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Abstract

The objective of the paper is primarily to conduct a state-of-the-art literature review of Idea
Management and secondary to point out unanswered questions which are left behind in the
reviewed literature. Scientific knowledge is primarily represented in innovation management
literature but also considerably in literature on software and IT. On the background of the lit-
erature review, there are some weaknesses in the literature to be considered. These weak-
nesses concern the understanding of how people interact with idea management in their daily
work practices and how different types of ideas are included or excluded in the idea manage-
ment processes.
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Introduction

In academic literature front end innovation has in the last decade been given more and more
attention as an area with a potential for increasing innovation capability. A line in this litera-
ture suggests exploiting this potential through the concept of idea management. Ideas are the
potential starting point for any innovation venture and by understanding and supporting idea
processes in front end innovation companies can strengthen their innovative capability. The
paper aims to identify and review current literature dealing with idea management. Idea man-
agement has ancestors like the suggestion box and cousins like the ideation process but in this
paper idea management will refer to the management of the process of motivating, generating,
evaluating and implementing ideas on an organisational level in the context of front end inno-
vation.

Method

Idea management is naturally related to a context of certain literature which forms a back-
ground but also intersections to the literature of idea management. This is literature which
deals with innovation, front end innovation, ideation and creativity, typically with a manage-
ment or engineering design perspective. The paper reviews literature which explicitly uses the
term of idea management. Literature are found through a search in a wide range of scientific
databases using the keyword “idea management” appearing anywhere in the text. The litera-
ture has been found through access to multiple databases within all fields of science. The
search has resulted in more than one and a half hundred hits which include journal papers,
conference proceedings, book chapters, magazines and newsletters, and identical literature.
The first selection was to eliminate identical literature, and the second selection qualified
twenty nine journal papers and conference proceedings. Some publications were untraceable
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and therefore did not qualify neither did articles from magazines and newsletters. As a result
of insight into this idea management literature, it can be thought of as dealing with the man-
agement of ideas in two perspectives, a behavioural and a structural perspective. The behav-
ioural perspective is focused on understanding cognition, creativity, social capital in manag-
ing idea processes and the structural perspective is focused on systems and designs for man-
aging ideas. The structural and behavioural perspective can be placed on a continuum line,
one in each extreme, and literature on idea management can be placed somewhere on this line
depending on how much effort used on either extreme or both. The perspective is relevant be-
cause idea management is strongly related to the use of systems for capture, sharing, store and
retrieving ideas, still being a complex social human process in interaction with technologies.
With this perspective view in mind the following section will review the identified literature
on idea management.

Review

Identified and selected literature has been placed in a table and on the suggested continuum
line. The placement on the continuum line is the result of a qualitative and rather explorative
analysis of the literature and serves as a way to have a sense of the focus in the literature and
to map the literature against each other. A short review of the literature will now be conducted
with the continuum in mind but independent of this perspective. The review is qualitative but
seeks to be true to the terms of the literature. Further on, in the discussion section, a more
critical view will be used in order to point out weaknesses and unanswered questions of the
identified literature.
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In an earlier contribution on the subject of idea management, Green et al. (1983) analyses the
management of the flow of ideas in an R&D laboratory in a human information-processing
perspective. Here the authors use the understanding of human information-processing as an
analog, for example how the human brain processes information, synthesises, remembers, re-
calls etc. They presents a logic with human information-processing on the one side and organ-
isational information-processes on the other side, equally contributing to the flow of ideas in
industrial R&D. Managerial implications are identified, concerning the generating of ideas,
capturing ideas, retaining ideas and retrieving ideas. It is interesting that this early study pre-
dicts the future of idea management and its strong connection to the use of computer technol-
ogy as an analog to the human brain. This study was before the burst of the information tech-
nology and one could only imagine how IT would take part in the work practices as idea
processes and management. The analog is interesting and when brain mechanisms are placed
outside the head of people on an organisational level, interesting issues will occur in idea
process practices. In a contribution at the same time, Galbraith [14] suggests a certain design
of the organisation where innovation ideas, more specific radical innovation ideas, have better
conditions. The term of idea management is used on a more individual level as a cognitive
and social process and concerns how ideas are developed and promoted through bargaining
and negotiating in the organisation.

