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Dear Readers,

Creative professionals are seen as trailblazers for changes 
in our working and living environments. Every day, they 
create something new. At the Cross Innovation Hub, we 
tap into this innovation potential for other industries by 
collaborating with creative professionals and businesses to 
develop solutions for specific challenges. That is the aim of 
cross innovation.

As part of Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft – Germany’s 
largest support organisation for the creative industries – 
we’ve been driving innovation in products, processes, 
services and business models across Hamburg since 
2016. These success stories range from the concept of 
a recyclable aircraft cabin (p. 8) to fresh impulses for 
research in applied sciences (p. 20). We’ve collected these 
and other cases in this brochure.

What began as an experimental pioneer project has 
grown into an established and professionalised model for 
success in the innovation landscape. In recent years, we’ve 
shared this approach through consultations, workshops 
and keynote presentations with business development 
organisations across Germany and throughout Europe. 

What’s emerging is a new, open innovation ecosystem 
that—alongside traditional methods like research and 
development—drives the creation of new ideas through 
creativity, collaboration and speed.

Especially in times of crisis, we must not lose sight of the 
future. As business journalist and author Wolf Lotter notes 
(p. 6), maintaining the status quo is not enough to address 
the major societal transformations of our time. That’s why, 
at the Cross Innovation Hub, we remain focused on working 
with companies and creative professionals to develop 
forward-looking, agile solutions for a digital and ecological 
era – ideas, concepts and business models that help make 
the world a little better.

We invite you to explore the potential of cross innovation 
with us. Are you a business owner facing urgent challenges 
and looking for a fresh, external perspective? Do you want 
to drive change or explore new business areas – but lack 
the resources to get started? We can support you with 
these and other questions – and we look forward to the 
conversation!

Raffaela Seitz, Louisa Steinwärder  
and the Cross Innovation Hub team ●
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“Innovation has 
always been a 

collective process”

ANGELA OGUNTALA 
Futures and 

Innovation Expert

To innovate is to believe that another world is possible. To 
believe that we can radically reimagine any aspect of our 
everyday lives for the better. This belief is essential for any 
healthy organisation – and certainly for society as a whole – 
to progress. Throughout history, the process of reimagining 
has always begun with telling a new story: “I believe we 
should eat or travel or work or do many things differently.” 
The word “should” is key here because innovation is never 
neutral. How we innovate and what we innovate are not just 
a desire to create what’s new and what’s next, but also a 
reflection of the values we want to embed in the futures we 
hope to shape.

That is why innovation must be – and always has been – a 
collective process. It nurtures dialogue and reflection on 
our shared aspirations and makes it abundantly clear that 
true innovation cannot happen in isolation. This flies in 
the face of the myth of the lone inventor who, in a flash of 
brilliance and individual genius, creates a breakthrough. 
In reality, “the new” arises from the cross-pollination and 
remixing of ideas over time. These collisions spark deeper 
creativity and open up more possibilities than we could ever 
achieve alone. The most powerful collisions result from both 
small and large-scale experiments that make the previously 
unimaginable real and tangible. At the heart of innovation 
lies this will and courage to experiment.

So when we encounter the finished form of an innovation, 
we should remember that behind what is visible lies a 
long history of unseen trials, prototypes, discussions and 
experiments that drove it forward. We should celebrate and 
shine a light on this hidden work. This experimental spirit 
empowers us to act on the future – shifting our narratives 
from “what if” to “how could we?”. Through experimentation, 
we become more comfortable with uncertainty and see it as 
a driver of creativity. Because if the future is not fixed, then 
we have a responsibility to shape it ourselves – and that is 
incredibly exciting! ●

● ABOUT THE SPEAKER

Angela Oguntala has advised clients like 
Google, IKEA, Heineken, and Philips on 
innovation and future strategies. She is 
a founding partner of the foresight and 
design studio Greyspace, a Salzburg 
Global Fellow and was named a “Future 
Innovator” by the United Nations. In 2020, 
she was a keynote speaker at the Cross 
Innovation Conference hosted by the 
Cross Innovation Hub.
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We deliver innovation expertise, develop prototypes and 
strengthen businesses and the economy – in collaboration 
with visionary players from Hamburg’s creative industries. 
An overview of our services.

How we support 
companies and 
organisations

Innovative products, processes and services

Innovation is the key to success – especially when it comes to expanding a company’s 
offering. We help businesses examine their existing products, processes and services – and 
support the development, testing and validation of new ideas. Through collaboration with 
experts from a wide range of creative disciplines and the use of the latest technologies, 
prototypes are created that set new standards while meeting market demands. We guide 
companies through a structured innovation process that delivers rapid, tangible results – 
from initial idea to market launch.

Strategy and business model development

Standing still is not an option. In a changing world, companies must continuously evolve. Our 
formats for strategy and business model development combine professional creativity with 
validated methods and processes. Interdisciplinary exchange with visionary minds from the 
creative industries generates new perspectives that create lasting competitive advantages. 
In this way, we help define innovative business models and open up new markets.

Work and innovation culture

Innovation is a mindset. Our formats for fostering innovation and work culture create 
environments that actively encourage and enable openness to change and transformation. 
We support companies in integrating agile and creative working methods into their everyday 
operations, helping them establish a sustainable culture of innovation. With methods drawn 
from the creative industries and targeted process facilitation, we empower leaders and 
employees to explore new ways of working together.

You can find more information about our innovation formats on page 27.
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Breaking  
out of 

no-fail 
structures

Can innovation and curiosity be 
systematised? No, says author and 
brand eins co-founder Wolf Lotter. 

He believes the path to transforming 
our economy lies not in corporate 

structures, but in science and the arts.
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● ABOUT THE SPEAKER

Wolf Lotter has been writing about the 
transition from an industrial to a knowledge-
based society for over four decades. He 
was a founding member of brand eins and 
served as its lead essayist for many years. 
Today, he writes columns for outlets such as 
Wirtschaftswoche and taz futurzwei, and is 
the author of several successful books. His 
most recent titles include Echt., on the value 
of originality, and Die Gestörten, on creative 
knowledge work. He is a founding member 
of PEN Berlin, a member of the programme 
advisory board for Austria’s ORF, and the 
namesake and ambassador of the Ministerium 
für Neugier & Zukunftslust.

