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Abstract 
 

Although the collective view is receiving increasing attention in research, this perspective is 

missing from the approaches for fostering creativity and ideation. The present study aims to fill 

this research gap by understanding ideation as a collective phenomenon and by introducing a 

novel method for fostering collective ideation. The study builds on current research on 

knowledge creation, collective creativity, idea generation, and collective theatrical 

improvisation to introduce an approach for fostering collective ideation. In addition, as a 

secondary goal, the study provides empirical findings about the implementation of collective 

ideation in thirteen distinct cases. The study builds links between knowledge creation and 

collective theatrical improvisation, and thus, highlights social and affective aspects of collective 

ideation as a knowledge creation.   
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INTRODUCTION   

In a world of high complexity, multiplicity, specialized expertise, and fast change, novel 

creations demand integration of knowledge and input by multiple individuals, and yet the forms of 

collaboration are increasingly varied (Wagemen, Gardner and Mortenston, 2012). The view that novel 

ideas are joint creations is acknowledged by many scholars (Björk, 2012; Björk et al., 2016; Catmull, 

2008; Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Harvey, 2014; Harvey and Kou, 2013; John-Steiner, 2000; Kohn, 

Paulus and Choi, 2011), and knowledge creation theories (Erden, von Krogh and Nonaka, 2008; 

Nonaka and Toyama, 2003) second this view.  

Researchers have studied the collective view as collective engagement in creative tasks 

(Harvey and Kou, 2013), collective emergence (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009), creative collectives 

(Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; John-Steiner, 2000), collective creativity (Drazin, Glynn, Kazanjian, 

1999), creative synthesis (Harvey, 2014), and convergent creativity (Harvey, 2013) but have not 

associated the collective view with facilitation of ideation as a collective phenomenon. Although the 

collective creativity is receiving increasing attention, in facilitation of creativity and ideation 

specifically, cognitive stimulation, based on divergent and convergent thinking of creativity, still 

dominates (Harvey, 2014; Nisula and Kianto, in press). The problem is that in the approaches that 

constitute various sequential idea treatment activities ranging from generating ideas to selecting the 

best ones (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987; Osborn, 1953; Paulus and Yang, 2000), the emergence of novel 

ideas from the situated interaction and interpersonal dynamics of group members’ knowledge, 

perspectives, and creativity may suffer. Therefore, the collective creative potential of the group 

remains hidden and unused. Harvey’s (2013) findings support this assumption: She found that 

brainstorming kind of idea process does not necessarily serve groups of deep diversity well. Hence, 

it is likely that sequential idea processes do not support synergistic creativity, that is, neither the 

emergence of collective group processes nor people’s engagement in a shared single outcome 

(Harvey, 2013; Harvey and Kou, 2013). Although, socio-emotional (e.g. Fisher, 1992; Russ, 2013; 

Paulus and Brown, 2003) and cognitive-affective (Amabile, 1983) aspects have been acknowledged 

in creativity research, they have received less attention than the facilitation of cognitive ideation.  

When creativity is seen as a collective, that is, as a social and interpersonal activity that occurs 

within social settings in which people engage, the interaction between people appears the central 

source of creativity (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009). Then, in addition to cognitive aspects, social and 

affective aspects of creativity become vital (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Harvey, 2014; Handzic and 

Chaimungkalanont, 2004). More specifically, novel solutions arise when people interact, share 

knowledge and perspectives, and show their emotions, which interaction is simultaneously an 

unfolding social setting and an enacted collective practice. A planned or correct way to jointly create 
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does not exist; instead, each joint creation demands and builds its unique social settings (Dyck et al., 

2005; Nemeth, 1997; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009) and processes (Elsbach and Kramer, 2003; 

Erden, von Krogh and Nonaka, 2008; Hargadon and Baechky, 2006; Harvey, 2014; Unsworth, 2001). 

This aligns with any creative achievement, which tends to transcend the existing order with a new 

organization to open room for novelty (Hjort, 2004). Given that groups have more knowledge than 

their members, using groups’ synergistic creative potential for a shared course demands support and 

facilitation, because groups do not necessarily or naturally work as a collective.  