Idea management literature is primarily based in the field of innovation management in or-
ganisations and as a part of the above described development of information technology, idea
management is also represented and developed in information technology literature dealing
with applications of idea management systems. As an example, an idea management system
for team creation system is developed by Xie & Zhang [29]. They seek to understand the
process of team creation and develop a software tool to support and enhance the process. In
general, the idea process of the team creation is duplicated in the tool and made manageable
through the main steps of idea recognition, idea selection, idea evaluation, and idea visualisa-
tion. The work of Westerski et al. [27] deals with the development of idea management sys-
tems and furthers it. From being nothing more than a box where employees could submit their
ideas on a piece of paper, the web 2.0 techniques allow complex submission of data and data
handling in idea management systems. The work of Westerski et al. [28] suggests the use of
semantic web principles to link organisational systems for better idea assessments.

Studies of idea management most often imply an IT system for the sharing and storage of
ideas in innovation management literature. Even on a global level both within an organisation
and crossing the boundaries of the organisation. Brem & Voigt [9] suggest the integration of
an idea management system where internal idea management is integrated with external



groups like suppliers, costumers, competitors, and other stakeholders which will improve the
chances of successful innovations. The idea management system can also be a sharing point
between users, market and organisations [24] and thereby also work as an instrument for han-
dling open innovation [11]. Work by Bothos et al. [6], [7] shows how idea management can
even be placed outside the organisation and be performed through virtual markets where pro-
fessionals and users evaluates and selects ideas to be implemented into the organisations de-
velopment pipe-line. Furthermore, Holtzblatt & Tierney [17] investigates how social media
can influence the innovation process. Hrastinski et al. [18] reviews technologies used for open
innovation where one is idea management and points to certain implications in designing
these systems as increased customisation, attracting innovators, handling information over-
flow, and supporting the creative front end of innovation. The last implication is elaborated
and it is suggested that IT systems do not yet support the idea processes in the earliest stages.

Innovation literature particularly deals with front end innovation in a managerial perspective
and common for the fields which deals with idea management is recognition of a creative
ideation process which can be managed in order to reduce uncertainty in the front end of in-
novation and give stronger links to the innovation process of an organisation and thereby in-
crease innovation capability. In the work of Saatcioglu [21] and Vandenbosch et al. [26],
ideas are viewed as movement and change, cognition and knowledge, and social interaction.
The management process is viewed as recognising the need for ideas, idea generation and
evaluation. This process is, with variations as seen in the latter, very common and agreed
upon in the literature on idea management. In this particular study, Saatcioglu [21] and Van-
denbosch et al. [26] shows how the idea management process can be approached in different
ways by certain manager archetypes found in the study. In this study the focus is on the man-
agers and how their personality types influences the management of ideas and it is pointed out
that this understanding can support the way idea processes are managed and thereby the per-
formance of management in general. In this study an IT system is not explicit and there is an
understanding in the literature that human idea management can exist on its own but an IT
idea management system cannot. As a consequence the aim with idea management systems is
to facilitate and support human idea management to lift innovation capability to a higher level
of performance [19], [12].

Nilsson & Elg [20] investigates idea management systems and proposes certain considera-
tions to ensure successful implementation in order to increase innovation capability. The con-
siderations are the purpose of the system, the role of information technology, the role of the
submitter in realising his/her idea and the way in which ideas are transformed to the product
development process. van Dijk & van den Ende [25] considers organisational related factors
for managing creativity in order to transform creativity into practicable ideas as divided into
structural and cultural. Cultural factors considers factors like management support, willing-
ness for change and a clear strategy where structural factors considers evaluation and reward
procedures and allocation of means for idea work. A proposed model is comprised of three
phases, idea extraction based in the cultural factors, idea landing based in both cultural and
structural factors, and idea follow-up based in structural factors. Flynn et al. [13] views the
idea generation process based on innovation theory as being types of innovations, innovation
as a process, and the innovation process closely related to ideas and creativity as a human re-
source, a process, and cultural. Flynn et al. [13] proposes the idea creation methodology and
the innovation funnel together with a software tool to support the managerial process of idea
creation and innovation. Boeddrich [5] proposes a set of general and specific requirements of
idea management on the background of innovation models of organising the fuzzy front end
of innovation and draws on a case study of computer-aided idea management. Brem & Voigt