Mr Lotter, in your opinion, what is the greatest value of 
creative knowledge work?

As a society, we need to finally recognise just how much 
innovation potential we truly have. For me, that’s what 
defines the creative economy – it sets the pace and acts 
as a model for the rest of society. We have the ability to 
create new things, shape our own future and learn from the 
present.

You describe curiosity as a key trait for innovation.

Curiosity is a biological constant. All living beings are 
curious – because they must learn to adapt to their 
environment. Human curiosity means: I want to improve my 
condition. We do this constantly, whether consciously or 
not. But if people are punished for being curious, eventually 
nothing new will happen. In workplace structures, those who 
ask difficult questions, challenge norms or disrupt routines 
are often silenced – sidelined rather than promoted. That 

makes curiosity difficult to sustain, because it’s reduced to 
the bare minimum. And at some point, we stop coming up 
with ideas. If we punish questioning and disruption, we are 
finished as a society.

Today, we see the emergence of business development 
departments, and innovation and transformation 
managers. Do you think this works?

It clearly doesn’t. These roles often arise from an attempt 
to systematise innovation and curiosity. But what’s really 
needed is experimentation, questioning, failure – and 
trying again. In other words, the classic method used in 
science and the arts: we test, we learn, we stay engaged. 
That approach, however, stands in stark contrast to the 
no-fail structures found in many industries, where such 
roles are typically embedded. There, the focus tends to 
be on optimising a specific process until it seemingly 
can’t be improved any further. But there is always room 
for improvement. Creatives understand this instinctively: 
everything can be done better – or differently.

But what if a company has been highly successful 
for decades and sees no need for change? They say: 
everything’s going well – why bother?

Yes, that’s entirely understandable. But we’re the first 
generation in human history that has to change while things 
are still going well – and that’s incredibly difficult. Terms 
like futurist, visionary or utopian sound appealing, but they 
all have one thing in common: they talk about tomorrow, 
not today. In reality, we need to look at the present and ask: 
What’s my current situation? What do I want to keep? And 
what must I do to preserve it?

And finally – how do you view the future?

With optimism, absolutely. You have to stay confident, even 
when you don’t know what’s coming. Just start. Or, as Clint 
Eastwood said: we ride into town, the rest will sort itself 
out. ●

Read the full interview in oaur online magazine:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/wenn-wir-das-
stoeren-bestrafen-sind-wir-als-gesellschaft-tot
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What is cross 
innovation?
Cross innovation is an approach that harnesses 

the inspiring power of crossing boundaries. 
An overview.
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For a long time, innovation departments 
in Germany worked behind closed 
doors – primarily to protect their ideas. 
But when it comes to tackling so-called 
“wicked problems” – large-scale, complex 
transformations within organisations – 
what’s needed is out-of-the-box thinking 
and open exchange to arrive at truly new 
solutions.

The challenges are many: growing 
market complexity, the impact of global 
crises, and the digitisation of nearly every 
aspect of our lives. This is where cross 
innovation comes in. Positioned between 
traditional business consulting on one 
side and research and development on 
the other, it offers a successful model 
that complements closed, technology-
driven innovation processes – with a 
mindset that looks beyond conventional 
boundaries. Or more precisely, beyond 
the boundaries of one’s own industry.

Innovation is not an accident 

As a pioneer at both national and European levels, 
the Cross Innovation Hub brings together companies 
from the business and public sectors with creative 
professionals. This approach is rooted in open 
innovation – a strategy that spans departments, 
organisations and industries. Companies are guided 
through a structured innovation process, working 
directly with creatives to develop ideas and uncover 
new solutions through fresh perspectives.

Because new ideas can be actively provoked. Cross 
innovation draws on the power of interdisciplinarity, 
external input and an objective viewpoint throughout 
the process. But this requires the right setting – and 
professional creativity.

Creative industries as 
drivers of innovation

Every day, we encounter the work of creative 
professionals – often without even realising it. We 
start the day with coffee from a designer pot, listen 
to news, podcasts or music on the way to work, and 
buy an outfit after hours for a trip to the theatre. Or 
we unwind with a streaming series on the sofa. We 
move through designed spaces in our cities, interact 
with digital and analogue interfaces – and often take 
all of it for granted. Creatives are constantly bringing 
unique ideas into the world. They are professionals 
in ideation – making them ideal partners in the early 
stages of innovation processes. In most fields, their 
work is built on collaboration: strong outcomes rely 
on multiple disciplines working closely together – 
whether in theatre, film and music, or in architecture 
firms and product design studios. An open mindset 
is essential when working in complex environments. 
Creative professionals not only excel in their own 
processes and methods – they also bring valuable 
impulses for shaping new work cultures in other 
sectors. This makes them ideal partners for cross 
innovation.

Embedding creativity in your 
own culture
Cross innovation is a process that breaks down 
silos and creates solutions at the intersection of 
industries and the creative economy. It can lead 
directly to tangible results – and more broadly, it 
strengthens the innovative capacity and culture 
of everyone involved. We see this first-hand at the 
Cross Innovation Hub: just a few steps after kick-off, 
our teams of business professionals and creatives 
discover how their different ways of thinking and 
working open up new perspectives. With the support 
of professional facilitation, industry outsiders quickly 
become productive, goal-oriented teams – generating 
new and often unexpected solutions together. And it 
all starts with an open door. ●

Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft 9

Cross Innovation Hub



An 
innovation 

takes 
flight

Aviation
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LEFT  FAIRcraft seats cut weight by half by 
using lightweight textiles and eliminating heavy 
metal frames.

An innovative aircraft cabin as a 
contribution to more sustainable air travel: 
The FAIRcraft project was developed in 
2021 during a Cross Innovation Lab – and 
has been evolving ever since. Designer 
Sebastian Mends-Cole and Dr Christian-
André Keun, Managing Director of partner 
company CompriseTec, offer insights into 
the development process.
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Mr Mends-Cole, Mr Keun, you‘re aiming to make flying 
more sustainable – but rather than focusing on fossil 
fuel alternatives, you‘re starting with the cabin. Why?