As ideation (Runco, 2010) is central in creativity, and our knowledge of ideation as collective 

activity is limited, the following research question guided our work: How can ideation as a collective 

activity be enabled and facilitated? In the present study, we understand ideation as a collective 

phenomenon and introduce a novel method to facilitate ideation. We believe that groups’ collective 

creative potential for collective ideation derives from the dynamics in cognition, social interaction, 

and affective (emotional) state of collaboration, which are must-have aspects in searching for novel 

solutions and making discoveries (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Specifically, with play, the social 

interaction and affective state, like joy, enthusiasm and passion, are at the core of human creativity 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, 1999; Huizinga, 1949; Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006; Ross, 2013; Nisula 

and Kianto, 2018). We present that to foster synergistic creativity and the use of the collective creative 

potential of the group all these aspects must be considered, but the social and affective aspects deserve 

special attention. In addition, we argue that the collective processes vital for collective ideation can 

be fostered by specific and conscious facilitation and organization of the collective ideation.   

By building on the research on idea generation (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987; Nijstad et al., 2002; 

Osborn, 1953), collective emergence (Sawyer et al., 2003; Sawyer and deZutter, 2009), collective 

engagement (Harvey and Kou, 2013), collective creativity (Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Harvey, 

2014), convergent creativity (Harvey, 2013), play (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, 1999; Huizinga, 1949; 

Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006), and knowledge creation (Nonaka and Toyama, 2003), we introduce 

a facilitation method for collective ideation that highlights the social interaction and affective state in 

a group. Then, we illustrate use of the method through experiences from thirteen collective ideation 

cases. Through discussion, we draw conclusions and suggest future directions for scholars on 

collective creativity, knowledge creation, and knowledge management.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

4 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Ideation as collective activity 

In line with many scholars (Björk, Magnusson, Magnusson, Olsson and Sukhov, 2016; 

Hammond et al., 2011; Hatchuel and Weil, 2009), we understand an idea as a concept that is not fully 

defined but is clear enough to serve as a stimulus for users, producers, or investors.  The term ideation 

describes a process for producing ideas. According to Runco (2010), ideation involves generation, 

evaluation, judgments, and decisions about ideas. Harvey and Kou (2013) also understand idea 

generation and evaluation are essentially embedded in groups’ collective creativity. As generating 

novel ideas is fundamentally a process of building novel associational connections and 

unconventional links between atypical elements or nodes of knowledge in the interaction between 

people, collective ideation is better to understand as an interdependent and unfolding process (Sawyer 

and deZutter, 2009) to create new knowledge (Nonaka and Toyama, 2003) by bringing the 

knowledge, creativity, and perspectives of diverse people together to strive toward a shared creative 

outcome. Yet, the collective ideation is differentiated from group ideation, in which the aim is to 

generate and collect many ideas either as solo or group (nominal or interactive) ideation or in various 

sequential combinations of these two for the following idea treatment (combining, evaluation, and 

selecting) processes (Brown et al., 1998; Diehl and Stroebe, 1987; Heslin, 2009; Nijstad et al., 2002; 

Osborn, 1953). 

In contrast to structured ideation (distinct divergent and convergent phases), collective 

ideation considers idea generation and evaluation as essentially embedded in joint creation throughout 

the process. In collective ideation people make decisions continuously, throughout the ideation 

process about the direction of the ideation, and therefore, become committed in joint creation (Harvey 

and Kou, 2013). In fact, the people’s mutual contributions (e.g., expressing ideas, responding and 

building on others’ contributions), reflect people’s attention and engagement, and trigger the 

emergence of new knowledge, that is, knowing in practice (Amin and Roberts, 2008; Cook and 

Brown, 1999).  

Unlike sequential solo and group ideation, collective ideation is interdependent. Thus, no one 

individual determines the course of action or the outcome. In contrast, people’s situated contributions 

(Choi, Sung and Cho, 2014; Harvey, 2014; Harvey and Kou, 2013; John-Steiner, 2000) determine 

what is actualized (Woodman et al., 1993), and the outcome of the ideation results in the interwoven 

contributions of multiple individuals and is, therefore, a collectively composed and shared solution. 

Thus, collective ideation increases the likelihood that people engage in the creative process and the 

shared outcome.  
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As the peoples’ intense interaction is central for collective ideation (e.g. Sawyer and deZutter, 

2009), groups’ social interaction and affective state become specifically important. Namely, it is not 

only the voiced ideas of others but also non-verbal and mutual communication (gestures and others’ 

behavior), individuals’ intuition and perceptions of other persons affective state (passion and 

enthusiasm), and environmental aspects (voices and atmosphere) that influence people’s 

contributions and thus, joint creation.  

Overall, collective ideation is an emergent and unconstrained process rather than a 

predictable process, as it relies on people’s mutual communication, interaction, and situated actions 

for a shared course. Thus, collective ideation is open to atypical connections of ideas and knowledge, 

and any contribution can open up new directions for a common creative achievement.  

