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Abstract

“Crowdsourcing” is currently one of the
most discussed key words within the open
innovation community. The major question for
both research and business is how to find and
lever the enormous potential of the “collective
brain”. This research in progress paper provides
an approach for finding and leveraging
innovations for an ERP Software company
among its user base. This is done by designing
an IT-supported ideas competition within the
SAP UCC (University Competence Center) User
Group to use the potentials of the collective
intelligence of this crowd. The German SAP
UCC User Group consists of about 60,000
people (lecturers and students) using SAP
Software for educational purposes. The practical
problem is twofold: On the one hand, there is not
much activity yet in this community. On the other
hand, SAP has not tried to systematically
address this highly educated group for idea
generation or innovation development so far.
Therefore, the objective of this research is to
generate innovations, process and product ideas
for SAP Research and Development through an
IT-supported ideas competition among the SAP
UCC Community. Furthermore, the concept
aims at providing an interface to SAP Human
Resources processes in order to identify the most
promising students in this VC. This paper follows
an Action Research Approach. It is focusing on
the diagnosing and action planning phase to
develop an integrated concept of the ideas
competition within the VC.

1. Introduction
1.1 Potential of Wisdom of Crowds and
Open Innovation
“Large Groups of people are smarter than an
elite few, no matter how brilliant – better at
solving problems, fostering innovation, coming
to wise decisions, even predicting the future.”
[29]

Surowiecki’s bestseller “The Wisdom of
Crowds” underlines the potential of the new
paradigm companies are facing nowadays: Open
Innovations. Traditionally, the research and
development departments are the main driver of
a company’s innovations. Now, the tendency to
open up to other resources of innovations
becomes more and more important (e.g.,
employees, suppliers or universities) [29]. Jeff
Howe condenses this new approach of gaining
innovation using the phrase “Crowdsourcing”.
He describes this new phenomenon as “everyday
people using their spare cycles to create content,
solve problems, even do corporate R&D” [14].
Literature describes the integration of
customers as one of the biggest resource for
external innovations (cp. [36]). Customer
integration is a mode of value creation in which
customers are taking part in both operational and
innovational value creating activities. These
activities used to be seen as the domain of the
firm (cp. [27], [23] & [32]). As a result, the
closed innovation paradigm became obsolete in
the 1990s due to four erosion factors [4]:





The increased availability and mobility of
skilled technology workers
The expansion of the venture capital market
External options for unused technologies
(sitting on the development shelf)
The increased supply of highly capable
external suppliers.

Henry Chesbrough illustrates the new paradigm
of open innovation in the context of industrial
research and development within figure 1 (see
next page). There are two paradigms underlying:
Firstly, Crowdsourcing does open the company’s
innovation funnel – the scope for screening
ideas. Therefore, the company gains more ideas
for innovations. Secondly, ‘We is smarter than
me’ as the basic assumption of open innovation
leads to a better selection of ideas and a better
development of innovations (cp. [20], [11]).
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1.2 Structure of the paper

Figure 1: Open Innovation Paradigm for Managing
Industrial R&D
(Source: [4])

Literature shows some useful tools to
overcome firms’ traditional boundaries (cp. [9],
[23] & [34]). Toolkits for user innovation are an
emerging alternative approach in which
manufacturers actually abandon the attempt to
understand user needs in detail in favour of
transferring need-related aspects of product and
service development to users themselves.
However, existing VCs as a ‘natural’
aggregation of (potential) customers can also
serve as profound basis for the leveraging of
innovative ideas. One of the possible tools within
a VC - the IT-supported ideas competition - is
not systematically addressed in research yet (cp.
[7] & [37]).

The paper is organised as follows: This
section ends with a description of the project
background. The main stakeholders with impact
on the success of the ideas competition are
described and related to each other. Section 2
presents a literature review with the theoretical
background for both innovations connected to
communities and ideas competition. In section 3,
the motivational structure of all stakeholders is
analysed and an integrated concept of the ideas
competition is elaborated. Section 4 provides
first insights on the still ongoing ideas
competition. The final section 5 summarises the
findings as well as the implications and gives an
outlook for future research.