Mends-Cole: Right now, sustainability requires many 
solutions – and above all, fast ones. That’s why we agreed 
not to develop prototypes for more aerodynamic aircraft 
models that might not become reality until 2070. Instead, 
we focused on the cabin, where we see the shortest 
possible development timeline within the aviation sector. 
On average, cabin components are replaced every four to 
eight years. In the best-case scenario, our solution could be 
in use by 2030.

What’s different about your cabin?

Keun: For the past 30 years, the aviation industry has 
mainly focused on reducing weight to make aircraft more 
fuel-efficient. But virtually everything currently installed in a 
cabin is non-recyclable.

Mends-Cole: So we decided to flip the concept on its head. 
We imagined the interior of an Airbus A320 and mentally 
stripped everything away – the furnishings, the overhead 

lockers, the ventilation systems, the heavy metal seats. Our 
seats are made from lightweight textiles, suspended from 
the ceiling by straps and anchored to the cabin floor with 
just a few slim poles made from plastic or aluminium.

And what does that achieve?

Keun: According to our calculations, we save around one 
tonne of weight on a 60-tonne aircraft. We’re now on 
the ninth design iteration of the seats – and we still see 
additional potential. What’s more, the seats and their 
components can be easily dismantled at the end of their 
service life, making them ideal for repurposing under 
cradle-to-cradle principles.

That sounds like a time-intensive development process.

Mends-Cole: Compared to typical industry processes, it 
actually wasn’t – thanks to the clear structure of the Cross 
Innovation Lab. With such a well-defined timeframe and 
set objectives, the process stayed manageable. The well-
organised workshops were incredibly productive.

Keun: The idea of the seat as such an interesting and 
effective solution only came about through the external 
input we received in the workshops. We were already 
heading in the right direction – but it took a particular 
constellation of experts and creative professionals to get 
us there. That’s not something we could have assembled on 
our own.
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What was the lab collaboration like for you? Did it 
require you to change your usual ways of working?

Mends-Cole: Designers should really be involved much 
earlier in development processes like this. We tend to 
identify problems right from the start. That’s where the 
Cross Innovation Hub plays a crucial role: because others 
take care of facilitation, explain the process and guide it, we 
as creatives can fully concentrate on the content.

Keun: As engineers, we’re usually given very specific 
requirements and aim to find the simplest and most cost-
effective solution as quickly as possible. But the Cross 
Innovation Lab worked differently. In the end, we were trying 
to solve a problem we didn’t yet fully understand. Once 
again, the external input proved invaluable. New creatives 
from the Cross Innovation Hub were brought into the 
process at various stages.

They opened up entirely new directions we hadn’t 
considered. For example, filmmaker Claudia Rinke – who 
developed the entire customer journey around FAIRcraft – 
created a story about our fictional travellers, Holger Kraft 
and Charlotte Business. And even though we remain very 
focused on the technical implementation, that narrative 
perspective constantly reminds us to keep the passenger 
experience in mind.

What key skills or conditions are needed to make 
development processes with such diverse participants 
truly successful?

Mends-Cole: Fundamentally, more decision-makers like 
Christian should be involved in these kinds of workshops, 
labs or similar formats. After all, we’re talking about future-

focused solutions with real potential – solutions that can 
deliver tangible benefits to companies. But whether a 
product is actually developed further and brought to market 
isn’t a decision that employees alone can make.

Keun: But that would mean small and medium-sized 
enterprises – or even large corporations – could end up 
excluded from such processes. It’s difficult to have senior 
leaders regularly available for workshops like these...

Mends-Cole: ...but maybe that’s exactly why we’re seeing 
a slowdown in innovation in Germany right now. Innovation 
really should be a leadership priority.

Keun: That’s true. It takes a lot of conviction. Maybe it would 
help if more companies came together in clusters, as we 
did. The FAIRcraft project involved seven companies – all 
trying to solve a similar problem, but from very different 
perspectives and with their own individual motivations. It 
probably takes that kind of diversity to get an innovation like 
this off the ground. ●

“Maybe that’s exactly why we’re seeing a 
slowdown in innovation in Germany right 
now – because innovation should really 
be a leadership priority.”

Read the full interview in our online magazine: 
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/
so-kann-cross-innovation-das-fliegen-nachhaltiger-ge-

Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft12

Cross Innovation Hub

https://cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/so-kann-cross-innovation-das-fliegen-nachhaltiger-gestalten/
https://cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/so-kann-cross-innovation-das-fliegen-nachhaltiger-gestalten/


TOP  Modular and lightweight: a model of the 
FAIRcraft cabin on display at the Aircraft Interiors 
Expo 2024.

● ABOUT THE SPEAKERS

Sebastian Mends-Cole (left) is a product designer and 
founder of BFGF Design Studios. Since 2021, he has 
been a member of the Sustainability Council at the 
German Design Association (Deutscher Designtag). 
The principle of circular design is central to his work, 
as it takes a holistic view of product life cycles and 
environmental impact. Mends-Cole approaches 
challenges with a critical but optimistic eye, seeking out 
positive solutions. He also inspires others and brings a 
clear perspective to the table. Together with partners, 
he founded the Circular Design Hub Hamburg – a space 
for shaping and implementing future visions.