 

Fostering collective ideation: insights from collective improvisation 

As collective ideation is a different kind of process compared to cognition-based ideation, it 

demands a specific kind of stimulation. In contrast to various techniques and tools (e.g., 

Brainstorming or Lateral thinking) that are often used to stimulate ideation, it is appropriate to look 

closely at the underlying aspects of collective ideation, that is, the practices through which sufficient 

circumstances and space for interaction and interpersonal connectivity among people could be 

enabled. Then, these underlying aspects are likely to foster the central processes of collective creation 

identified by Harvey (2014): collective attention, building on similarities within different 

perspectives, and enacting ideas to address cognitive, social and affective aspect of joint creation. 

Thus, facilitation of collective ideation should consider stimulation of not only cognitive but also 

social and affective aspects of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Nisula and Kianto, 2018). 

As very few approaches for facilitating collective ideation exist, we draw from collective 

theatrical improvisation, which is probably the most collective and dynamic form of human 

interaction and creativity. Theatrical improvisation serves well as a model for social and emergent 

collective ideation, because it is highly collective, grounded by interdependence, mutual attention and 

support, shared responsibility and leadership, ensemble, and building on others’ contributions 

(Koppett, 2001; Sawyer and deZutter, 2009; Spolin, 1977), which are characteristics of any collective 

creation. In addition, the collective processes identified by Harvey (2014) are involved in collective 

theatrical improvisation. Collective attention, real-time alertness, is the core of collective 

improvisation (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009; Spolin, 1977), in which participants are alert to, recognize 

others’ contributions, and respond to them. In other words, collective improvisation is building on 

others’ contributions, which simultaneously builds a shared creative performance, the future of which 

is still open. This can refer to building on similarities presented by Harvey (2014), in a sense that in 
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improvisation people accept others contribution, agree with it, and make ad hoc decisions to respond 

and add to it. Certainly, synergistic creativity (Harvey, 2014, 2013) is differentiated from collective 

improvisation in a sense that in synergistic creativity people have more time to explore and 

communicate similarities. Further, in collective improvisation ideas become enacted when they are 

considered and integrated into performance, that is, into the chain of contributions of diverse actors.  

The collective improvisation is grounded by play, like joy, associating, mishaps, and seeing 

mishaps as sources of creativity (Koppett, 2001; Spolin, 1979), which can foster social, cognitive, 

and affective aspects of collective ideation. Scholars present that play can foster interaction and 

relationships (Huizinga, 1949; Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006), joy and enthusiasm (Ekvall, 1996), 

and the well-being of the group (Huizinga, 1949; Roos and Roos, 2006), which are socio-emotional 

aspects that are less addressed in cognition-focused idea generation. Play also foster thinking within 

(i.e., imagining, constructing together, and communicating) and demonstration of embodied 

knowledge in action (Roos and Roos, 2006), which is central for collective ideation. In addition, play 

can stimulate cognition and fosters making novel distinctions (Barry and Meisiek, 2010), as well as 

experiments to transfer ideas into action (Dodgson, Salter and Gann, 2005). As play is about 

engagement, and becoming a part of the experience of play (Gadamer, 1989; Huizinga, 1949), it 

reflects engagement among the group members. This is specifically important for people’s 

engagement in others’ ideas in collective ideation.  As an engagement, play can stimulate individuals’ 

cognitive, affective, and motivational dimensions of the task, while in a diversion play can stimulate 

the social and interpersonal dynamics that encourage creativity (Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006). 

Finally, collective improvisation can transcend established social behaviors and practices to 

enable new organization (Hjort, 2004, 2005) and room for creativity (Nisula and Kianto, 2018). This 

is because collective improvisation relies on people playing without a script under unfolding mutual 

support and interaction (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009; Spolin, 1977), which is simultaneously a social 

and evolving practice, an unfolding process and a performance. Thus, improvisation is a shift from 

habitual thinking and behavior (Moorman and Miner, 1998) to moving between opposites (Montuori, 

2003) and means and ends (Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006), which are also characteristics of play 

(Huizinga, 1949).  

 

 

ASSIGNMENT FOR FOSTERING COLLECTIVE IDEATION  

 

Assignment design principles   

 In this section, we describe the key principles that are the basis of the design of collective 

ideation assignment. The assignment for collective ideation aims to resemble collective 

improvisation, which occurs without a script in interactions between participants. We believe that 
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such circumstances enable and support collaborative emergence (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009) and 

collective synergistic creativity (Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Harvey, 2013, 2014), and support 

collective processes, such as interdependence, collective attention, enacting ideas, and building on 

similarities, which are involved in collective improvisation and collective ideation. Thus, collective 

ideation is fast, which triggers spontaneity and helps to deviate from conventional social practices 

and habitual behavior (e.g. Moorman and Miner, 1998) and it thereby builds room for the enacted 

collective processes in situ among the group members.  

