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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Ideation contests are increasingly held among employees and 

consumers (solvers) to support the innovation process particularly 
during the early stages of new product development (Boudreau, 
Lacetera, & Lakhani, 2011). In such contests, solvers generate ideas 
for how to solve innovation problems and hereby compete for finan-
cial rewards that will be granted to the best ideas, which are chosen 
by the idea seeker (Terwiesch & Ulrich, 2009). Frequently, such con-
tests are held publicly and the whole solution space of ideas is acces-
sible to all solvers at any time (Dell’s IdeaStorm, 99designs). While 
prior literature mainly focuses on privately held or “parallel search” 
contests (Kornish & Ulrich, 2011), little is known about the optimal 
design of publicly held contests. In this project, we investigate how 
solvers behave in public ideation contests and how the contest out-
come depends on prior information on the content and the context 
of the ideas.

THEOry And HyPOTHESES dEvELOPMEnT
Theory is mixed in predicting the impact of prior ideas on ide-

ation performance. According to the recombinant growth theory, 
the creation of new ideas is commonly defined as the new recom-
bination of existing ideas (Hadamard, 1949; Jeroen, 2008; Koestler, 
1964; Weitzman, 1998). In ideation contests, solvers are able to fur-
ther develop and recombine existing ideas. Though, we hypothesize 
that allowing for recombination of prior ideas improves the overall 
ideation performance and the specific nature of the prevalent infor-
mation (degree of quality and novelty) influences the nature of the 
newly developed ideas.

Reversely, knowledge of the solution space can impede creativ-
ity to the extent that solvers seek conformity with existing ideas in-
stead of generating new ideas (Smith, Ward, & Schumacher, 1993; 
Smith & Tindell, 1997). In a contest situation, we hypothesize that 
solvers will especially build upon existing ideas with high qual-
ity ratings. Building upon ideas that are presumed to have a higher 
chance of winning is in line with a behavior that aims at maximize 
the odds of winning the reward of the contest when a seeker’s tastes 
are difficult to observe. We argue that such behavior can be counter-
productive since the diversity of the solution space will ultimately be 
reduced, with negative impact on the overall quality of the contest 
outcome (Terwiesch & Xu, 2008). 

AnALySIS OF FIELd dATA
We analyzed a large-scale dataset of an online ideation platform, 

including 100 contests, 2,300 active solvers, and over 40,000 ideas. 
By using a text-mining approach we detect the number of similar 
words as an indicator for the similarity of the content of any pair of 
two submitted ideas. A high overlap of similar words between ideas 
is an indicator for a high degree of confirmation.

 On the analyzed platform, submitted ideas are presented in a 
chronological order to the solvers. Though, very recent submitted 
ideas are more prevalent than earlier submitted ideas. We found that 
new submitted ideas had a high similarity to recent prior ideas. Fig-
ure 1 indicates that there is a significantly higher similarity of new 
ideas to very recent submitted ideas than to older ideas (β = -.00059, 
t(1057) = -93.29, p < .001). Furthermore, solvers were more likely 
to build upon highly rated ideas compared of lower rated ideas (β = 

.01313, t(29) = 2.80, p < .01). Figure 2 shows the average similarity 
of ideas depending on the rating by the community of the previous 
submitted ideas. Highly rated ideas were more likely to be used as a 
basis compared to lower rated ideas.

Figure 1: Average similarity of ideas depending on  
their distance in their chronological order 
 (R2 = .90, F(1, 1057) = 8703.62, p < .001).
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Participants rather confirmed ideas very recent submitted ideas than more 
early sent ideas. Very recent sent ideas were mere prevalent to the solver 

than more early send ideas.

Figure 2: Average similarity to new developed ideas depending 
on the number or rate ups (community rating) of the existing 

ideas (R2 = .21, F(1, 29) = 7.84, p < .01).
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Solvers rather confirmed ideas with a high number of rate ups  
than ideas with a low number of rate ups.

In addition, we found that recombining existing ideas has posi-
tive influence on the quality the new developed ideas (β = .018079, 
t(29) = 3.07, p < .01). Figure 3 shows the average similarity to previ-
ous submitted ideas depending on the rating of the new developed 
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ideas. Ideas with high similarity to previous submitted ideas were 
rated higher than ideas with a low similarity to existing ideas.

Figure 3: Average similarity to previous submitted ideas 
depending on the number or rate ups of the new ideas  

(R2 = .24, F(1, 29) = 9.45, p < .01).
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Ideas with a high number of rate ups are more similar to 
 previous submitted ideas than ideas with a low number of rate ups.

ExPErIMENT
We further conducted an experiment with a 2x2 full-factorial 

between-subjects design. Each solver was asked to generate novel 
ideas to the same ideation problem. Before entering an own idea, he 
saw three existing ideas that varied by their quality and the novelty. 
272 participants took part in this study and delivered ideas. After the 
experimental contest was held, the novelty and quality of the submit-
ted ideas were evaluated by 265 judges using a web-based interface 
(similar to Girotra, 2010). The ideas were presented independently 
in a random order and each idea was evaluated by about 30 judges. 
We found significant main effects: The quality of the submitted ideas 
was higher, if solvers had seen high quality example ideas (MLowQ = 
3.51; MHighQ = 3.67; F(1, 272) = 1.65; p = 0.029). Furthermore, the 
degree of novelty of submitted ideas was higher if solvers had seen 
more novel example ideas (MLowN = 3.62; MHighN = 3.81; F(1, 272) = 
4.21; p = 0.041).

COnCLuSIOn
Our results show that solvers are indeed influenced by the na-

ture of the extant ideas in open ideation contests. We found that in 
line with recombinant-growth theory, ideas that build upon existing 
ideas tend to be better evaluated. Our results suggest that this is due 

to the self-organizing behavior of the community reacting sensitive 
to quality signals in a situation of high uncertainty about a seeker’s 
tastes. Newly entering solvers look out for these signals that can 
guide their ideation effort into a direction that ensures maximization 
of the odds to win the contest. Community ratings, which are also 
publicly available, can provide such guidance when seeker feedback 
is missing. As a result, the ratings guide new users to high quality 
ideas which can then be further recombined for even better ideas. 
While increasing quality of the good ideas, such behavior ultimately 
leads to increased conformity with existing ideas.

In conclusion, our findings suggest that seekers that ought to 
maximize the quality of the best ideas should perform public ide-
ation contests and allow for quality signaling during the contest. 
Seekers that intend to maximize the variance of the solution space, 
however, might be better off to keep their contests privately.
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