Dr Christian-André Keun (right) is Managing Director 
of CompriseTec. He studied mechanical engineering 
in Hamburg, Saint-Étienne and St Petersburg, and 
completed his doctorate at Hamburg University 
of Technology. He later headed the research and 
development department of a major plastics 
processing company. To bring a product idea to life, 
Christian Keun eventually founded CompriseTec, a 
technology company focused on innovative composite 
and polymer applications.
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More on 
the case

Hamburg Aviation  Aviation

FAIRcraft – the 
recyclable aircraft 
cabin

Air travel produces excessive greenhouse 
gas emissions – but it may still take 
decades for alternative propulsion 
systems to become widely adopted. The 
Cross Innovation Lab therefore took on a 
different challenge: developing a research 
concept for recyclable aircraft cabins. The 
cluster organisation Hamburg Aviation 
assembled an interdisciplinary team from 
seven partner companies, who worked with 
storytelling experts to develop a future 
scenario and collaborated with industrial 
designers on practical solutions. One result 
was a prototype for a reimagined, modular 
aircraft seat, designed according to cradle-
to-cradle principles and fully reintegrable 
into the production cycle. This reduces CO₂ 
emissions during manufacturing – and in 
flight, thanks to the reduced weight. The 
project has already received two grants 
for green aviation technology from the 
Hamburg Investment and Development 
Bank. In May 2024, a demonstrator was 
presented at the AIX Aircraft Interiors Expo 
in Hamburg.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/
hamburg-aviation

See also pages 10–13

Industry cases

Albis Plastic & Drägerwerk  Medical technology

Hygienic design for intensive 
care units
Multi-resistant germs are among the greatest risks for 
patients in intensive care. The medical technology company 
Drägerwerk and plastics manufacturer Albis Plastic joined 
the Cross Innovation Lab to radically rethink hygiene in 
hospital rooms – working alongside creative professionals. 
The result was a concept for the intensive care unit of the 
future: one that eliminates non-essential surfaces and 
avoids unnecessary (and environmentally harmful) cleaning 
cycles. All devices and controls are integrated into a wall-
mounted “Dräger Panel,” while the smart cleaning assistant 
“Lili” tracks when and how thoroughly surfaces have been 
cleaned – sharing this information via an AR interface. 
Beyond the practical output, the lab highlighted the need for 
earlier collaboration among manufacturers in the innovation 
process. Based on these insights, Albis is now developing 
its own internal methodology.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/albis-draegerwerk
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ACO Group   Energy sector

Rainwater in the circular city

Water scarcity is already a pressing issue in many cities – 
and is expected to worsen as a result of climate change. 
ACO Group, one of the world’s leading companies in 
rainwater and wastewater management, sought innovative 
solutions with the support of a Cross Innovation Class. 
Students from IT, environmental science, urban planning 
and design developed a comprehensive “clean house” 
concept – from rooftop rainwater collection to a thoughtfully 
designed system of pipes and filters, and ultimately its 
reuse for flushing toilets, showering, watering planter boxes 
or powering micro-generators. Guided by facilitators from 
the Cross Innovation Hub, the team followed a structured 
design thinking process through multiple iterations, leading 
to tangible prototypes built in university workshops – and 
taken up as inspiration by partner company ACO.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/aco-gruppe

Spiegelberg  Medical technology

Redesigning a lifesaver

The medium-sized medical technology company 
Spiegelberg reimagined one of its standard 
products during the Cross Innovation Lab – and 
is now preparing it for market launch. External 
ventricular drainage – or EVD – is used when 
excess fluid accumulates in the brain. For 
accident victims, patients with brain tumours 
or those with head trauma, an EVD set can be 
lifesaving. In collaboration with industrial and 
communication designers, Spiegelberg revised 
the existing product based on jointly identified 
user needs: new branding, easier handling, 
more compact packaging – all while reducing 
production costs. Two prototypes with different 
features are now undergoing further internal 
design and approval stages on the path to 
market readiness.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/ 
cases/spiegelberg
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The cross 
innovation 
toolbox
Matching, methods, process – these are 
the tools we use to create the conditions 
for cross innovation, paving the way 
for an inspiring, solution-oriented and 
practical approach.

Matching with  
creative professionals

We bring together organisational leaders and employees 
with creative professionals. This means, for example, that 
companies from sectors such as aviation, logistics, medical 
technology or energy collaborate with experts in product 
and communication design, music, theatre, architecture, 
advertising or games development. Our expert pool currently 
includes 75 professional creatives from across the entire 
creative industries ecosystem.

All creative professionals have completed a jury-reviewed 
application process. They bring not only outstanding expertise 
in their respective fields, but also in-depth knowledge of future-
focused topics such as sustainability, circularity, digitalisation, 
artificial intelligence, storytelling and employer branding. For 
each project, we curate a team of creatives tailored to the 
participating company’s specific goals.
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Validated creative methods

Yes, we bring our post-its – but creative methods are much 
more than that! Used well, they help stimulate ideas and 
open up new perspectives. All our methods are thoroughly 
tested and validated. We use established approaches such 
as the “How might we” question technique (HMW), and have 
also sourced and adapted effective tools from across the 
creative industries. For example:

Embodiment  
A method from the film and theatre world: under 
professional guidance, participants step into user roles to 
broaden perspectives for developing personas, user stories 
and other elements of user research.

The Core 
A method from advertising and design: strengthens the 
ideation process by using a targeted questioning technique 
to assess the potential and value of ideas early in their 
development.

View more methods on our website: 
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/what-is-cross-innovation

Cross innovation process

Processes bring structure, clarity and efficiency to 
collaboration. Over the years, researchers and innovation 
managers have developed and refined a range of 
frameworks to meet evolving needs. Our cross innovation 
process builds on this foundation – adapting methodologies 
such as Design Thinking and the Double Diamond model 
from the British Design Council for targeted application.

This iterative approach – moving through multiple 
development loops – leads quickly to reliable outcomes. 
Core elements include interdisciplinary collaboration and 
early-stage prototyping, which allows for timely feedback. 
This enables the brief to be refined or adjusted in response 
to specific challenges and risks, before the process 
becomes overly complex or costly.

With a range of structured process variants, we offer an 
optimal workflow for each company or organisation. For 
example, in sustainability-focused projects, we integrate 
circular design principles, apply foresight for strategic 
planning, or visualise implementation pathways to support 
clearer communication.
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The process in 
three phases
Preject

The preject phase sharpens the “fuzzy front end” – the 
often unclear starting conditions of innovation processes. 
The aim is to create the best possible conditions for an 
open, yet focused, entry into the process. Using foresight 
methods, participants explore customer needs within a 
space of possibility: what new perspectives and market 
opportunities could emerge in the future?

This is followed by the problem space, where participants 
dive deep into understanding the company, its products and 
its services. Creative professionals are particularly effective 
at this stage – reframing questions in new contexts, aligning 
them with customer needs, and recombining or rephrasing 
them. This is often when the first “aha” moments occur – 
culminating in the joint formulation of a clear challenge.