The given task/problem is challenging, atypical and imaginative (with atypical ingredients), 

and it demands a high level of creativity and intense collaboration among group members. Scholars 

present that a specific or challenging goal stimulates ideation (Litchfield, Fan and Brown, 2011; 

Locke and Latham, 1990), which can be stated, for example, by the instruction “be creative” 

(Harrington, 1975; Litchfield Fan and Brown, 2011; Shalley, 1991). In addition, the assignment of 

the task is open, which is found to foster creativity. Open problems provide freedom for group to 

discover and identify the problem and think creatively (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Grawitch, Munz and 

Kramer, 2003; James, Clarks and Cropanzano, 1999; Sawyer and deZutter, 2009) and to adjust the 

problem from the point of view of group members’ specific interests,  knowledge, and perspectives 

(Grawitch, Munz and Kramer, 2011). This is likely to stimulate group members’ commitment and 

collective attention and the emergence of new knowledge. Further, the task involves a pitch, 

presenting a shared outcome for the audiences, which is likely to increase group members’ 

engagement in shared collective ideation. As the group’s task is to create a single shared idea for a 

specific target group, they need to consider the usefulness of their idea for the target group and for 

investors, which refers to the important and often ignored prosocial aspect of creativity. Thus, when 

people in ideation focus on goals for others’ benefit (i.e., prosocial aspects) it may foster the 

usefulness of the ideas (Grant and Perry, 2011).   

The imaginative character of the given task/problem aims to nurture playfulness and socio-

emotional aspects of collective ideation. Play is about creativity (Dodgson, Salter and Gann, 2005; 

Huizinga, 1949; Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006), and it can foster cognitive, social and affective 

aspects of interaction, and the development of collective group processes. Specifically, the 

playfulness comes from the imaginative assignment and by using unconventional combination of 

elements in the task. We assume that in a spontaneous interaction with unfamiliar partner people have 

less time and opportunity to judge themselves and their thoughts (ideas). Instead, they have to be open 

minded, alert, listen, and respond to the other person’s suggestions. 

The groups involve people who are unfamiliar with each other, to support collective 

emergence and to increase the likelihood of diversity. When group members do not know each other 
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from the past, they do not have expectations for the other person, predetermined roles or hierarchies, 

or shared stable practices. In research, diversity is associated positively with group performance 

(Nemeth, 1986; Paulus and Yang, 2000), creativity, and innovation (Bantel and Jackson, 1989; 

Harrison and Klein, 2007). Diversity in knowledge fosters building novel links and associative 

connections between previously unrelated aspects (Bartunek, Gordon and Weathersby, 1983; Cohen 

and Levinthal, 1994) and increases the likelihood of synergistic creativity (Harvey and Kou, 2013; 

Kurtzberg and Amabile, 2000) and an outstanding outcome (Simonton, 1999). However, scholars 

also show mixed findings (Guzzo and Dickson, 1996; Harrison and Klein, 2007; Van Knippenberg 

and Schippers, 2007). For example, Harvey (2013) found that diversity in perspectives stimulates 

idea generation but hinders idea convergence.   

In this study, the assignment involved sketching within ideation, as well as in presenting the 

final solution, that is, an idea for the audience. Harvey (2014) presents that collective ideation is 

stimulated by enacting ideas, for example, through sketching with pictures, stories, performances 

(Nisula et al., 2015; Oikarinen and Kallio, 2012; Phillips, 1995), or making prototypes (Hargadon, 

2002). Ideating by sketching makes knowledge and others’ perspectives visible to others, and enables 

group members to seek a shared view by playing with ideas and building on others’ contributions and 

thus, create new knowledge.   

 

 

The procedure for collective ideation    

We next describe the procedure for collective ideation. There are four steps: group formation, 

assignment for collective ideation, pitch, and evaluation. (Appendix I gives a more detailed 

description of the assignment.) 

Group formation: In the group formation step, the participants are grouped into groups of 

two to five people, so that they are strangers to each other (they do not know each other or they have 

not worked together in the past, which increases the likelihood of diversity in a group and fosters the 

emergence of novel and unfolding interaction among group members.  

