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The perhaps-apocryphal lament by an industrial age leader that 
‘They send me the whole man when all I need are his hands,’ re-
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How to boost your innovation output

The Oxford Dictionary of English defines the verb “innovate” as: Make changes in something  
established, especially by introducing new methods, ideas, or products. The word originates from 
the Latin Innovat-, meaning renewed, altered.

Without innovation there is only mediocrity. And if the driving force of your organisation 
is mediocrity, extinction awaits. Goodbye. Continually developing “new methods, ideas and 
products” must be hardwired into the DNA of organisations if they are not only to succeed, 
but also survive. That requires innovation to be embedded into every function, department, 
team and individual therein. 

Ensuring a positive workplace culture – one where relationships between supervisors and 
subordinates (known in Chinese culture as guanxi) benefit the individuals and the organisa-
tion as a whole – encourages everyone to feel valued (p05) and in turn creates a supportive 
space in which new ideas can flourish. Building on that, seeing innovation as a team sport, as 
described by Dirk Deichmann (p12), can help innovation programme managers make better 
use of the inspired and talented idea generators who are to be found in the corridors and 
offices of every organisation.

Competition and power struggles between teams can affect morale and impact negatively on 
innovation, thus an understanding of the intricacies of intra-team dynamics – and creating flat-
ter hierarchical structures or encouraging higher levels of team dependencies – can facilitate 
a harmonious and nurturing environment in which innovation can thrive (p16).

Elsewhere in this issue of RSM Discovery magazine, Giuseppe Criaco explores the successes of 
online start-ups that are “born global” and considers the relative merits of their geographical 
diversification strategies, while Gabriele Paolacci provides valuable guidelines for organisa-
tions crowdsourcing consumer data.

I am sure you will find the management knowledge developed by Rotterdam School of 
Management, Erasmus University, and presented in this issue to be both insightful and of 
real practical value as you build on the benefits of an innovation-driven world. 

Henk W. Volberda
Editor-in-chief RSM Discovery
Professor of Strategic Management and 
Business Policy and Scientific Director of 
Erasmus Centre for Business Innovation

Introduction

Rotterdam School of Management, 
Erasmus University
Email: hvolberda@rsm.nl  
Tel: +31 (0)10 408 2761
Web: www.rsm.nl  |  www.inscope.nl
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The effects of guanxi on 
employee voice 
Chris Murray talks with Tina Davidson

The perhaps-apocryphal lament by an industrial age leader that 
‘They send me the whole man when all I need are his hands,’ 
reflects a once-prevalent view that leaders “think” and employees 
“do”. Today, companies know that they benefit the most when 
their employees are motivated to share their thoughts, ideas, 
opinions and suggestions. 

actions in vast parts of the non-Western 
world,’ she explains. ‘We should make 
our understanding and knowledge of 
the supervisor-subordinate relationship 
more global, especially given increasing-
ly multicultural workplaces and teams 
today.’ For Davidson, a more global per-
spective can lead to new ideas and so-
lutions about issues such as employee 
voice as well as a general awareness 
about cultural diversity in the workplace. 

A recent study by Davidson that ex-
amines how the Chinese supervisor-
subordinate relationship concept of 
guanxi impacts upwards constructive 
voice demonstrates the power of a 
broader mindset. The study, conduct-
ed in collaboration with Linn Van Dyne 
of Michigan State University and Bilian 
Lin of the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, is based on data from 262 em-
ployees of a large Hong Kong-based tel-
ecommunications company. 

Roots in the family
‘Guanxi means relationship,’ says 
Davidson, ‘but we cannot really trans-
late it so singularly because it has more 
meanings and more implications than 
we have for that term. Within the con-
text of supervisor-subordinate interac-
tions, having guanxi means that both 
supervisor and subordinate follow a 
range of relationship rules and norms 
to maintain a harmonious, long-term 
and mutually beneficial relationship. 
Within the Chinese society these guanxi 
rules are rooted in Confucianism and 
circumscribe a paternalistic relation-
ship,’ she says, ‘almost a father-son like 
relationship with a mutual care and ap-
propriate deference.’

between supervisors and subordinates 
looks like this: ‘If I do good work for my 
supervisor,’ she explains, ‘my supervi-
sor provides me with some work-related 
reward in return – for example, a nice 
new project that I get to work on.’ This 
reciprocal exchange view of workplace 
relationships tends to be more char-
acteristic of Western cultural contexts 
than non-Western cultural contexts and 
is captured in the predominant Leader-
Member Exchange (LMX) theory of lead-
ership, she says.

Davidson believes Western-oriented 
companies and organisations can ben-
efit if they broaden their mindset. ‘I pro-

pose that we extend our thinking about 
relationships, because at this point 
we tend to look at them from quite a 
Western perspective and do not account 
for relationship facets, such as affect 
and deference, which govern work inter-

Companies recognize that innovation, 
learning, decision-making and even 
competitive advantage all improve 
with open, honest, employee-driven, 
bottom-up communication – what Tina 
Davidson, assistant professor of cross-
cultural management at RSM, calls in 
her research upwards constructive voice, 
or more simply, voice.

According to Davidson, today’s com-
panies also recognize that the key to 
employee voice is the relationship be-
tween supervisors and their subordi-
nates – a relationship that can either 
facilitate or inhibit the subordinate’s 
desire and ability to speak up. 