Project

The project phase is focused on developing potential 
solutions – drawing on a wide range of methods depending 
on the context. The goal is to open up new avenues for 
action, challenge conventional thinking, and – with input 
from participating creatives – generate and refine ideas.

Eject
In the eject phase, solution approaches become tangible 
through the collaborative development of prototypes. 
Iteration and testing help further shape and validate the 
concepts. This process helps minimise costly missteps and 
provides participants with clarity on how to move forward 
with implementation.
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Success 
factors 
for cross 
innovation

To enable creativity to realise its 
full interdisciplinary potential, we 
create the right conditions. Here’s 
a selection of key success factors:

Clearly define challenges 
Every cross innovation process begins with the precise 
identification and definition of core problems – so the 
process can start with a clearly formulated design 
challenge.

Establish legal frameworks 
Cross innovation requires a protected environment that 
provides legal clarity and certainty for all participants.

Match creative professionals 
Through expert matching, we bring together participants 
from a wide range of sectors and disciplines – to maximise 
collective intelligence and creativity.

Provide facilitation on equal terms 
Professional facilitation ensures open, solution-oriented 
collaboration. It creates the space for productive teamwork 
and the shared development of innovative solutions.

Design a solution-oriented process 
A tailored cross innovation process ensures that ideas 
are systematically translated into concrete outcomes. It 
remains open-ended while being focused on fast, needs-
based results (see process phases on the left).

Use targeted methods 
With carefully selected methods – some drawn from 
creative practice – we ensure an efficient and focused 
innovation process. Our broad method portfolio supports 
creative and productive collaboration.

Refine results and develop an action plan 
At the end of the process, we prepare the outcomes and 
define a clear action plan for the next steps toward market 
launch – so that strong concepts can become real-world 
solutions.
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“I found it 
exciting to 

be lost“
Science
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Communicating sustainability more 
effectively – that’s the goal of the Cross 
Innovation Lab, where researchers from 
DESY and HAW Hamburg collaborate 
with creative professionals. Here’s a look 
inside the process.
LEFT  Participants of the lab during field 
research at the DESY research centre in 
Hamburg-Bahrenfeld.
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The Deutsches Elektronen-Synchrotron (DESY) and the 
Design Zentrum Hamburg are just ten kilometres apart – 
but the worlds of the people who work in these institutions 
could hardly be more different. At DESY, staff conduct 
fundamental research using lasers, accelerators and 
photons. Their work is evidence-based and falsifiable. At 
the Design Zentrum Hamburg – standing in here for many 
creative spaces across the city – work is exploratory, 
open-ended and innovative. Can these two ways of thinking 
benefit from one another? That’s the question being tested 
in a Cross Innovation Lab organised by the Cross Innovation 
Hub. Over several weeks, four creative professionals 
worked with DESY researchers to develop a joint idea: an 
oasis that brings together research, education and public 
space.

Coffee and Linkin Park

It’s a Monday morning in September. Over coffee and cake, 
participants chat casually about the discography of Linkin 
Park. There’s an easy familiarity in the room – a sign that 
the DESY researchers and creative professionals have 
grown comfortable with one another over the course of four 
previous lab sessions. But it wasn’t always this smooth, says 
Michael Schieben, co-facilitator of the project for the Cross 
Innovation Lab. More on that later.

First, it’s important to understand the aim of this pilot 
project. One of its initiators is Zahra Saleh from DESY’s 
Innovation and Technology Transfer department. As an 
innovation manager, her role is to help translate DESY’s 
fundamental research into less conventional areas of 
application – such as fashion or sustainability – through 
transdisciplinary collaboration. “We want to broaden our 
spectrum and uncover hidden potential in our research,” 
Saleh explains. She’s driven by the belief that DESY may 
hold crucial answers to the pressing questions other 
sectors are facing.

One successful example: fashion designer Jennifer Johnson 
visited DESY and, in collaboration with a researcher, 
developed a spray-coating process to make textiles more 
resistant to UV radiation – offering better protection for 
wearers. The collaboration even led to the launch of a 
fashion label. A textbook case of cross innovation – and 
a powerful example of the “outside-in” process, where 
a challenge from outside the research institute sparks 
internal innovation.

Cross Innovation Hub and DESY 
are building a beacon
“Our scientists should be able to see their work through 
someone else’s eyes,” says Saleh. This shift in perspective 
is valuable not only for the research itself but also for 
attracting new funding and partnerships. The lab acts as a 
proof of concept – demonstrating that collaboration with 
new stakeholders can meaningfully advance the research 
centre’s mission. The next step is for Saleh’s department 
to create the necessary space – financial, temporal and 
physical – for researchers to participate. It’s a long-term 
process, developed in partnership with Hamburg University 
of Applied Sciences (HAW) as part of the Transferwelten 
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project. At the same time, the Cross Innovation Hub and 
DESY are building a joint beacon: the project demonstrates 
that creative professionals can offer vital impetus for 
science. It marks new ground for the Cross Innovation Hub, 
which has already run successful labs with companies and 
public institutions – and is now stepping into the research 
landscape. Will it succeed?

It’s exciting to be lost

It wasn’t easy – because an open-ended process also 
means embracing uncertainty, something creatives are 
well accustomed to. Creative work often begins with an 
open question and relies on freedom and flexibility. “I was 
completely open to the outcome,” says industrial designer 
Mechthild Ubl, “and I found it exciting to be lost.” At the 
same time, she noticed that her new team members were 
far less comfortable with ambiguity.

That became clear during the brainstorming session 
that kicked off the ideation phase. The core principle of 
the method is to welcome all ideas without judgement. 
“But during the session, it quickly became clear that at 
DESY, feasibility is always considered straight away,” says 
Hannah Kemper from the Cross Innovation Hub. “Ideas 
were immediately translated into complex formulas, 
calculated – and then declared unworkable,” facilitator 
Michael Schieben adds with a laugh. Still, other ideas were 
explored with curiosity – showing that the Cross Innovation 
Lab’s methods work.