  The assignment for collective ideation: First, the groups are assigned to ideate collectively a 

product, process, or service idea for the target group based on three random words: 1) Object/artefact, 

2) Activity (what the solution does), and 3) Target group (users for whom the group generates the 

product/service). Each group has different words. Second, the groups are assigned to illustrate their 

idea (solution) on paper.  
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 Figure 1: Collective ideation procedure.  

 

    

  Pitch: Third, the groups are assigned to pitch their solution to the audience (class) in order to 

get funding for further development of the idea. In real life, the audience could be possible investors.   

Crowd evaluation: Each solution is evaluated by the crowd after each pitch, so that each 

participant evaluates each group’s solution independently (excluding the participant’s own group 

solution) with a structured evaluation form, with the following items (scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 

(“very”): How creative is the group’s solution (novelty)? How insightful is the group’s solution 

(outstanding)? How clear is the group’s solution (understandable)? Would you invest in this idea 

(usefulness, that is, the solution has potential for further development, and I am ready to fund it and 

therefore, encourage the group to develop it further)? These items align with well-known criteria for 

creative outcomes: novelty, usefulness (e.g. McKinnon, 1962).  

 

 

 

1.  
Group 

formation  

 The facilitators group participants into groups of two to 
five people, so that they are strangers to each other (they do 
not know each other from the past or they have not worked 
together previously).  

 

2. 
Assignment 

  
Collective ideation of the product, process, or service idea 

from given incredients (three words) for the target group  
Sketching and illustrating solution  
 

 

3.  
Pitch 

 

Group pitches their solution for the audience (class), which 
acts as possible producers or investors in a real-life case.  

 

 

4. 
Evaluation 

 
Crowd evaluation (objective) of the groups' solution. Each 

class member evaluates pitched groups solutions 
independently (excluding her or his own group's solution). 
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Figure 1. Sample of the given incidental ingredients for the assignment. 

 

    

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE COLLECTIVE IDEATION 

  

To illustrate the use of collective ideation, we report its implementation in thirteen distinct cases. 

In each case, we created sufficient circumstances for collective ideation with the following principles 

and organization: First, we grouped people who did not previously know each other into pairs (groups 

of two persons). The dyad is the simplest target for studying interpersonal dynamics (Bakeman and 

Beck, 1974). Second, the task of the pair was to ideate collectively an idea or business concept from 

incidental and imaginary ingredients and then to pitch the groups’ shared idea to the audience. Third, 

the duration for collective ideation was short and limited (25 to 30 min). Overall, the assignment and 

organization of the collective ideation aim to foster the collective process of ideation.  

 

Data collection and analysis 

We collected data from the collective ideation cases via open survey questions. The participants 

responded voluntarily to the survey. Specifically, the three open questions in the survey constitute the 

data for this study. In the open survey questions, we captured participants’ experiences with collective 

ideation with the question, “How did you experience the collective ideation event?” The second open 

question asked about the possible utilization of this kind of ideation event: “Where would you use this 

kind of event?” The third open question requested open comments and feedback. In addition, the 

experiences of scholars (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994) and the feedback discussions after each collective 

ideation case directed the interpretation of the data. For the present study, we analyzed data from the 

perspective of the research question.   
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We adopted qualitative content analysis (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016) to analyze the open 

survey questions, which is appropriate when the quantification of the data is not the goal and when 

the categorization of the codes needs flexibility and movement between data and theory. NVivo 12 

software was used to support the analysis. First, the data were categorized into broader themes, which 

were then analyzed in more detail by labeling the first-round codes with a data-driven manner. Then, 

the content of the codes was defined, and the first-round codes were collected under similar contents. 

The code maps are displayed in Appendix III and Appendix IV. 

Until now, the assignment for collective ideation was implemented as a dyadic ideation in 

thirteen distinct cases in 2013–2018 (Appendix II). Altogether, 440 participants were involved in the 

collective ideation, of whom 369 responded to the survey. The participants are adult working 

university students (N=235) and employees of three large organizations (N=134). 

Of the respondents, 61.0% (N=225) were female and 35.8% (N=132) male (3.3% (N=12 were 

missing values). In terms of educational attainment, the distribution of the respondents was as follows: 

1.4% (N=5) comprehensive school, 6.8% (N=25) vocational degree, 4.9% (N=18) matriculation 

examination, 76.4% (N=282) academic degree (Master’s degree or higher), and 7.0% (26) other 

education (3.5% (N=13 were missing values). The age distribution was as follows: 18.5% (N=57) 

were younger than 30 years old, 55.86% (N=206) were between 31 and 50 years old, 23.8% (N=88) 

were between 51 and 60 years, and 3.8% (N=14) were older than 60 years old (1.1% (N=4 were 

missing values).  

