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Viewpoint 
An Embarrassment  
of Riches
A critical review of open innovation systems.

proposed by other participants.
 ˲ Many eyes: Crowd participants can 

check and correct each other’s contri-
butions, enabling remarkably high-
quality results very inexpensively.

 ˲ Wisdom of the crowd: Crowds can 
collectively make better judgments 
than the individuals that comprise 
them, often exceeding the perfor-
mance of experts.

O
PEN INNOVATION SYSTEMS rep-
resent an emerging collec-
tive intelligence success 
story. In such systems, a 
customer describes a prob-

lem they want to solve (for example, “we 
want ideas for new beverage products”) 
and provides an online tool that allows 
the crowd to submit proposed solu-
tions, as well as rate (and sometimes 
critique) other people’s proposed solu-
tions. Many open innovation platforms 
have emerged (such as ideascale, spigit, 
and imaginatik) and have been used 
widely in contexts that range from IBM 
to Starbucks, from the Danish central 
government to the White House. One 
recent survey2 found that one in four 
companies plan to utilize open innova-
tion systems within the next 12 months, 
and this figure is growing. Such systems 
have proven they can elicit substan-
tive contributions at a very large scale 
and very low cost. In the early weeks of 
his first term, for example, President 
Obama asked U.S. citizens to submit 
and vote on questions on the website 
change.gov, and promised to answer 
the top five questions in each category 
in a major press conference. This ini-
tiative engaged over 100,000 contribu-
tors, who submitted over 70,000 ques-
tions and four million votes. Google’s 
10 to the 100th project received over 
150,000 suggestions on how to chan-
nel Google’s charitable contributions. 
In IBM’s Idea Jam in 2006, 46,000 ideas 
for possible IBM products and services 
were generated by 150,000 contribu-
tors. Such large-scale participation en-

ables, in turn, such powerful emergent 
phenomena as:

 ˲ The long tail: Crowds can gener-
ate a much greater diversity of ideas, 
including potentially groundbreaking 
“out of the box” contributions, than we 
could easily access otherwise.

 ˲ Idea synergy: Crowds can rapidly 
develop huge volumes of novel ideas 
by recombining and refining the ideas 
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Open innovation systems face, how-
ever, serious challenges that, paradoxi-
cally, are largely a result of how suc-
cessful they have been at eliciting huge 
volumes of participation. In this View-
point, we review these challenges and 
propose some promising directions for 
moving forward.

Challenges
The challenges faced by open innova-
tion systems occur both with idea gen-
eration and idea evaluation. Key chal-
lenges with idea generation include:

 ˲ Harvesting costs: Open innovation 
engagements tend to generate idea 
corpuses that are large, disorganized, 
and highly redundant. Pruning such 
a list to find the best ideas can be a 
massive undertaking. Google’s 10 to 
the 100th project, for example, had to 
engage 3,000 employees to prune the 
150,000 ideas they received, putting 
them nine months behind schedule. 
IBM flew 100 senior executives into 
New York from around the world to 
prune the results of their Idea Jam.

 ˲ Unsystematic coverage: Open inno-
vation systems have no inherent mech-
anism for ensuring the ideas submit-
ted comprehensively cover the most 
critical facets of the problem at hand, 
so the coverage is hit-or-miss and may 
not align with the customer’s needs.

 ˲ Shallowness: Open innovation sys-
tems tend to generate large numbers of 
relatively shallow ideas. A major reason 
for this, we believe, is that collaborative 
idea development, and accurate credit 
assignment, is typically not well sup-
ported in current tools.

Open innovation systems also face 
challenges with crowd-sourced idea 
evaluation: there is often a disconnect 
between what the customer wants and 
what the crowd selects. This can occur 
for several reasons:

 ˲ Shallow evaluations: Little support 
is provided for the crowd building upon 
each other’s evaluative expertise, since 
users usually do not examine and cor-
rect each other’s facts and reasoning. 

 ˲ Rating lock-in: When there are 
thousands of ideas, many potentially 
valuable ideas may not end up being 
evaluated in sufficient depth, and the 
system can quickly “lock” into a fairly 
static, and arbitrary, ranking, where 
the winning ideas are inferior to oth-
ers in the list. 

Open innovation systems thus face 
critical challenges in terms of ensur-
ing the potentially massive contribu-
tions of the crowd provide high value 
to the customer without incurring 
prohibitive harvesting costs.

Promising Directions
How can we meet these challenges and 
more fully achieve the promise of open 
innovation systems? Progress will re-
quire, we believe, advances on the fol-
lowing two key fronts.

Better open innovation processes. 
New open innovation processes are 
needed that provide more guidance 
about how the crowd can best con-
tribute, help crowd members build on 
each other’s inputs, and make it easier 
to harvest their contributions, 

 ˲ Collaborative idea definition: 
Helping the crowd make more deeply 
considered contributions will require 
progress on incentive schemes and 
collaborative authoring structures. 
Participants, for example, can be 
asked to structure their contributions 
as deliberation maps1—as trees made 
up of problems to solve, potential so-
lutions for these problems, and the 
arguments for and against each po-
tential solution, all single-authored. 
Participants can then compose pro-
posals from the best solution ideas 
in each map. Credit assignment be-
comes straightforward because each 
proposal is built from components 
with clear authorship.

 ˲ Novel rating mechanisms can help 
ensure the crowd evaluates ideas 
quickly and accurately with respect to 
the criteria the customer cares about. 
One possibility, for example, is to use 
a kind of prediction market where par-
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