1.3 Project Background
The SAP University Competence Centers
(UCC) of both the Technische Universität
München (TUM) and Otto-von-GuerickeUniversität Magdeburg offer an education
service, providing SAP systems for institutions
of higher education and vocational schools. The
UCC meets the special requirements of lecturers
using SAP systems in teaching and education
[28].
Especially two issues are addressed: Firstly,
the core of the support is application service
provision (ASP), which includes hardware,
installation, maintenance, backup and technical
support. Secondly, the UCC provides “Education
Specific Services” such as application support,
train the trainer courses, teaching cases and
teaching notes.

Figure 2: Qualification Concept and stakeholders of SAP UCC Program
(Source: Adapted from [22])
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Figure 2 illustrates the different stakeholders
and the qualification concept of the UCC User
Group.
The total SAP UCC User Group Community
surpasses 60,000 users, of which most are
students. Important for the concept of the ideas
competition is the two-tier organisation of the
UCC Program. As shown in figure 2, the
University Competence Centers train the trainers
(see d), while the trainers/lecturers do have the
direct contact with university students, e.g.,
during an ERP-seminar (e). In promoting the
idea of an ideas competition, the lecturers play
an important role in terms of motivation and
support of the students. These circumstances
have been taken in consideration while
developing the concept of the ideas competition.

2 Theoretical Background
This research is designed as an explorative
study. As the research object of an “ideas
competition” is new and hardly investigated,
general theories about the research object do not
exist yet. Stating and validating hypotheses
purely deduced from theory, common in
empirical-analytical research designs, cannot be
applied here. Due to this approach, this research
does not fit classic positivist scientific standards
(e.g., falsification / verification of hypotheses).
In addition, the external validity of potential
results is low and the transfer of results to other
domains is often hardly possible. According to
Ulrich, explorative research starts „(...) in
practice, is focused on analysing the context of
use and ends in practice” [33]. The intention of
this research is firstly to design reality, following
the tradition of the action research method [19,
26].

2.1 Innovations and Communities
In order to understand the interplay of
Innovations and Community, we use the stage
model of innovation by Tidd [31]. Figure 3
depicts in which phases of the innovation
process communities are most likely to be
helpful:

Stage One

Stage Two

Stage Three

Scan and Search
Environment
Strategically Select
Search
Resource the
Options

Stage Four

Implement

Main Potential of
Virtual Communities
Reflecting / Learning

Stage Five

Figure 3: Process of innovation management and
potential support of VCs
(Source: Adapted from [31])

Knowing the potential and possibilities of
VCs, it is probable that the main support of VCs
is taking place within the first two stages (“Scan
and Search Environment” and “Strategically
Select Search”) of the innovation management
process. It is also conceivable to use VCs for the
reflection and learning phase (Stage Five).
Crowdsourcing as described in section 1.1 tries
to lever all five stages of the innovation
management process. Therefore, these stages
should be addressed by other organisational
options or a connection between internal and
external innovations of a firm [4].
The importance of Community Building as
research topic has risen through the development
of the World Wide Web and the ongoing
virtualisation [21]. Starting with the economic
perspective of Hagel/Armstrong [12], this area
has been reflected scientifically by multiple
viewpoints, e.g., business, sociology and
psychology (cp. [1], [2], [3], [5], [8], [15], [18]
& [24]). These developments lead to a
heterogenic and partly specific body of
knowledge within the research community.
However, in-depth research in virtual community
building for nurturing innovations has not been
accomplished yet (cp. [35]).
For the purpose of this research, we are using
a multidisciplinary approach to define “Virtual
Community (VC)”. According to Preece, “(…)
an online community consist of:
 People, who interact socially as they strive
to satisfy their own needs or perform special
roles, such as leading or moderating.
 A shared purpose, such as an interest, need,
information exchange, or service that
provides a reason for the community.
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Policies, in the form of tacit assumptions,
rituals, protocols, rules, and laws that guide
people's interactions.
Computer systems, to support and mediate
social interaction and facilitate a sense of
togetherness” [24].