 

FINDINGS 

 

The findings show that the collective ideation facilitation yielded mainly positive experiences 

and feelings among the participants, without ignoring a few contradictory experiences and feelings.  

 

Affective aspects of collective ideation: emotionally positive experiences 

We found that collective ideation yielded mainly positive experiences, which were 

categorized under constructs: emotionally positive experiences, new and fresh experiences, and 

expanding experiences (Appendix III). The largest category was emotionally positive experiences, 

such as fun, nice, inspiring, great, pleasurable, and interesting (Appendix III). Sample quotes are 

“Great fun”, it was nice”, “Inspiring”, “Great”, and “Enjoyable”. All these expressions (words) and 

experiences reflect experienced play and positive affect, and show that the developed collective 

ideation really fosters affective aspects of collective ideation. The second largest group of positive 

expressions yielded new and fresh experiences (refreshing, different, variation, new, and surprising) 
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for the respondents. Sample quotes are “Different way to ideate and make impossible possible”, 

“Energizing”, and “Awesome”. The third group of experiences was collected under the title 

“Expanding experiences”, which includes concepts such as breaking boundaries, creative thinking, 

and liberating. Sample quotes are “triggers thinking”, “eye-opening, “out of the box”, and “Creative 

– let it go, fly!”  

We also found contradictory experiences, as a few single respondents considered collective 

ideation difficult. For respondents who are not familiar with creative work or consider themselves 

non-creative, it might be difficult to throw themselves into fast collective ideation with an unfamiliar 

other. Expressions such as, “Creativity and innovation is not my strength” and “It was difficult, 

because you are not familiar with creativity – needs exercising” illustrate respondents’ experiences. 

Another reason for unpleasant experiences was the unpleasant group work, as the following quotes 

illustrates: “It was alone ideation!” and “We must have been on different wavelength, or at least we 

could not connect (at the cognitive level). As a human she is certainly ok”. This reflects that the social 

interaction and related dynamics between the participating individuals did not work, and collective 

ideation did not occur. In addition, one respondent noted, “This kind of task does not fit me, because 

I always need to get acquainted well with the issue at hand”. In line, sample quotes “Boring” and 

“Foolish”, illustrate unpleasant experiences.  

 

Social aspects of collective ideation: interaction and collaboration  

We found that collective ideation fosters interaction and collaboration in multiple ways. It 

fostered communication and led to good conversations, broke barriers between persons, and 

stimulated interaction. Sample quotes, “It led us to good conversation”, “Communicative and 

egalitarian” It was even easier to start working with an unknown person than it sometimes tend to be 

with known person”, and “It’s a great way to broke barriers between persons and inside group”, 

illustrate how the collective ideation was experienced by the respondents. In addition, collective 

ideation fostered people’s mutuality and engagement in collective ideation, as the following samples 

show: “It forced me to throw into ideation and innovation with a positive way”, “We encouraged each 

other”, “We were very good team and inspired each other. It seemed as if we have been working 

together for years”, and “It showed how easy it can be to find a shared practice and language”. The 

findings show that the dyads developed collective practices to encourage each other and build on each 

other’s contributions in a very short interaction through collective ideation. It also stimulated 

socialization and connectivity as people got to know each other: “This is a fun way to get to know 

new people and generate new ideas”. The expression “It kept well the attention” indicates the group 

members were engaged in collective ideation. 
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Cognitive aspects of collective ideation 
 

 In addition, we found that collective ideation fostered creative thinking among the respondents: 

“triggers thinking”, “brainstorming” “out of the box”, and “This really get your creativity going”. It 

also stimulated collective creativity among people who considered themselves less creative, as the 

following samples show: “I thought I wasn't creative, but in collaboration with another you may be” 

and “Ideation together flows better than ideation alone”. This experience was also expressed in 

reflective discussions conducted after each co-creation event.  

 Finally, we found that collective ideation made people’s knowledge and skills accessible to 

others, of which the following quotes are examples: “This co-creation event demonstrated well mine 

and my team member’s ability to start working quickly and exchange ideas boldly without knowing 

her personality”, “You can learn about other person quite a lot in short time”, “Counterpart can be 

surprisingly innovative”, and “You learn to know other persons’ logic of thinking, which helps 

communication”. In addition to others’ knowledge becoming accessible, the participants became 

aware of their own hidden abilities through collective ideation: “I learned to make a decision within 

a short time of period.”  