Unfortunately, Davidson says, many 
Western-based companies and organi-
sations view all relationships between 
supervisors and subordinates as “tit-for-
tat” reciprocal relationships. From that 
perspective, a high-quality relationship 

www.rsm.nl/discovery 

“I propose that we extend our thinking about 
relationships, because at this point we tend to 
look at them from quite a Western perspective…”
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Davidson notes that summarizing 
the results of the study might oversim-
plify guanxi relationships as one or the 
other dimension. ‘Every supervisor-sub-
ordinate guanxi has a bit of both,’ she 
says. ‘It is rather the extent to which 
one or the other dimension is empha-
sized more excessively or strongly that 
informs voice in these opposite ways.’

Open up the repertoire
There are a number of lessons to draw 
from this research into guanxi and voice, 
Davidson says. Given the opposite reac-
tions to low job control, the first lesson 
is to tailor employee voice initiatives to 
the nature of the relationships in the 
organisation, she says. In deferential 
relationships, governed more by obe-
dience than affection, the key to increas-
ing the voice of employees is to combat 
their feelings of low job control, so they 
don’t have to depend on their relation-
ship with their supervisor and overly 
emphasize deference/obedience.  

‘I think, for example, one way to give 
employees more control would be to 
install more outcome-oriented reward 
systems,’ she says. ‘We hold them ac-
countable for the outcome but leave 
them free in terms of how they are go-
ing to achieve that outcome, and pro-
vide them with the resources to do that 
as well. So, they kind of have more con-
trol in that sense.’

Davidson also urges managers to 
‘open up the repertoire’ of their employ-
ees by ‘providing feedback in terms of 
what they can do more of, what resourc-
es they have available, and what kind 
of behaviours are possible in their situ-
ation,’ she says. For example, instead 

In China, Davidson explains, ‘the 
family is kind of a blueprint for how we 
relate to one another in an organisation 
and in society at large.’ On the one hand 
there is deep affection, she says, but 
there is also ‘even between working col-
leagues, this kind of reverence for sen-
iority and respect for people who are 
more senior.’ For example, in Chinese 
companies, Davidson notes, colleagues 
refer to one another with such terms 
as “older brother” and “younger sister”. 
This differentiation in and reverence for 
seniority, she says, ‘is totally natural and 
does not mean you are of lesser value 
in any way.’ 

Perhaps reflecting the family dynam-
ic roots described above, supervisor-
subordinate guanxi relationships have 
two dimensions, Davidson says. One di-
mension emphasizes the deference of 
the subordinate to the supervisor, ‘and 
is more hierarchical and authoritarian,’ 
she says; the second dimension empha-
sizes the “affective attachment” between 
supervisor and subordinate. Although 
it might seem paradoxical, ‘it’s possible 
in East Asian cultures for deference and 
a strong affective relationship to go to-
gether,’ she says. ‘As a result, you feel 
very close to your supervisor but there 
is a certain distance, or an inequality, in 
this relationship.’

Employee voice
In the study, Davidson and her col-
leagues found that the multi-dimen-
sional, somewhat paradoxical nature 
of guanxi led to varied implications for 
employee voice. 

First, their research showed that 
low job control spurred subordinates 

to use their relationship with their 
supervisors. As Davidson explains, 
‘When people don't have personal 
control, when they don't have a sense 
that they can personally influence the 
situation, they rely on their relation-
ships to inform their actions and make 
changes.’ As a result, she says, ‘It’s 
only when job control is low that they 
use their relationships to inform their  
voice behaviour.’

This reaction, she says, contradicts 
the general assumption that low job 
control undermines an employee’s in-
itiative. ‘We would expect that when 
people don't have job control, this 
would really be an inhibitor to produc-
tivity,’ she says. ‘But here we see that it 
unlocks this relational facet.’ 

Unlocking this relational facet, how-
ever, led to opposite responses, ac-
cording to the study. Subordinates in 
relationships that emphasized the def-
erence dimension of guanxi, which en-
tails not only respect but also a meas-
ure of obedience, were less likely to 
speak up. In guanxi relationships that 
emphasized affection, employees were 
more likely to speak up.

Intuitively, the results are logical. 
In deference relationships, nurturing 
a good relationship with supervisors is 
best accomplished through deference 
and obedience; thus, the subordinate 
stays quiet, in the hopes of being re-
warded with influence by an appreci-
ative supervisor. In affective relation-
ships, subordinates don’t have the 
same fear of speaking up, and believe, 
on the contrary, that low job control 
is best addressed by communicating 
their concerns to the supervisor. 
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is their deferential view of supervisor-
subordinate relationships (versus their 
approval of your plans and decisions), 
you may have an issue and your com-
pany may be up for a loss. ‘

A thorough understanding of guanxi 
will undoubtedly help Western man-
agers avoid such problems and better 
manage their East-Asian employees, 
Davidson says. Just as importantly, how-
ever, her research and other research 
on Eastern practices help expand the 
Western mindset on relationships to in-
clude the full spectrum of relationship 
types – which offers managers a more 
complete and nuanced perspective on 
workplace relationships. 