According to this definition, the German SAP
UCC User Group is a large Virtual Community
with great resources for leveraging innovative
ideas. We are keeping these four criteria in mind
while
discussing
the
occurrence
and
characteristics of ideas competitions in the
following section.

2.2 Ideas Competition
2.2.1 Occurrence
As described in the last section, communities
mainly support the innovation process in the
early stages. Therefore, the ideas competition is
not an innovation by definition as the sourcing
Organizer: Name of Competition
[Website]
IBM: Global Innovation Jam
[http://www.globalinnovationjam.com/
get_started2006/]
Idea Crossing: Innovation Challenge
[http://www.innovationchallenge.com/]

Initiative D21 (Siemens): Vison2Market
[http://www.initiatived21.de/english/
lighthouse/vision2market.php]
Motorola: Motofwrd
[http://promo.motorola.com/motofwrd/
us/index.html]
ThyssenKrupp: Formula Student Germany
[http://www.zukunft-technik-entdecken.de/]
[http://www.formulastudent.de/]

Unternehmertum: Innovation Competition
[http://www.unternehmertum.de/mobilitaet]

and the implementation of the idea has not been
achieved by a single competition of ideas (cp.
figure 3). Although there is not much research
done in the field of ideas competition, this
instrument is often used in practice to generate
ideas. The findings of a literature review were
limited to announcements or documentations of
ideas competitions, especially in the field of
architecture (cp. [10], [13], [25] & [30]).
Therefore, a web-based search tried to identify
current or recently finished ideas competitions of
the last 2 years. Searching for the term “Ideas
Competition” via Google leads to the
overwhelming amount of 76.000.000 hits. The
examined competitions for the analyses were
selected by the following criteria: Topic (New
product
development),
accessibility
of
information (e.g., more than just an
announcement) and actuality (conducted since
2005).
Table 1 shows a selection of the results present ideas competitions for students:

Topic
InnovationJam is not only just a large on-line brainstorm. The Jam’s goal is to move
beyond simple invention and idea generation. IBM want to identify new market
opportunities and create real solutions that advance businesses, communities and
society in meaningful ways.
The Innovation Challenge is the chance for MBA students to create an innovative
solution to a real-world challenge faced by the sponsors of the competition. The
teams research, brainstorm and present a unique concept to a global panel of
innovation though leaders and practitioners.
Coming up with innovative Products, Services or Processes. In three phases the best
ideas are chosen and then led through a test market with professional help and
financial support of respected coaches from economy, politics and society.
Create the Future of seamless mobility in a world without borders. Descriptions by
short stories (fiction), essay/white papers (non-fiction), (animated) short films, comic
strips or digital arts.
Investment in the engineers of the future and support of Formula Students, an
international competition in which students design and build a racing car. Formula
Student challenges the team members to go the extra step in their education by
incorporating into it intensive experience in building and manufacturing as well as
considering the economic aspects of the automotive industry.
Development of marketable ideas in the area of mobile information and
communication services, product and services to increase energy and time efficiency,
safety and comfort and new forms of mobility

Table 1: Selected examples of ideas competitions for students

The table shows that companies use ideas
competitions for students in very different ways
and with a wide variety of topics. To get a more
specific picture of ideas competitions, the
following section is analysing this phenomenon
by its characteristics.

2.2.2 Characteristics of ideas competitions
As literature has not categorised ideas
competitions yet, the following systematisation
is derived from the analyses of current ideas
competitions. Also, some characteristics from
first research on idea competitions [37] are
summarised in the following table 2:
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Criteria

Characteristic values (Examples)

Organizer

Companies, Public Organisations,
Non-profit Organisations, Individuals

Timeline

Very Short (seconds / minutes),
Short (days), Middle (weeks), Long
Term (semester)
Performance-oriented, ParticipationMoney prizes, Non-cash prizes
Products, Processes
High (Searching for a solution of a
specific problem), Low (General
Complexity, Quality, Condition
Qualified (by age, interests), Not
Qualified
Single, Team

