Growth 3,45 2,25 2,38
Competence 0,91 0,50 0,50
Creativity & Innovation 0,18 0,25 0,25
Curiosity 1,55 1,00 0,88
Ecosystem Engagement 1,36 1,75 1,00
General Barriers 1,27 2,50 1,00
Logistics Barriers 1,27 0,50 0,75
Meaning 1,36 1,75 1,50
Networking 2,27 1,75 1,63
Organizational Barriers 0,91 2,00 1,00
Organizational Conditions 1,18 1,25 1,00
Perceived Value & Contribution 1,55 1,00 1,50
Personal Barriers 0,55 0,25 0,75
Recognition 1,55 1,50 0,63
Relatedness 1,00 1,50 1,13
Social Dynamics & Atmosphere 2,09 3,00 1,50
Topic-Specific Relevance 1,36 0,50 1,63
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