‘We know that reciprocity, deference 
and affective attachment relationships 
have been tested, relating to different 
outcomes such as commitment, in a 
number of different countries includ-
ing Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, India, 
Brazil, and the United Kingdom – and 
they are relevant,’ she says. These kinds 
of studies, including her own, ‘can lead 
to more global knowledge and under-
standing about what it means to be in 
a supervisor-subordinate relationship.’

Since the publication of the study, 
Davidson continues to explore ways in 
which indigenous, non-Western per-
spectives can broaden Western man-
agement practices and mindsets. ‘I 

of letting employees assume that the 
only way to have a good relationship 
and be valued by their supervisors is 
to be deferential, companies should 
launch ‘some meta-communication and 
feedback that there are other possibili-
ties and that those opportunities can be 
explored,’ she says.

Another option to increasing voice is 
to help de-emphasize the deferential di-
mension of the relationship and empha-
size the affective dimension, she says. 
‘One possibility is to work on the affec-
tive attachment side of the equation, try-
ing to create affective and close ties in 
the subordinate-supervisor relationships 
to help subordinates find their voice.’ 

A path to understanding
One of the challenges for the issue of 
voice, according to Davidson, is that 
speaking up is not usually part of the 
core tasks or responsibilities of an em-
ployee. In other words, voice is not an 
“in-role” function on which performance 
is rated, she says. ‘If a person is not 
speaking up with change-oriented ide-
as and suggestions, managers may not 
feel that something is terribly wrong. 
But, at the same time, they may not be 
getting the kind of ideas that help them 
improve their decision making and fos-
ter organisational improvement and in-
novation,’ she says.

For example, if you’re an expatriate 
manager rolling out a marketing plan 
or launching a new product in China, 
she says, ‘you may be going ahead with 
your own plans and decisions because 
you're not getting any other insights. 
If the reason for this lack of improve-
ment-oriented ideas from employees 

studied Chinese and I'm very interest-
ed in that cultural context, which can 
really be a catalyst for questioning and 
enriching our current understanding of 
organisations,’ she says.

For example, Davidson says she is 
currently exploring how prototypical 
Eastern and Western communication 
styles influence the voice process, as 
well as how to promote creativity in a 
context where hierarchical structure 
may constrain it. The ultimate goal, she 
says, is to conduct research, such as the 
recent guanxi and voice study that helps 
‘open up the playing field in manage-
ment and enriches our understanding, 
theories, and practices.’ 

The paper, Too attached to speak up? It de-
pends: How supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
and perceived job control influence up-
ward constructive voice, written by Tina 
Davidson, Linn Van Dyne and Bilian Lin, 
is published in Organizational Behavior 
and Human Decision Processes Volume 
143, November 2017, Pages 39-53. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2017.07.002

Tina Davidson is Assistant Professor of 
Cross-cultural Management, Department 
of  Organisat ion and Personnel 
Management, Rotterdam School of 
Management, Erasmus University. 
 EMAIL  davidson@rsm.nl
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“We should make our understanding and 
knowledge of the supervisor-subordinate 
relationship more global…”
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failure. Are you better off, then, con-
centrating on different countries with-
in a single region or pursuing multiple  
regions simultaneously?  

As someone who did his graduate 
work in Sweden and is a specialist in 
entrepreneurship, I thought Swedish 
start-ups would be a good population 
to study for an answer to this ques-
tion. Most Swedish companies are born 
thinking of cross-border sales, and the 
business culture as a whole is quite 
adept at global business. Whether the 
company is Ericsson or Spotify, Swedish 
multinational companies have histori-
cally suffered relatively few of the kind 
of cultural problems that companies 
from larger countries deal with as they 
went global.

Tracking start-ups
To find out whether there is a simple rule 
about the relative value of pursuing an 
intraregional versus interregional strat-
egy, my colleagues Pankaj C. Patel from 
Villanova University, Lucia Naldi from 
Jönköping University, and I examined 
the track record of 680 Swedish born-
global start-ups founded in 2002, 2003, 
or 2004 in the manufacturing industry 
and followed their survival up to 2010. 

When we examined how they had 
performed, we found companies that 
pursued an intraregional geographic di-
versification strategy tended to fare bet-
ter than those who diversified broadly 
globally. Our models showed that in-
traregional diversification – broad ex-
pansion within a region – lowers the risk 
of failure, while interregional diversifica-
tion – broad expansion across different 
regions – increases the risk of failure.

Considered as a way to diversify 
risk, an export strategy makes logical 
sense for young firms, but what kind 
of international strategy? On the one 
hand, the kind of textbook step-by-step 
intraregional geographic diversification 
strategy (concentrating in a region and 
expanding within that region) most 
managers learn at business school has 
a high opportunity cost.

On the other hand, taking on too 
much at once (by spreading across 
different regions or pursuing an in-
terregional geographic diversification 
strategy) can easily spread a new com-
pany’s resources too thin and lead to 

The nature of the internet and mod-
ern digital communications is driving 
many global business dreams these 
days, but many ambitious people in 
smaller economies, such as Sweden, 
have always thought this way. In fact, 
businesses often had no choice: after 
all, how many of your products can a 
small market of 10 million Swedes buy?