As the process progressed, the ways of thinking between 
creatives and researchers began to converge. Which 
approaches are viable in a research context? And how can 
scientists learn to engage more confidently with uncertainty 
and ambiguity? “Scientists usually know exactly what they 
want,” says David Reuther, an engineer taking part in the 
lab. “This programme is much more open-ended – and 
I’ve come to enjoy the space it gives for exploring open 
questions.” He adds that this is becoming increasingly 
important in fundamental research, which has become so 
specialised that internal knowledge transfer at DESY now 
needs to improve as well.

The result is a Trojan horse

Spend just a little time observing the lab, and it becomes 
clear: here, the process is just as important as the 
outcome. But what exactly is the team working on? 
SOLR – Sustainable Oasis for Learning and Recharge – 
is a public installation that generates solar energy. To 
access that energy – for example, to charge a phone – 
users must complete a sustainability quiz. A Trojan horse 
of sorts, SOLR uses a gamification approach to raise 
awareness of sustainability and the work of DESY. It also 
offers DESY a platform to test future technologies and 
make its research more visible to the public. Participant 
Christina Schwemmbauer, whose primary research focus 
is dark matter, demonstrates the speed of the project’s 
development: just five workshops ago, the idea was still 
an open question. Now, she presents the concept as a 
confident elevator pitch. The result is a solid foundation 
for future funding applications. And with that, this oasis 
may soon become a reality – proving that science and the 
creative industries have much to learn from each other. ●

“We want to broaden our spectrum and 
uncover hidden potential in our research” 

Read the full article:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/ich-fand-es-
spannend-lost-zu-sein-cross-innovation-mit-desy
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TOP  At the DESY research centre: 
researchers share their work with creative 
professionals.

BOTTOM  DESY innovation manager Zahra 
Saleh during a workshop at the Design Zentrum 
Hamburg. She leads the Transferwelten 
project, funded by the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research.
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More on 
the case

DESY  Science

Charge for Change
According to a study by Bayerischer 
Rundfunk, around 20% of young people 
in Germany are unfamiliar with the term 
“climate change.” The SOLR project 
(Sustainable Oasis for Learning and 
Recharge), developed by researchers at the 
Deutsches Elektronen-Synchrotron (DESY) 
in collaboration with creative professionals 
from the Cross Innovation Lab, aims to 
help close that gap. SOLR contributes 
to sustainability education by linking a 
tangible user need with gamified knowledge 
transfer designed for a younger audience. 
The 5.5-square-metre “oasis” is a public 
meeting point where users can charge 
their phones at a solar-powered station. In 
return, they take part in an AI-supported 
quiz on environmental topics. This pilot 
project raises awareness of environmental 
protection, delivers practical value – and 
creates a bridge between science and the 
creative sector.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/
desy-charge-for-change

and previous pages 20–23

Cases from the 
public sector

Hamburg-Nord District Office  Public sector

Cultural transformation 
through co-creation
Public administration is expected to become faster and 
more digital to better support citizens in their daily lives. 
To meet these demands, public institutions must also 
evolve internally. The Cross Innovation Hub collaborated 
with the Hamburg-Nord District Office to implement 
a model transformation process. Beginning with an 
organisational analysis led by the University of Potsdam, 
the project explored visions of an ideal working culture 
through hands-on training formats such as the Pop-up 
Office – and translated them directly into prototypes. 
These included moderation tools for more effective 
meetings, a cross-departmental “hallway café,” and 
the repurposing of the former canteen into a creative 
café featuring various formats for exchange. An internal 
cultural transformation working group, established 
alongside the process, continues to drive forward 
concrete change.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/so-kann-co-crea-
tion-die-zusammenarbeit-in-behoerden-verbessern
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Hamburg-Mitte District  Retail

Farmers’ markets 
of the future
On the nine weekly markets in Hamburg’s Mitte district, 
vendors offer regional, high-quality and affordable food. 
Yet despite this, the markets are seeing a decline in 
popularity. As part of a tailored innovation process, the 
Cross Innovation Hub brought all stakeholders around 
the table: the LAGS trade association (Landesverband 
des Ambulanten Gewerbes und der Schausteller e.V.), 
representing traders, as well as policymakers (the district 
committee for weekly markets) and public administrators 
from the Hamburg-Mitte district office. Together with four 
creative professionals, the team conducted interviews 
with market visitors, non-visitors and vendors. These 
insights informed the development of visitor personas and 
customer journeys. Based on this, the group co-designed 
and tested tangible ideas for change – such as combining 
market days with events and festivals, or adjusting 
opening hours to better meet customer needs.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/
bezirk-hamburg-mitte

Ministry of Economy and Innovation  Retail

Design manual for 
construction sites
Retailers help bring a neighbourhood to life – but brick-and-
mortar businesses are particularly vulnerable to changes in 
the local environment. In three Hamburg districts, the Cross 
Innovation Hub – commissioned by the Ministry of Economy 
and Innovation (BWI) – brought together local interest 
groups and creative professionals in tailored formats to 
co-develop solutions for their specific challenges. Take 
Osterstraße, a popular shopping street in the heart of 
Eimsbüttel currently undergoing redevelopment. A long-
term benefit for the neighbourhood – but a short-term 
burden for nearby shops. The project explored ways to 
improve visibility and draw foot traffic back to the area. One 
outcome was a design manual featuring various strategies 
for activating temporary construction sites. These include 
playful engagement with elements such as construction 
fencing – helping make the area more attractive while 
supporting local retail. The manual can be adapted for use 
at other sites as well.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/cases/
design-manual-fuer-bessere-baustellen

Hamburg Public Libraries  Public sector

Libraries in transition

With one of the highest user rates in the city, Hamburg’s public libraries 
(Bücherhallen Hamburg) are among its most valued cultural institutions – thanks in 
no small part to their continued commitment to change. In the Cultural Innovation 
Lab, library staff worked alongside creative professionals to explore ideas for the 
library of the future. Step by step, what is usually taken for granted is re-examined 
and reimagined through new perspectives. For the libraries, this quickly led to fresh 
ideas for entirely new services. These include sharing economy concepts – such 
as more flexible return points for media across the library’s city-wide network, or 
lending useful items from private households. One of these ideas has already been 
tested in a pilot project where the libraries collected Ukrainian-language books 
donated by individuals. In this way, the organisation’s services continue to evolve – 
along with the innovation culture within its team.