Evaluation
Incentives
Context
Problem
Specification
Elaborateness
Targeted Group
Composition of
groups
Idea reviewers
committee
Idea review
Nature of
Competition

Specialists, Non-Professionals
(VIPs)
Person, Process, Context, Product
Online, Offline, Mixed

Table 2: Criteria and characteristic values of ideas
competition

The analysis of the idea competitions shows
that, although a great diversity exists in the
composition of the various components, several
trends and best practices can be deduced.
The competition’s organiser represents in
most cases collaboration between an industry
partner and an academic institution. Such
partnerships are used to primarily target students
as participants in the competitions. While some
of these competitions only pursue the generation
of ideas for innovation, a majority also have
secondary objectives such as networking with
students or fostering students’ interest in specific
industries or organisations.
For the target group of students, tasks are
predominantly kept very generic, offering the
participants a large solution space in which to
submit their ideas. Although not required in most
cases, students are offered the choice of
participating in small groups with a faculty
mentor. Submissions in the initial phases of idea
competitions are limited to brief descriptions of
ideas with lengths not exceeding four to five
pages. Incentives for participation are comprised
of cash prices of upwards of 1.000 Euro, but also
extend to networking and job opportunities with
the organising companies. Other incentives
provide the participants with the opportunity to
further develop their ideas in the frame of project
and development support. Evaluations, with the
exception of Crowdsourcing competitions, are
carried out by juries, and the community rarely
gets a chance to evaluate other submitted ideas.

The typical duration for an idea competition
targeted at students is between four to 26 weeks.
Depending on how closely a competition is
correlated to the primary business field of the
organising company, the name and website will
be integrated into the organiser’s website or spun
off with a separate website and name to develop
an individual brand name for the competition.

2.2.3 Working definition
Based on the discussed characteristics, a
working definition of an “ideas competition” is
stated as follows:
An ideas competition is the invitation of a
private or public organiser to a general public
or a targeted group to submit contributions to a
certain topic within a timeline. An ideareviewers
committee
evaluates
these
contributions and selects the rewarded winner(s)
(Adapted from [37]).

3 The Concept of the Ideas
Competition
After laying the theoretical groundwork by
discussing innovation, virtual communities and
ideas competitions, the following section
presents an integrated concept of the ideas
competition for the SAP UCC Community.
Firstly, we analyse the motivation and interest of
the stakeholders. Secondly, we plan the phases
of the actual competition.

3.1 Analysing Phase: Motivation and
interests of Stakeholders
In this section, the different interests and
motivations of the competition’s stakeholders are
analysed. This is important because only with a
concept that addresses every stakeholder a winwin situation emerges. The different stakeholders
of the competition are derived from figure 2 and
table 2: 1) Organiser, 2) Research &
Development Department, 3) Human Resources
Department, 4) University Alliances Program, 5)
Lecturers and 6) Students. Their motivation and
interest structures are discussed as follows:
1. Organiser: The idea competition is
organised by the research team of the project
“SAP Community for Innovations”. Their
main interest is to find out how ideas
competitions can help to scan and search the
environment and strategically select
innovative ideas out of a dispersed crowd of
people.
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2.

3.

4.

Research & Development Department:
Research and Development of the ERPcompany can receive innovative ideas from
people dealing with the SAP software (but
not as customers yet) without big effort in
retrieving the information. To make sure
that the ideas get used, they are defining
interfaces to several research and product
development groups within the company.
The importance of innovative ideas is
underlined by the statement of the firm’s
CEO: “What counts is the speed of
transformation – and the business benefits of
the new technologies. Innovativeness is the
key factor in SAP’s success“ [17].
Human Resources Department: The
motivation of the Human Resources
Department is to identify the most promising
students in this Virtual Community. By
using the tool of an “ideas competition”,
which exhibits the phenomenon of self
selection among the participating students,
the Human Resources Department will find
a) the more active students and b) students
who do have a positive affinity to SAP as a
product and firm.
University Alliances Program: The SAP
University Alliances program provides
university faculty members with the tools
and resources necessary to teach students
how technology can enable integrated
business processes and strategic thinking --

5.