In Sweden, if you wanted to build 
any real sustained competitive advan-
tage, sooner or later, you had to think 
about markets beyond your borders. 
From ABBA to Volvo, the most suc-
cessful Swedish brands have focused  
on exports. 

These days, more and more companies are “born global” – that is, 
instead of starting out thinking of their market as merely their city 
or their country, they look at the whole world and see potential 
customers everywhere.

How big should a young 
firm think?
By Giuseppe Criaco
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This was true whether the market 
at home was volatile or offered steady 
profits. If the home market is very dy-
namic, it demands greater managerial 
attention than if business conditions 
were a little sleepier. More attention 
paired with broad expansion within a re-
gion allows for cost control by lowering 
costs of understanding export require-
ments, transportation costs, and logis-

tics costs in related markets within a re-
gion, further reducing the risk of failure. 

On the other hand, if the home mar-
ket is more predictably profitable, young 
firms may go abroad with somewhat 
deeper pockets, which could compen-
sate for some missteps derived from 
broad expansion across different re-
gions. Yet our results showed the op-
posite: young firms that launched in a 
favourable home market and still under-
took interregional diversification were 
more likely to fail. In either case, those 
born-global start-ups that survived tend-
ed to be those that pursued an intrare-
gional internationalization strategy. 

Safety first
This might seem somewhat counter-in-
tuitive in the case of the company that is 
beginning with a favourable home mar-
ket. After all, if your local industry pro-
vides enough resources to support you 

and to enable you to grow and prosper, 
why wouldn’t a broader, more aggres-
sive expansion make sense? The reason 
is that the limiting factor is not cash but 
execution risk. A relatively small, young 
firm that expands too far and too fast 
is likely to run into difficulties in trying 
to manage all those far-flung outposts. 

We think there are several reasons 
this may be the case. For instance, it’s 

harder to serve dispersed customers at 
long distance, both for reasons of lo-
gistics and market knowledge. On the 
other hand, shipping to a single region 
reduces transportation and distribu-
tion costs within the countries in that 
region and improves the return on mar-
keting expenses. Concentrating limited 
resources on distribution and promo-
tion enables the born-global to realize 
a higher return. In cases where goods 
must sometimes be returned, consoli-
dation and proximity may also help re-
duce distribution costs.

Our research does not establish 
whether this is equally true for non-
manufacturing firms. Software and 
other virtual goods may well behave 
somewhat differently. However, al-
though they will have fewer logistical 
headaches, other problems such as 
regulation and customer knowledge 
will remain a matter of concern.

This conclusion may seem coun-
ter-intuitive in an age of instant glob-
al communication and artificial intelli-
gence, but in the end, businesses are 
still run by people, and people still have 
a limited amount of time and energy.   

This article draws its inspiration from 
the paper Geographic Diversification 
and Survival of Born-Globals written 
by Pankaj C. Patel, Giuseppe Criaco 
and Lucia Naldi and published in 
the Journal of Management, Vol. 44, 
No. 5, May 2018. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1177/0149206316635251

Giuseppe Criaco is Assistant Professor 
of Entrepreneurship, Department 
o f  S t ra teg ic  Management  and 
Entrepreneurship, Rotterdam School of 
Management, Erasmus University.  
 EMAIL  criaco@rsm.nl

“A relatively small, young firm that expands 
too far and too fast is likely to run into 
difficulties…”

 RSM Expertise

The Department of Strategic 
Management & Entrepreneurship 
at RSM offers unparalleled exper-
tise in a wide range of areas of im-
portance to managers and scholars. 
These areas are grouped under the 
themes of strategic management, 
strategic entrepreneurship, and 
global strategy. 

More information about the department 

and its work can be found at:     
 WEB   www.rsm.nl/sme

www.rsm.nl/discovery
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316635251
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316635251


10   |  2nd Quarter 2018

Management Knowledge
RSM DISCOVERY

sourced data is no exception. Some 
fear that the people filling out the ma-
terials might not be giving them their 
full attention. Others worry that peo-
ple who taking many surveys may no 
longer be naïve respondents, possibly 
compromising the results. Finally, how 
do you know the person filling out the 
survey is who he says he is? After all, 
as the old New Yorker cartoon put it, 
on the internet, nobody knows you’re  
a dog. 

Getting it right
To address these worries, my col-
league Joe Goodman of the Ohio State 
University and I undertook a review 
of the evidence underlying them, and 
came up with some guidelines for sur-
vey and experimental researchers to 
harness the benefits of online pools 
and avoid their drawbacks.  

Some of these problems are difficult 
to prevent, but you can steer away from 
most by adopting a few strategies. You’ll 
find more if you read our paper, but:

• Avoid asking for a specific quality un-
less it’s a pre-sortable category, such 
as geography. Without knowing in 
advance what you want, respond-
ents won’t be tempted to lie about 
themselves simply to get the job.

• Require participants to formally en-
rol before you show them the study. 
Requiring enrolment prevents pre-
viewing the study (which can com-
promise its validity) and raises the 
time costs required by participants. 
In addition, increasing the effort 
demanded before the survey de-

lected from MTurk workers, making it 
perhaps the most represented pool 
of participants in the history of my 
discipline. In the Journal of Consumer 
Research, one of the major journals 
in my area of specialism, 43 per cent 
of behavioural studies in the June 
2015-April 2016 volumes were con-
ducted using MTurk. 