More on the case:
cross-innovation-hub.de/en/magazine/
die-zukunft-neben-dem-buecherregal
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About us
The Cross Innovation Hub is a project of Hamburg Kreativ 
Gesellschaft – Germany’s largest support organisation for 
the creative industries. It is funded by the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF). Since 2016, we have been connecting 
companies of all sizes and sectors with leading creative 
professionals – making us one of the first to recognise the 
potential of cross innovation.

Our team brings together a broad mix of skills and 
many years of experience to enable innovative 
collaboration. From designing and delivering tailored 
formats to innovation management, creative methods 
and facilitation – we create the conditions for cross 
innovation to reach its full potential.

Our core team is supported by a network of external 
specialists, including experienced facilitators, 
moderators and academic experts who enrich 
our work. In addition, a dedicated advisory board 
supports the ongoing development of the Cross 
Innovation Hub with strategic insight and expertise.
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Our innovation formats

Format name Description

Attack Your Business 
or Product

This format puts current business models and products to the test – and 
radically reimagines them. In a protected collaborative space alongside other 
companies, participants engage in an intensive, multi-day process. Always at 
their side: creative professionals who bring fresh combinations of knowledge and 
productively challenge the status quo.

Cross Innovation Class In the Cross Innovation Class, students from a range of disciplines work with 
business partners. Over the course of a semester, interdisciplinary teams 
develop innovative prototypes focused on the theme of sustainability. Companies 
benefit from external perspectives and gain access to emerging talent. Students 
gain hands-on experience, insight into the full product development cycle – and 
connect with potential future employers

Cross Innovation Lab Trends and customer needs are constantly evolving. Complex solutions are 
needed to help businesses remain competitive on a global scale. In the Cross 
Innovation Lab, new processes, services or product innovations are kick-started 
over several weeks in early-stage development.

Emergency Sprint Rising uncertainty and major market shifts present companies with 
unprecedented challenges. The Emergency Sprint helps organisations proactively 
turn these into opportunities. Working with creative professionals, teams develop 
concrete, future-ready solutions that strengthen resilience and drive innovation.

AI Sprints Artificial intelligence is becoming a key competitive factor for SMEs. But unlike 
large corporations, smaller businesses often lack the necessary resources. 
Supported by creative professionals and AI experts, our AI Sprints help develop 
tailored solutions – from basic automation to more complex applications.

Pop-up Office How can we shape tomorrow’s working world today? The Pop-up Office is a 
recognised training format focused on new work and innovation culture. It helps 
organisations make their working environments more agile. Over several days, 
decision-makers from businesses and creative professionals come together to 
explore new ways of working.

Starter Workshop: 
Innovation Culture

In just half a day, the Starter Workshop introduces essential principles for 
embedding innovation into a company’s day-to-day operations. In rotating table 
discussions with creative professionals, core challenges are identified and initial 
solution approaches are developed.

Time-to-Market Boost The Time-to-Market Boost supports companies in bringing existing prototypes 
to life. Over four sessions, concepts are tested with target groups, refined with 
creative professionals, and internal roadblocks identified and addressed. The goal: 
a market-ready prototype and a clear action plan for launch.
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Customised packages 
for partners
Our tailored programme packages offer partner 
companies flexible, cost-effective access to innovation 
support. Designed to meet your specific needs, these 
modular solutions draw on the most valuable insights 
and expert input from our established formats – all 
delivered with close guidance throughout. Ideal for 
companies looking to bring innovation to market 
quickly while keeping an eye on costs.

Would you like to learn more about 
our innovation formats?

Get in touch:  
Nicole Wittek, Partner Relations 
nicole.wittek@kreativgesellschaft.org
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Partners and network
ABATON Kino Betriebs GmbH
ACO Ahlmann SE & Co. KG
Albis Plastic GmbH
altonale GmbH
Altran GmbH
AMD Akademie Mode & Design GmbH
Anacyte Laboratories GmbH
Apetito AG
AUSY Engineering GmbH
Averdung Ingenieure & Berater GmbH
avodaq AG
Axel Springer SE
Baloise Lebensversicherung AG Deutschland
Bauer Media Group / Heinrich Bauer Verlag KG
Becken Holding GmbH
Behörde für Umwelt, Klima, Energie und 
Agrarwirtschaft Hamburg
Behörde für Wirtschaft, Verkehr und Innova-
tion Hamburg
Beiersdorf AG
Bergamont Fahrrad Vertrieb GmbH
betahaus Hamburg – hub23 coworking UG
BKK VBU
Brand University of Applied Sciences
Bräutigam & Rotermund GmbH
BrawandRieken Communications GmbH
Business Metropole Ruhr GmbH
Der Mittelstand BVMW e. V.
Career Center der Universität Hamburg
Carl von Ossietzky Universität Oldenburg
Carlsen GmbH
Cisco Systems GmbH
CNT Gesellschaft für Personal- und Unter-
nehmensentwicklung mbH
CompriseTec GmbH
Cradle2Cradle e. V.
Cross4Health
cruh21 GmbH
DAK-Gesundheit
Dataport AöR
Der Spiegel GmbH & Co. KG
Deutsche Gesellschaft zur Rettung Schiff-
brüchiger (DGzRS)
Deutsches Elektronen-Synchrotron DESY
DFZ Architekten GmbH
Diehl Aviation GmbH mit Autoflug GmbH
Digital Hub Logistics & Commerce GmbH
DMG Dental Material Gesellschaft mbH
Drägerwerk AG & Co. KGaA
EEN Enterprise Europe Network – European 
Union
Eppendorf AG
Erneuerbare Energien Hamburg Cluster
agentur GmbH
Esri Deutschland GmbH
Essity AB (publ)
Euler Hermes SAS
European Creative Business Network
Fachhochschule Wedel gGmbH
FCH Finance City Hamburg GmbH
FES Frankfurter Entsorgungs- und Service 
GmbH (FES)
Finanzbehörde Hamburg
Finanzplatz Hamburg e. V.
Food Cluster Hamburg GmbH
Foundations 20 (F20)
Fraunhofer ISI
Gasnetz Hamburg GmbH
GEA Group Aktiengesellschaft
Gebr. Runde GmbH
GfWM | Gesellschaft für Wissensmanagement e. V.