 

Collective processes 

  Our findings also show, that collective ideation and its organization yielded collective 

processes among the dyads. Participants worked in mutual relationships, supported each other, build 

on each others’ contributions. Collective ideation helped to throw and engage into collective ideation. 

It helped in building shared understanding, shared practices and language, and directed attention to 

shared solution. (Appendix V) 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The present study understood ideation as a collective phenomenon and introduced a novel 

method for stimulating collective ideation. Thus, the study highlights the importance of the social and 

affective aspects of collective ideation and creativity, aspects that have received less attention in 

cognition-focused ideation and facilitation of ideation specifically. As collective ideation occurs in 

interactions between people, in which novel ideas emerge, the social and affective aspects of 

creativity deserve more attention. To our knowledge, this view is novel and among the first aiming 

to foster ideation as a collective phenomenon through improvisation. We next discuss the theoretical 

and managerial contributions of the study and suggest avenues for future studies.   



 

14 

 

 

Theoretical contribution 

The present study contributes to the research on creativity and ideation by addressing the 

research gap in the current understanding of collective ideation and if fostering ideation as a collective 

phenomenon.  

The study contributes to the knowledge creation theory (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka 

and Toyama, 2003) by presenting collective ideation as knowledge creation, which simultaneously is 

an unfolding social setting and an enacted collective practice. The interaction between people is vital 

for collective knowledge creation and ideation specifically, because it is the primary source of 

creativity and new knowledge (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009). Consequently, similar to knowledge 

creation, collective ideation is better understood as a process occurring as an evolving social setting 

(Nonaka and Toyama, 2003; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009) and a collective practice (Orlikowski, 

2009), which enables a new organization (Hjort, 2005) and space (Nonaka and Toyama, 2003) for 

new knowledge to emerge. Thus, the present study acknowledges the view that each creative process 

is unique (Elsbach and Kramer, 2003; Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Hjort, 2004; Nemeth, 1997; 

Nonaka and Toyama, 2003; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009), which results from a collectively enacted 

interaction among group members.  

By viewing collective ideation as grounded by play through collective improvisation, the 

present study highlights the affective and social aspects of collective ideation and knowledge creation, 

aspects that have received less attention in facilitation of ideation. More specifically, as play is 

essentially about creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, 1999), and becoming as a part (engaging) of 

experience (Huizinga, 1949) the role of play in collective ideation is vital. Play reflects collectively 

enacted practices, processes, and atmosphere, which together create unique spaces for creativity 

(Elsbach and Kramer, 2003; Nonaka and Toyama, 2003; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009). The 

empirical findings show that collective ideation stimulates affective (emotional experiences) and 

social (interaction, communication) aspects of collective ideation. Thus, collective ideation as an 

interpersonal and playful activity, rather than as a sequential idea treatment process, enables 

situational collective processes, which may raise unconventional connections and new knowledge 

from the interaction between people.  

While presenting ideation as a collective endeavor, the study adds to the research on collective 

creativity (Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Harvey, 2014; Harvey and Kou, 2013; Sawyer and deZutter, 

2009). More specifically, this study contributes to research on creative synthesis (Harvey, 2014) by 

presenting that creative synthesis and integration of group members’ knowledge, creativity, and 

perspectives can occur fast through playful interaction and collective improvisation. While doing so, 
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it stimulates groups’ creative potential and generation of new knowledge, and builds moments of 

collective creativity (Hargadon and Bechky, 2006) and serves well the generation of novel and 

outstanding insights specifically. Collective ideation shares similarities with synergistic creativity 

(Harvey, 2013; 2014; Harvey and Kou, 2013) by acknowledging the view that group members target 

their attention to build a single shared outcome by integrating the knowledge, creativity, and 

perspectives of group members (Harvey, 2014). Collective ideation is differentiated from synergistic 

creativity, by being fast and spontaneous ideation, rather than a process of thorough synthesis in 

which group members seek similarities to build on for a shared outcome (Harvey, 2014). Thus, 

collective ideation is a novel and different process with specific goals compared to creative synthesis 

(Harvey, 2014) and convergent creativity (Harvey, 2013). In this sense, collective ideation can be 

presented as collective brainstorming, as well.  