6.

and gives students the skills to add
immediate value to the marketplace.
Through the ideas competition, the program
services for the SAP UCC User Group
Community are enriched and activity within
the User Group is fostered.
Lecturers: In general, this group of people
has many teaching responsibilities at their
educational institution and therefore tries to
keep their commitment and time spent
concerning SAP teaching as low as possible.
Extrinsic motives for this group are free
usage of UCCs’ services (as the own
educational institution pays for that) and the
possibility to raise reputation within the
User Group [22]. Content wise, they do have
intrinsic motivation to learn about SAP
products.
Students: The most heterogenic group of
stakeholders are the students. They are
dispersed over all educational institutions
participating in the SAP Global University
program. Their primary motivation is to get
rewarded for their idea submitted to the
competition. In addition, they do have the
possibility to receive a better impression of
SAP as a potential future employer.

3.2 Planning Phase: A Concept of an
integrated ideas competition
3.2.1 Definition of characteristics. For the ideas
competition, the following specifications of the
characteristic values (based on section 2.2.2) are
planned:

Criteria

Specification of Characteristic

Organizer
Timeline
Contest Phases

Public Organisation: Project "Community for Innovations"
Middle: 12 Weeks with 3 Phases
Idea Submission: 8 weeks
Community Evaluation: 2 weeks
Jury Decision: 2 weeks
Weekly SkypeCasts on Ideas and Topics, e.g. "Web 2.0"
Performance-oriented:Selection of best ideas by UCC, SAP UA and SAP Research
Mixture of non-cash prizes and cash prizes:
Lecturers: - 1st:Gift Certificates for SAP UA Services / Software
- 1st-3rd: One SAP Consulting day
Students: - 1st: 2000 € cash and SAP Training Week + SAP Certificate (worth 12.000 €)
- 2nd-5th: 200 € cash and 1 UA UCC Training Week
- new areas of application / new business segments
- new products / improvement of existing software
Middle: Explaining the context and problems customers do have.

Evaluation
Incentives

Context
Problem Specification
Elaborateness
Targeted Group
Composition of groups
Idea reviewers committee
Idea review
Nature of Competition

Complexity, Quality, Condition: The teams do have to provide an idea title, description, technological
background, benefit for the customer and an attachment for mockups / illustrations.
Qualified: Students and lecturers in the field of SAP Education
Team: At least one student together with his lecturer as mentor
Specialists: Members of UCC, SAP UA and SAP Research
Process & Product: Creativity, presentation, practicability
Online: Providing an online platform to submit ideas

Table 3: The Ideas Competition: Specification of characteristics
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As we know from other ideas competitions,
their key success factor is the incentive structure
for the expected participants. Due to the need for
mentoring, lecturers and their students are
considered as one team in this setting. An online
webpage is provided for all participants with
relevant information about context (processes
and products) and procedures of the competition.
Additionally, lecturers receive course material

Title of
Phase

1. Phase:
Idea Generation

Pre-phase:
Awareness

for presentation in their classes. The planned
process is described in the following section.
3.2.2
Process of ideas competition and integration of stakeholders. The ideas
competition is structured through the following
process:

2. Phase:
Community
Evaluation

3. Phase:
Expert
Evaluation

Online Evaluation
Comments
SkypeCasts

Online Evaluation
Telephone
Conference

Idea Awards
Ceremony

Players
(as mentors)

Main
Actions

Expert Discussions
Announcement of
Competition

University Alliances

Online Platform
Course Material
SkypeCasts

R&D Employee

Human Resources

UCC Employee

Lecturer

Event
Recruiting

Student

Figure 4: Process of ideas competition

Within the pre-phase, expert discussions took
place with selected lecturers to make sure that
this group of stakeholders (with “direct access”
to their students) is involved at a very early stage
of the process. Additionally, expectations and
concerns could be addressed in a better way. The
actual ideas competition was planned to start in
the middle of the semester term with the idea
generation, followed by students attending a
class with a presentation held by the lecturer and
getting access to the ideas competition online
platform (http://www.SAPiens.info) to submit
their ideas. After the submission phase, the ideas
are to be reviewed by the assigned committee. A
telephone conference will help to identify the
three winning teams out of the 10 best-ranked
teams. The 10 best-ranked teams will be invited
to the Idea Awards Ceremony.