[8] builds upon a range of idea and innovation management models and frameworks and sug-
gests an advanced framework of a front end innovation approach for an innovation strategy in
a frame of an integration of market pull and technology push mechanisms. Bakker et al. [2]
adds a political process aspect to the understanding of idea management on the background of
viewing creativity in relation to the organisation. Using the proposed model of the Crea-
political process, an empirical study of an idea management software tool is conducted.

There is a shared understanding in the literature of idea management of innovation as depend-
ing on employee cognition, creativity, and social interaction. The literature on idea manage-
ment is closely related to literature on ideation where social interaction, creativity and deci-
sion making are essential topics. Caughlan & Johnson [10] investigates idea management
processes on an individual and social level where capture, representation and development of
ideas are essential processes. Bailey & Horvitz [1] investigates grass root innovation pipelines
within a company and how these can be structured and supported through idea management.
Selart & Johansen [23] builds on a notion of creative thinking as being alternative-focused or
being value-focused which results in more or less number of ideas and of more or less quality.
In their study, the amount of ideas did not relate to the quality of ideas which has implications
for idea management systems. They conclude that value-focused thinking has more potential
for creating quality ideas which has implications for how ideas are evaluated in idea manage-
ment systems. Sandstrom & Bjork [22] investigates the implementation of idea management
systems and points out the managerial implications of informal idea processes and types of
ideas acceptable for the idea management system. In another work of Bjork & Magnusson [4],
they investigate the relationship between individual and group network connectivity and in-
novation idea quality based on a study of the data in an IT idea management system. It is rec-
ommended that social networks need managerial support while it is an open question whether
social networks and ideation processes should be formalised or not. In the work of Gish [15],
idea promoting initiatives are examined in a company, how they are designed and how they
are used in practice in idea work. In a discussion it is argued that an idea management systems
design not matching the practices of idea processes in the organisation may have difficulties
in being integrated in the organisation but at the same time a system which matches the prac-
tices may not challenge practices in order to increase innovation capability. The managerial
implication of the study is the interplay between the explicit processes and system and the
daily practices of idea work. The formalisation of idea processes should not be solely in focus
but the way to facilitate practices and challenge them. Gish [15] finish the contribution by en-
couraging managers who implements idea promoting initiatives to be aware of and understand
the design and intent of the system on the one hand and the daily practices of the organisation
on the other hand. In a best practices study by Barczak et al. [3] they conclude that the results
concerning idea management in the front end of innovation are ambiguous but agreed as an
area in need of improved management.

Conclusion

The review shows that idea management knowledge is represented in innovation management
literature but also in IT literature. Idea management literature primarily deals with best prac-
tice case studies and supplies a variety of frameworks, models and systems for manoeuvring
the stream of ideas in front end innovation. Recent literature has begun to investigate how
idea management systems are integrated in the practices of idea processes in organisations
and identify certain managerial implications. There is an emphasis on both human behaviour
and the systems structure in managing ideas but the interplay between the two and which
managerial implications becomes relevant is still an area to be uncovered in depth. The review
leaves behind uncertainty if the idea management systems will live up their promises of in-



creasing innovation capability. Especially two unanswered questions is left behind; how are
ideas viewed in the process of idea management - are they viewed as an entity which has
gained enough structure and momentum to be submitted to the idea management system or
are ideas viewed as mouldable, fragile and depending on social and political interactions like
bargaining and negotiating to move ideas forward? And how are radical and incremental in-
novation differentiated and how does this influence the process of idea management? The re-
viewed literature points to the importance of considering informal idea processes in integrat-
ing idea management systems in organisations but not much research is conducted on how
people interact with idea management systems in their daily work practices and which mana-
gerial implications this brings. The literature also points to the difference in idea processes
considering radical against incremental innovation but the issue is largely left behind when
considering idea management. In the literature these issues are pointed at but not dealt with in
depth.
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