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THE 21ST CENTURY’S DECISION-MAKING PLATFORM

Distributed Power. Intelligent Participation. Smarter Organizations
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Best Practices

How to Design Successful Bottom-up Crowdsourcing & Innovation Programs



SUMMARY

As fruitful as internal innovation and crowdsourcing initiatives can be, it's common for companies to
hit roadblocks in reaping their full potential. The following document provides the latest research and
best practices from the field of innovation management, identifying common barriers to participation,
collaboration, and implementation with tips on how to successfully implement a bottom-up and
participatory innovation management and decision-making program.

TIP 1 - DESIGN FOR MERITOCRACY &
TRANSPARENCY

To radically improve the quantity and diversity of input, design a more

transparent and meritocratic system

In his book Originals — How Non-Conformists Move the World — author Adam Grant shares how
Warby Parker (FastCompany’s 2015 Most Innovative Company) designed and implemented a more
meritocratic company-wide idea submission system which increased the number of submissions and
associated engagement rate by 20x (relative to their old system and status quo)." The new idea
selection process broke away from past practices that acted more like a traditional black boxes or
‘suggestion boxes’ where only a privileged class of managers were allowed to see the ideas shared
and only they could assess the merits of incoming ideas for further implementation. Idea submission
rates and participation rates were low because of the closed and subjective nature of this system.

The new system allowed any employee to post ideas into an open GoogleDoc, consult their peers’
proposals, comment and deliberate on them through offline meetings. Employees could then vote on
each others’ ideas to indicate their support. Manager's votes did not have higher weight in this
system; they were simply regarded as preferences. This new system had a radically more open nature
encouraging transparency, signalling a shift towards more meritocracy and egalitarian inclusion. With
this system, employees gained increased visibility about what was being shared across the company,
and had the freedom to contribute to ideas they regarded as “best” for the company to pursue,
irrespective of what the managers’ choices indicated.

Grant built on this theory in an HBR article, sharing that companies don’t necessarily need to recruit
the most eccentric individuals in order to become creative. Instead, they can implement processes
that are flexible, fair, and meritocratic to help create a culture of creativity.?

Strategically, being able to demonstrating to employees organization-wide that their ideas are
implemented based on their merits, using a safe, transparent / immutable process is key for ensuring
high engagement and participation rates. These high engagement rates, in turn, lead to better

T http://www.adamgrant.net/originals
2 https://hbr.org/2016/03/how-to-build-a-culture-of-originality
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quality ideas to select from for the company. For example, in a survey analyzing what makes
enterprise transformations successful, McKinsey Institute revealed that the best transformations were
achieved when companies allowed for the broadest diversity of staff to input into diagnosing
organizational problems and suggesting changes. Companies with low input from more
homogeneous groups of employees about problems and possible solutions were, on the contrary,
less likely to succeed in their transformations.3

TIP 2 - ENCOURAGE ANONYMITY

To improve the quality, diversity and truthfulness of input, encourage

anonymity

Challenges can occur when participants in internal crowdsourcing use their organizational identities.
Rather than freely promoting ideas that address the issues at hand, some individuals may feel
compelled to defend their formal positions. Internal crowdsourcing participants should feel safe
about contributing knowledge, regardless of their seniority or role in the company#

Professors Markus Baer and Michael Frese, who specialize in Work and Organizational Psychology at
the University of Giessen in Germany share research illustrating that psychologically safe
environments lead to greater participation and collaboration rates in organizations, resulting higher
quality ideas and innovations to select from.>

One way to encourage more psychological safety is to offer a degree of anonymity. Several of the
companies studied in an MIT best practices research review allowed employees to contribute their
ideas anonymously, freeing them up to share knowledge that they might have kept to themselves if
they felt pressured to advocate on behalf of the units they represented.®

Creating the grounds for ‘psychological safety’ could also include a) incentivizing all forms of idea
submission (not just wanting winning ideas, but encouraging ‘losing’ ideas as well) through the
creation of a reputation system and scorecard, or b) creating a ‘bad ideas’ competition (a practice
encouraged by Google X).

3 https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/what-successful-transformations-share-mckinsey-global-survey-
results

4 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/developing-innovative-solutions-through-internal-crowdsourcing/
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TIP 3 - HAVE A CLEAR PROCESS AND SELECTION
CRITERIA

To attract broader participation, commit to a process and define the

selection criteria upfront

Employees are more likely to participate in an ideation process if they believe the process has
integrity (i.e. can be immune from organizational politics and subjective decision-making processes)
and believe in the selection criteria that is proposed upfront. For example, at Li & Fung, a logistics
company based in Hong Kong, their employees were told that solutions from internal crowdsourcing
would be picked based on a scorecard from the following six criteria: (1) ability to meet customers’
unmet needs, (2) delighting the customer, (3) the solution’s newness, (4) marketability, (5) commercial
viability, and (6) scalability.

As a consequence of this, employees had trust in the integrity the process and clarity about the
selection criteria for this crowdsourcing challenge. The outcome was almost 90% of the solutions
originating from junior to mid-level employees, and about 30% of the solutions were proposed by
people working in support functions such as human resources, IT, and finance. These results,
captured by MIT research, show that ideas don’t necessarily come from the groups thought to be the
most creative or experienced. If the process is fair and decision making criteria is clear, broad
segments of an organization will get involved because the majority of participants want to play a role
in prototyping, testing, and implementing the ideas they proposed.®

TIP 4 - BROADEN THE SCOPE OF CONTRIBUTION

To attract broader participation, encourage ideas that are not limited to a

particular scale and scope

A tight focus on directing crowdsourcing attention to incremental innovation instead of encouraging
employees or stakeholders to think broadly, creatively, and more expansively is an important obstacle
and barrier to implementing successful internal innovation programs. For example, MIT researchers
found that by asking staff to concentrate on gradual adjustments to processes and on improving
existing products and services, companies demotivate employees about the purpose of distributed
innovation and how it's different from other initiatives in the company, such as continuous quality
improvement and business process reengineering. Researchers have found that to get the most out
of these bottom-up crowdsourcing programs, companies should resist the urge to ring-fence

8 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/developing-innovative-solutions-through-internal-crowdsourcing/
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contributions and limit their scope and scale, and instead encourage employees to focus on long-
term opportunities.?

One successful adoption of this best practice was at a large R&D company where they asked their
employees to identify products and services that would be feasible starting in 2025, not next year.”

TIP 5 - PROVIDE SOME PAID TIME TO PARTICIPATE

To encourage higher quality input, provide paid time for employees to get

involved.

One of the main reasons people participate in external crowdsourcing events is to have fun and learn
new skills.”" However, a critical difference between external and internal crowdsourcing is that many
employees, particularly frontline employees, have very little discretionary time to participate. One
suggested best practice revealed from research, to encourage more thorough involvement, is to offer
“slack time” to employees to participate in internal crowdsourcing events. This can be a critical factor
in making the programs successful, especially when companies are looking for employees to work
together to develop new solutions.

In one example, a health care company came up with a smart way to engage internal employees
without undermining existing schedules. It notified supervisors of proposed dates for internal
crowdsourcing events and asked them to select days when they could give employees some
downtime. Once the dates were set, supervisors encouraged employees to participate in the internal
crowdsourcing innovation challenges.’?

When done well, internal crowdsourcing challenges not only unleash new ideas but also make
employees feel like their time contributing is well spent, and further engageingemployees in a
valuable learning process.'3
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