4 The Implementation of the Ideas
Competition
This section provides a first insight on the still
ongoing ideas competition:
“We are seeking for SAPiens – Masterminds
who want to take part in designing the future of
SAP and like to win great prices.” [6]

Using this slogan the ideas competition
started on April 30th 2007 with an initial E-Mail
to all lecturers of the UCC Community. An
information package was provided and the
lecturers were asked to announce the competition
within their ERP lessons. In follow-up, several
communication tools (e.g., newsletters, E-Mails,
telephone calls, SAP system notices, and
postings at related student networking websites)
were used to announce the ideas competition.
The competition website for the ideas
submission phase is divided into four parts: 1)
My
SAPiens,
2)
Community,
3)
Communications and 4) Imprint. “My SAPiens“
provides the overview of the own submitted
ideas and the profile of the registered user.
Within the “Community” area, users can review
and comment on ideas of other SAPiens and see
a list of all ideas submitters. The
“Communication” area includes a Chat
function, moderated SkypeCasts (with SAP
Experts) and a discussion forum, e.g., to address
questions or search for new ideas. The
“Imprint” section provides further information
about the competition, e.g., main topics of idea
submissions, prices, procedures and the jury.
Figure 5 shows the navigation of the website
together with a list of submitted ideas:
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Figure 5: Website of the SAPiens Ideas Competition – List of Ideas
(Source: http://www.SAPiens.info, access date: 07/12/06)

5 Conclusions and Outlook
5.1 Conclusions
The following conclusions can be drawn by
reviewing the theoretical background, the design
of the ideas competition and the first feedback on
implementation and usage behaviour:






Integrating the concept of an ideas
competition into VCs is a very promising
approach for all stakeholders. The special
characteristics of VCs, e.g., easy
communication and coordination, do help to
stimulate the ideas competition.
From a managerial standpoint, one success
factor has already emerged: It is very
important to let all stakeholders participate
at an early stage of the ideas competition
development. This seems to be the best way
to make sure that both motivations and
interests of the stakeholders are addressed.
The incentive structure for the participants
of the ideas competition needs to be
attractive, because this competition is not
part of the students’ required curriculum.
Particularly
students
seek
adequate
motivation for their efforts spent in addition
to their daily workload.



Lessons learned from literature about open
source projects show that firms do have
serious problems in attracting, building and
nurturing an external community for
innovations (cp. [16], [38] & [39]). Taking
this issue into account, the concept of the
ideas competition presented in this paper
builds upon an already existing community
and tries to stimulate more activity among
the members of this community concerning
communication and coordination.

From an operator’s perspective, it is
important that the main focus of the ideas
competition is placed on the generation of
innovative ideas for products and processes.
Another underlying interest of the HR
department stakeholder is the search and
identification of the most promising students as
future employees. Therefore, the wording and
design of the information material and website
could link into HR processes of the firm.
Going forward, it will be essential to
elaborate mechanisms for supporting and
harvesting the wisdom of crowds in selecting the
best ideas. Furthermore, there is a conceptual gap
between the generation and selection of ideas
and their transformation into ultimate
innovations. We need to explore further
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methods, concepts and tools to support the
processing of ideas into innovations, also using
the wisdom of crowds.

5.2 Outlook
In addition to the limitations of action
research stated in section 2, further work should
address (amongst others) the following open
research questions:
 What are the implications for open
innovation theory applying the concept of an
“ideas competition”?
 What are the key lessons learned from
“ideas competition” for the management of
innovations within companies?
Also, this paper does not include empirical
data of the ideas competition yet; the focus is on
the analysis and planning phase. The evaluation
of the online idea platform shown in section 4
and the interaction structures of SAPiens will
also be part of further research. The actual
contest will be finished at the end of June 2007.
Therefore, we will be able to present further data
and findings by the time of the conference.
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