MTurk and analogous platforms 
such as Prolific have enabled my col-
leagues and me to collect samples 
much more quickly and more cheaply 

than through traditional alternatives 
(e.g, university participant pools), and 
those of us who looked into the qual-
ity of the resulting data found it to be 
comparable to such alternatives.

But every powerful new tool cre-
ates a new set of risks, and crowd-

When Amazon launched Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk) in 2005, executives touted 
it as a way to augment artificial intelli-
gence with the old-fashioned human va-
riety. Organisations would post details 
about a small task that needed to be 
completed, such as writing product de-
scriptions or identifying performers on 
music CDs, and then people searching 
the MTurk site would browse the jobs 
available and start working on those 
they were qualified for and thought 
sounded interesting or lucrative.

But as is often the case with an in-
novation, one of MTurk’s most popu-
lar applications seems to have caught 
Amazon by surprise: social science 
research. In consumer behaviour re-
search alone, over 15,000 studies have 
been published based on evidence col-

Crowdsourcing data through online marketplaces such as 
Amazon Mechanical Turk poses new challenges about how con-
sumer research should be designed, conducted and analysed. 
Additionally, it raises questions about the validity of the partici-
pants and the information they provide. As protocols for crowd-
sourcing data are still being worked out, we have developed a 
few guidelines that will benefit those using such platforms for 
research purposes. 

Crowdsourced consumer data:
how do we make sure it’s good?
By Gabriele Paolacci

“Crowdsourcing websites like MTurk  
make survey and experimental  
investigations more efficient.”
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Crowdsourcing websites like MTurk 
make survey and experimental investi-
gations more efficient. When used con-
scientiously, crowdsourcing can also 
help improve consumer science by ena-
bling more numerous and informative 
studies and increasing participant and 
researcher diversity. However, online 
research and crowdsourcing in par-
ticular have their own set of risks, and 
researchers need to design studies in 
ways that mitigate them. 

The paper, Crowdsourcing consumer re-
search, written by Joseph K. Goodman 
and Gabriele Paolacci, is published 
in the Journal of Consumer Research, 
Volume 44, Issue 1, 1 June 2017, p196–
210. https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucx047

Gabriele Paolacci is Associate Professor 
of Marketing, Department of Marketing 
Management, Rotterdam School of 
Management.  EMAIL  gpaolacci@rsm.nl

creases the attractiveness of quit-
ting halfway through.

• If you are worried about “profes-
sional participants”, consider us-
ing a third-party crowdsourcing 
support service such as Turk Prime 
that can help you recruit people 
with somewhat less experience tak-
ing psychological surveys.

• Pay a reasonable rate. Though qual-
ity seems to be relatively independ-
ent of pay rate, you may compro-
mise your individual reputation and 
the future attractiveness of partici-
pating in your studies and in MTurk 
in general. (Besides, there are ob-
vious ethical reasons not to exploit 
those who work for you, right?) 

• For similar reasons, resist block-
ing any MTurk worker. This can get 
them knocked off the site (also hurt-
ing your own reputation in the end).

Other issues
Other issues may take more time to 
work out. Crowdsourced data has been 
around for roughly a decade now but 
protocols for its use are still being 
worked out. Our work has suggested 
some guidelines for handling it better, 
but there are other issues that remain. 

For instance, we need time to 
know the distinctive qualities of the 
crowd behind the data. For example, 
one survey has found that American 
MTurk workers tend to score higher 
on reporting if they needed to think 
about an answer (need for cognition) 
and higher on civics questions. They 

tend to be younger and better edu-
cated than the general run of people. 
They are also unusual in that they are 
slightly more introverted, show great-
er levels of social anxiety, and have 
slightly lower self-esteem than the 
general population. This should serve 
to remind us that absent more sophis-
ticated recruitment tools, we should al-
ways treat crowdsourced samples as 
non-representative.

Also, the technology itself still has 
plenty of room for improvement. For 
example, though third parties can help, 
these sites don’t have a good way yet 
to handle interaction between partici-
pants. Similarly, easier tools to share 
projects and data across research-
ers would be helpful. By enabling re-
searchers to collect larger samples, 
crowdsourcing is already contributing 
to making consumer research better, 
but more can be done to facilitate more 
open collaboration between scientists.

Crowdsourced consumer data:
how do we make sure it’s good?
By Gabriele Paolacci
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ers also gives the person more help in 
refining their idea and developing their 
persuasive skills. 

However, despite these advantages, 
we found that Enco innovators tended 
to avoid joining a team if they could 
help it, and we wanted to find out why. 
Given that the advantages of working 
with a team to develop an idea are well 
established, why would people choose 
to work alone? 

After conducting some interviews 
and thinking through the alternatives 
participants faced, we concluded that 
innovators had to weigh two principal 
trade-offs when deciding whether or 
not to join a team, one practical and 
one social.

First, being part of a group might 
gain you more resources, but it re-
quires more co-ordination. While 
teams have become the standard 
unit organisations use to tackle com-
plex tasks, these employees of a vast 
multinational corporation were keen-
ly aware of how easily the communi-
cation and co-ordination demands of 
working with teams can overshadow 
the potential benefits. 