GLS Gemeinschaftsbank eG
Hafven Innovation Community
Hamburg Sustainability Week
Hamburg Aviation e. V.
Hamburg Innovation GmbH
Hamburg Innovation GmbH / Science Scout
Hamburg Institute for Innovation, Climate 
Protection and Circular Economy GmbH 
(HiiCCE)
Hamburg Marketing GmbH
Hamburg Tourismus GmbH
Hamburger Hochbahn AG
Hamburger Sparkasse AG
Hamburger Stadtentwässerung AöR
Hamburger Verkehrsverbund GmbH
Hamburger Wasserwerke GmbH
Hamburgische Investitions- und Förderbank 
AöR
Handelskammer Hamburg
Harburg-Freudenberger Maschinenbau GmbH 
(HF Group)
HAW Hochschule für Angewandte Wissen-
schaften
HCU HafenCity Universität Hamburg
Health Innovation Port
Hermes Europe GmbH
Hessen Trade & Invest GmbH / Wirtschafts-
förderung Hessen
HIC Hamburg Institut Consulting GmbH
hit-Technopark GmbH & Co. KG / Tempowerk
HMS Hamburg Media School gGmbH
Hochschule für bildende Künste Hamburg 
(HfBK)
Hochschule München University of Applied 
Sciences
HOLA (MfG Baden-Württemberg)
hySOLUTIONS GmbH
IAV GmbH Ingenieurgesellschaft Auto und 
Verkehr
IBA Projektentwicklungsgesellschaft mbH & 
Co. KG
Implenia Holding GmbH
Industrie- und Handelskammer zu Lübeck
ITS Hamburg 2021 GmbH
Johanning Snack GmbH & Co. KG (HeiMart)
Jost von Brandis Service-Agentur GmbH
Jungheinrich AG
Jungheinrich Digital Solutions AG & Co. KG
K. D. Feddersen GmbH & Co. KG
Kühne + Nagel (AG & Co.) KG
Landeshauptstadt München (Transition Hub 
München)
Landesverband der Kultur- und Kreativwirt-
schaft Sachsen e. V.
Leuphana Universität Lüneburg
Lichtblick SE
Life Science Nord Management GmbH
Light-Control Eventtechnik GmbH
Logistik-Initiative Hamburg Management GmbH
Lufthansa Technik AG
LVM Versicherung
MaibornWolff GmbH
Maritimes Cluster Norddeutschland e. V.
Membran Entertainment Group GmbH
Mittelstand-Digital Zentrum Hamburg
Mittelstand-Digital Zentrum Zukunftskultur
MOIA GmbH
Morgenpost Verlag GmbH
Nachhaltigkeitsforum Hamburg Umweltstif-
tung Michael Otto
NDPC Northern Dimension Partnership on 

Culture
Nesta
Neue Narrative
next media accelerator GmbH
nextReality.Hamburg e. V.
Norddeutscher Rundfunk
NXP Semiconductors Germany GmbH
Otto GmbH & Co. KGaA
Otto Krahn Group GmbH
PALETTEN-SERVICE Hamburg AG
Panik City Betriebs GmbH
Philips GmbH Market DACH
pilot Hamburg GmbH und Co. KG
projektwerft GbR
REHAU AG & Co.
REMONDIS Assets & Services GmbH & Co. KG
Rhenus Warehousing Solutions SE & Co. KG
Riese & Müller GmbH
Royal Dutch Shell AG
satis&fy AG
Schwan Communications
SECO Northern Europe GmbH
Signify – Philips Lighting GmbH
Silpion IT-Solutions GmbH
Söring GmbH
Spiegelberg GmbH & Co. KG
STABILO INTERNATIONAL GmbH
Stadt Frankfurt am Main
Stadt Hamburg, Bezirksamt Mitte
Stadt Hamburg, Bezirksamt Nord
Stadt Hamburg, Bezirksamt Wandsbek
Stadt Hamburg, Landesbetrieb Straßen, 
Brücken und Gewässer
Stadt Iserlohn
Stadt Norderstedt
Startluft GbR
STILL GmbH
Ströer SE & Co. KGaA
Stromnetz Hamburg GmbH
TANDEM Cross Innovation Center
Tchibo GmbH
Teccon Consulting & Engineering GmbH
Technische Universität Hamburg, Mobilitäts-
labor
Telefónica Deutschland Holding AG
tesa SE
Thelsys GmbH
TONALi gGmbH
Trailer Lloyd Fahrzeugvermietung GmbH & 
Co. KG
TUI Cruises GmbH
Uebel und Gefährlich GmbH
Unibail-Rodamco
UnternehmerTUM
ÜSQ Development GmbH
VIA AG
Vibracoustic SE & Co. KG
VITRONIC Dr.-Ing. Stein Bildverarbeitungs-
systeme GmbH
Vodafone GmbH
Volkswagen Konzernlogistik GmbH & Co. oHG
VRHAM! Festival e. V.
Wirtschaftsjunioren Hamburg 
WunderCar Mobility Solutions GmbH
Z_punkt GmbH
ZAL Zentrum für Angewandte Luftfahrt
forschung GmbH
ZARA Deutschland B. V. & Co.
Zühlke Engineering GmbH
Zukunftsrat Hamburg
zwei P PLAN:PERSONAL gGmbH
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The Cross Innovation Hub is a project of Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft.

Since 2010, Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft has served as the city’s business 
development agency for the creative industries. As the largest and longest-
standing institution of its kind in Germany, it supports creative professionals 
across all eleven sub-sectors – from design and music to film, architecture, 
games and advertising.

Through funding programmes, consulting, networking events and innovation 
formats, Hamburg Kreativ Gesellschaft strengthens both the economic and 
societal relevance of the creative industries.

It is also actively involved in the development and provision of creative 
spaces, as well as in district and urban development processes. With the 
Jupiter project – the transformation of a former department store – it has 
created a nationwide flagship for temporary creative use, which received 
the 2024 polis Award.

For more information, visit: kreativgesellschaft.org/en
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