Second, being in a team is less work, 
but you have to share your rewards. As 
in the academic world, our impression 
was that solitary success at Enco offered 
greater potential for reputational glory 
than the success of a group project. 

However, in certain circumstances, 
people were more open to working on 
a team. This often happened if they 
had already succeeded with their ini-
tial idea. Having gone through the pro-
cess of developing an idea alone, they 
were perhaps more aware of how diffi-

of Enco’s internal employee innovation 
programme over a 12-year period be-
tween 1996 and 2008, during which 
908 idea generators proposed a total 
of 1,792 ideas to Enco’s independent in-
novation unit. Of those 908 inventors, 
598 developed only one idea while 310 
proposed two or more. 

We defined ideas as successful 
if they were among the 10 per cent 
of ideas that passed two rounds of 
screening and were recommended for 
investment by the company. Idea gen-
erators whose ideas passed the first 
round of screening were given some 
time off from their regular duties, and 
if necessary, some research money to 
develop their ideas further. After that 
second stage, they presented their idea 
to a broader group of experts consist-
ing of employees from the innovation 
programme and other internal and ex-
ternal individuals with expertise in spe-
cific areas relevant to each idea.

Cheering for the home team
Teams are the default organisation-
al unit of the modern corporation for 
many reasons, not least of which is 
that a number of studies have found 
that teams tend to encourage more 
collaboration and creativity. Not only 
does the inventor gain more exposure 
to other ideas, but working with oth-

Hell may be other people, as Sartre ob-
served, but data suggests they’re also 
an important part of successful inno-
vation: in our study of a European en-
ergy company we’ll call Enco, we found 
that ideas that had at least one co-au-
thor were 3.2 times more likely to be 
adopted. Not only were such teams 
more successful quantitatively, they 
were also more successful qualitative-
ly: loners offered incremental sugges-
tions, while teams were more likely to 
come up with more radical concepts.

Enco started its innovation pro-
gramme as a safe space for its em-
ployees to develop ideas that might 
one day radically transform the en-
ergy industry. The programme was 
open to participants from all levels 
and functions and encouraged them 
to come up with concepts for a wide 
range of things, such as for potential 
markets, new products and services, 
or fundamental changes in process-
es. Successful ideas developed via the 
innovation programme have yielded, 
among other things, a new imaging 
technology that increased production 
efficiency and a new material that 
helped create a new market segment 
for Enco. 

The talented tenth
For our study, we reviewed the results 

Innovation is a team sport
By Dirk Deichmann

After reviewing the results of an employee innovation programme 
at a major European corporation, my colleague Michael Jensen and I 
came to two conclusions. First, people often prefer to come up with 
ideas alone. Second, this tends to be a mistake. 
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“…being in a team is less work, but you  
have to share your rewards.”

tests can draw several useful lessons 
from our research:

1. Teamwork matters but the size of your 
team does not. Any time more than 
one person worked on an idea, its 
chance of adoption increased dra-
matically. However, whether the 
team numbered two or 12 didn’t 
make any difference to the outcome.

2. Practice makes perfect. To an extent, 
innovation is a numbers game. 
Designing an innovation pro-
gramme in a way that maximizes the 
number of entries should encourage  
more successes.  

3. Encouragement is essential. Most peo-
ple submit one idea and then quit. To 
encourage more entries, the innova-
tion manager should find ways to act 
as an encouraging coach as well as 
a judge.

4. Be a matchmaker. Finding the right 
team is not always easy, particularly 
in a large organisation. A well-struc-
tured innovation system could serve 
an important role in bringing peo-
ple with complementary ideas and 
expertise together.

5. But let inventors pick their own teams. 
The voluntary nature of joining a 
team at Enco appears to have en-
couraged deeper personal invest-
ment than if team membership had 
just been assigned. Giving people 
the opportunity to form their own 
teams probably increases their 
emotional stake in the project.

have more to gain from sharing than 
withholding their expertise. Whatever 
the precise combination of reasons, 
previously successful inventors were 
much more likely to make their sub-
mission as part of a team than the  
average applicant.

Finally, people working on a radi-
cal idea were more open to teamwork. 
We believe more radical ideas demand 
a wider range of expertise than an in-
cremental improvement, making such 
innovations more difficult for the indi-
vidual inventor to develop. For wild ide-
as too, numbers may also provide some 
additional reputational safety.

Useful lessons
Enco is a unique company in many re-
spects. However, I believe managers in-
terested in promoting innovation con-

cult it is to successfully develop an idea 
and might be more receptive to team-
work. Others may have concluded that 
they were lucky with their first idea and 
wanted to hedge their bets the second 
time around, concluding that the gain 
of extra resources outweighed the pain 
of co-ordination. 

Still others may have gained confi-
dence from their initial success, which 
made them more open to sharing the 
potential rewards of proposing an 
idea with a larger team. Researchers 
on scientific collaborations have no-
ticed a similar pattern among academ-
ics: many who showed superior per-
formance writing alone early in their 
career prefer to work with a team as 
they gain more experience. Here too, 
their reasons are similar: after their 
first-time success, scholars tend to 
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Of course, there is a lot we still don’t 
know about the care and feeding of 
employee-inventors. Future research 
could address, for example, whether 
certain trade-offs (such as access to re-
sources versus the co-ordination bur-
den, or sharing the work versus shar-
ing the rewards) made certain idea 
generators more prone to working 
with a team than other trade-offs did.

Another avenue for future research 
could be to examine team formation 
processes by focusing on their de-
gree of formality. The innovation pro-
gramme we studied featured a struc-
tured idea-development process that 

was managed by an independent unit 
within Enco, which could award fund-
ing and time to help people develop 
breakthrough ideas. 

However, the programme also has 
informal characteristics in that idea 
generation is not a formal part of an-
yone’s job and teams are self-organ-
ised. Observing a company that also 
tries to encourage innovation but with 
even less formal structure could be an 
opportunity to gain a clearer under-
standing of team formation processes 
and the conditions that influence them. 
For instance, one can imagine that a 
less formal review process might make 

team formation easier, at least when it 
comes to early-stage ideas.

Conclusions
Our research suggests that idea gen-
erators often ignore the advantages 
of teamwork until they have a success-
ful idea. But partly because they don’t 
work with a team, most won’t succeed. 
On the basis of these findings, we con-
clude that idea generators should con-
sider the pros and cons of teamwork 
very carefully – and innovation pro-
gramme organisers should consider 
how they organise their process even 
more carefully. 

In the final analysis, ideas are a com-
pany’s most valuable asset. New prod-
uct and process ideas constitute the 
lifeblood of growth and competitive ad-
vantage. All things being equal, the com-
pany that can identify and execute better 
ideas more quickly than its competitors 
will eventually win. Yet most compa-
nies still go about generating ideas in a 
somewhat haphazard way that ironically 
enough serves to systematically discour-
age the vast majority of potential innova-
tors. An innovation programme is a good 
idea, but an innovation programme de-
signed to maximize an organisation’s 
creativity would be a better one.  

This article draws its inspiration from 
the paper I can do that alone…or not? 
How idea generators juggle between the 
pros and cons of teamwork, written by 
Dirk Deichmann and Michael Jensen, 
and published in Strategic Management 
Journal, 39 (2), 458-475. DOI: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1002/smj.2696

Dirk Deichmann is Assistant Professor of 
Technology and Operations Management, 
Department of Technology and Operations 
Management, Rotterdam School of 
Management, Erasmus University. 
 EMAIL  ddeichmann@rsm.nl
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“Any time more than one person worked on 
an idea, its chance of adoption increased 
dramatically.”
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sional responsibilities that are sup-
posed to be assumed, carried out  
and achieved.

Fight the power?
Power and its resultant effect on team 
morale and cohesion are key to the 
equation. One of the most famous 
(and erroneous) examples in the recent 
business past has to be the removal of 
Steve Jobs from the Macintosh group 
in order to shift him towards the same 
corporation’s new product develop-
ment set-up. Resource allocation had 
been a sticking point between Jobs and 
others for some time and so he was 
conveniently shunted aside in order to 
dampen down his desire to push for-
ward the Mac. Once he got wind of the 
internal power struggle against him, 
he retaliated and was duly fired. The 
rest is history. And yes, Apple went on 
to bigger and better things, but what 
if the struggle had been avoided in the 
first place? 

It is here that hierarchy becomes 
a defining factor. Traditionally it has 

Defining the problem
Academic research into the phenom-
enon of power struggles within the 
workplace define them as “competi-
tions over relative control of valuable 
resources”. This covers a broad spec-
trum of tangible and less tangible 
bones of contention, including salary, 
budget, personnel, knowledge, repu-
tation, and decision-making. Varying 
though these may be in nature, the 
underlying motives are the same – 
members of the team or “rival” teams 
are ultimately jockeying for position, 
either with a view to raising their own 
status in the eyes of their superiors in 
the quest for personal gain or lowering 
the profile of their competitors with the 
same objective in mind.

However, what these two strategies 
(termed in research circles as “other-
deprecation” and “self-promotion” re-
spectively) also have in common is a 
negative impact on the team and/or 
company in question: the chances of 
intra-team conflict resolution are im-
paired and, with it, the actual profes-

Canvass the opinion of entrepreneurs 
as to why they chose to opt for the 
relative insecurity of “going solo” and 
there is a good chance many will say 
how happy they were to say goodbye 
to office politics. Ask team manag-
ers within companies what the big-
gest day-to-day working headaches 
are that they have to confront and 
there is just as good a chance that 
power struggles and office poli-
tics will also figure high on their list  
of problems.

No team or company wants or 
needs its members bickering about 
pay, office space, information, or sta-
tus (to name just a few of the most 
regular gripes on the list) when they 
should be getting on with the job in 
hand. Research into the issue has so 
far identified the types of conflictual 
issues that tend to arise. However, 
even more important for the team 
manager trying to nip such problems 
in the bud is knowing why and when 
things come to the boil and to re-
mould their team accordingly.

The whys and whens of 
intra-team power struggles
By Lisanne van Bunderen
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Recruiting the right talents to join a company and team is one of the 
main remits of any self-respecting manager. However, getting those 
talents to work effectively and harmoniously together is an entirely 
different challenge. It is therefore of paramount importance that 
team leaders adapt their power structure accordingly in order to 
keep office politics to a minimum and prioritize productive work to 
the benefit of the company and those who comprise it.
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intra-team power struggles. In short, 
were those actively engaging in of-
fice politics egged on by their internal 
working environment? Threat was also 
an important part of the equation, as 
the studies explored how situations of 
intergroup conflict and uncertainty can 
cause internal power struggles. 

The right dynamic
The key findings from the research 
conducted illustrate the importance 
of the internal-external dynamic. A 

direct correlation was discovered be-
tween the internal set-up, power and 
dependence structure within a team 
and how it responds to threats from 
the outside. The option remains open 
to all team members to counter such 
threats in a collectivist or individualis-
tic manner, the latter presenting a far 
higher risk of instigating power strug-
gles. The likelihood of intra-team pow-
er struggles occurring was found to be 
instigated, even encouraged by the 
kind of working culture instilled within 

been viewed as a unifying and struc-
turing force that can bring co-workers 
together. However, this depends very 
much upon the mind-set and set-up 
that senior management have imple-
mented in the first place. The individ-
ualistic working ethic that can often 
result from the misuse of hierarchy 
within a team or company will pro-
duce very different results to that of a 
more collectively minded organisation 
when faced with internal or external 
threats, as a recent study has sought 
to illustrate.

Conditions for conflict
Via two studies, including a labora-
tory study of 85 three-person teams 
and two field studies of 158 and 149 
organisational work teams, crucial in-
sight has been provided into the why 
and when of power struggles. Points 
of inquiry within the studies included 
ascertaining to what extent the internal 
team structure, such as the distribution 
of power and the degree of outcome 
interdependence instigate disruptive 

“No team or company wants or needs its 
members bickering about pay, office space, 
information, or status when they should be 
getting on with the job in hand.”
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rate culture and environment is not 
only a structural issue but also a hu-
man one – getting all team members 
not just feeling involved but actually 
being involved in discussions is crucial.

Naturally, their hierarchical supe-
rior is the one who will have to take a 
final decision on projects that involve 
all, but by giving everyone a voice in 
the process, bickering about status, re-
sources, reputation or any other of the 
myriad types of intra-team struggles is 
more likely to be dampened down. In 
an agile and harmonious team, every 

member matters and is duly listened 
to – safe in the knowledge that their 
opinion counts and that by being giv-
en a professional forum in which to 
voice it – then they can expect direct 
and positive outcomes from making a 
positive contribution. In times of un-
certainty and threat, the arguments 
for such a teamwork model are even 
stronger still.

Extending the debate
Analysis of the all-too-familiar prob-
lem of office politics does not stop 
here. Future research should consid-
er other factors in the equation, in-
cluding power struggles in the face 
of scarce resources, crises and even 
physical threats. Time is also a factor 

a given team. The more individualistic 
the spirit within a company or team, 
the higher the chances that members 
will engage in office politics when fac-
ing an external threat.

It is therefore of tantamount im-
portance to create a flatter hierarchi-
cal structure that will create and facili-
tate a more “all in it together” attitude 
to work, the team, fellow team mem-
bers and the company as whole. Whilst 
ultimately someone has to be pulling 
the strings in their role as team leader, 
due care and attention should be paid 

to those working under the team lead-
er in order to ensure that infighting is 
kept to a minimum. Another option is 
to create a high level of inter-reliance 
among fellow team members by pro-
ducing the right kind of rewards and 
outcomes, as this is a sure-fire way of 
boosting team morale and strengthen-
ing links between colleagues.

A listening ear
Another practical implication to 
emerge from the study is the need for 
leaders of more dysfunctional teams 
where office politics is rife to adjust 
their structure accordingly and, above 
all, adopt a more open and democrat-
ic approach to team leadership and 
teamwork. Creating a healthy corpo-

that requires attention, in order to see 
to what extent the duration of an intra-
team struggle affects the outcome. 

It would also be worthwhile analys-
ing such struggles in relation to the in-
stigator to better understand how the 
identity or role of the workers respon-
sible for such tensions impact the mag-
nitude and consequences of the con-
flict in question. However, what rings 
loud and true is the importance and 
relative ease of implementing or ad-
justing team structure in order to then 
proceed in creating the kind of positive 
vibes within that will support and nur-
ture a collectivist working culture, for 
the benefit of the team and the com-
pany as a whole.

No one chooses their colleagues 
but they can make professional life a 
whole lot easier by learning to work 
with them. 

This article draws its inspiration from 
the PhD thesis Tug-of-War: Why and 
when teams get embroiled in pow-
er struggles, written by Lisanne van 
Bunderen and published as part of 
the ERIM PhD Series Research in 
Management. It can be freely down-
loaded at  WEB  https://repub.eur.nl/
pub/105346

Watch Lisanne talk about the findings 
of her research at  WEB  www.rsm.nl/
powerstruggles

Lisanne van Bunderen is Assistant 
Professor of Organizational Behavior, 
Amsterdam Business School, University of 
Amsterdam, and is a researcher at S-ray 
Diagnostics.   EMAIL  l.vanbunderen@uva.nl

“Creating a healthy corporate culture and 
environment is not only a structural issue 
but also a human one…”

The whys and whens of  
intra-team power struggles (continued)

By Lisanne van Bunderen
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