According to Harvey (2014), the challenge of collective creativity is that group members do 

not necessarily recognize and engage in others’ ideas. This kind of pro-social behavior is the 

cornerstone of any collective, like collective improvisation (Sawyer and deZutter, 2009; Spolin, 

1979), and this study suggests that with conscious organization and facilitation collective ideation 

can be directed to support people’s mutuality and interaction. When people are assigned to generate 

a shared single outcome within limited time, it is likely that they pay attention to and recognize others’ 

ideas and to build on them. In other words, in collective ideation, no one owns ideas; instead, ideas 

are single contributions to build a shared creative outcome (idea concept). This kind of ideation is 

different from most ideation approaches (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987, 1991; Osborn, 1953; Paulus and 

Yang, 2000).  

Further, the present study contributes to the research on convergent creativity (Harvey, 2013) 

by suggesting that collective ideation as an interdependent, social, and affective process is one kind 

of convergent creative process. In collective ideation, participants make decisions collectively in situ 

about the direction and actualization of the ideas (Choi et al., 2014; Harvey, 2014; Harvey and Kou, 

2013; John-Steiner, 2000; Woodman et al., 1993), while striving toward a shared outcome. In such a 

process, idea generation, building on others’ contributions, and evaluation of ideas occur in 

interactions between people in action, which refers to a convergent creative process.  

Finally, the study extends our understanding of collective ideation and importantly contributes 

to research on group idea generation (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987; Nijstad et al., 2002; Osborn, 1953) by 

presenting ideation as a collective process, which is different from group processes focused on 

divergent and convergent thinking and sequential idea treatment activities. Thus, viewing ideation as 

a collective process contributes to the challenges of group ideation, because it is likely that until now 

identified challenges in group idea generation (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987, 1991; Nijstad and Stroebe, 



 

16 

 

2006; Oldman and Baer, 2012) may reflect specific kinds of groups, idea generation processes, and 

desired outcomes (quantity of ideas). Thus, understanding ideation as a collective process transcends 

our understanding of group ideation in terms of the processes, goals, and outcomes.  

 

 

Practical contribution 

The practical contribution of the present study relies on the introduction of a novel method 

for fostering collective ideation as not only a cognitive but also a social and affective phenomenon.  

 The collective ideation assignment and organization embed several aspects that previous 

researchers have found foster idea generation, group creativity, and collective creativity specifically: 

the openness of the problem (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; James, Clarks and Cropanzano, 1999; Sawyer 

and deZutter, 2009; Unsworth, 2002), a challenging goal (Litchfield, Fan and Brown, 2011; Locke 

and Latham, 1990), time limits (Osborn, 1953; Sawyer and deZutter, 2009), diversity of the group 

composition (Cohen and Levinthal, 1994; Harrison and Klein, 2007; Paulus and Yang, 2000), and 

playfulness (Dodgson, Salter and Gann, 2005; Huizinga, 1949; Mainemelis and Ronson, 2006). As 

the facilitation presented in this study is mainly embed in the assignment, it refers to a process-based 

approach (Harvey, 2014) for fostering collective ideation. In other words, it aims to build 

circumstances of collective improvisation and suggests that this type of circumstances with a 

sufficient assignment help the emergence of collective group processes and new knowledge from the 

interaction between people in situ. For example, the collective ideation assignment directs people’s 

attention to a shared single idea (outcome), which fosters collective processes of interaction, such as 

collective attention, building on others’ contributions, and enacting ideas.  

With conscious organization of the collective idea generation (content, assignment, time, and 

goal setting), the cognitive, social, and emotional (affective) aspects of collective ideation can be 

stimulated. As it is likely that the groups do not naturally work collectively, and they often face many 

challenges (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987, 1991; Nijstad and Stroebe, 2006; Oldman and Baer, 2012), this 

novel collective ideation method can serve groups that aim to achieve novel ideas by integrating 

knowledge of diverse participants in a novel manner. In other words, collective ideation fosters group 

members to put their knowledge and creativity to use for a shared and collective outcome. Likewise, 

collective ideation provides an effective way for organizations to foster integration of the knowledge 

and creativity of diverse members to create new knowledge. Collective ideation as presented in this 

study is a potential and novel way to foster collective knowledge creation and generation of novel 

ideas.  
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Further, managers and facilitators can use collective ideation in varied ways to boost 

generation of novel and outstanding ideas or solutions for various problems, such as product 

development. For example, when there is a need to solve problems of a particular target group (such 

as elderly people), collective ideation can be organized so that the all groups have the same target 

group (elderly people) and different other words (artefact and function). Thus, one collective ideation 

session can produce a large number of ideas for a specific group (elderly people). Another option is 

to use the same artefact for all groups and vary the other words, correspondingly. Then collective 

ideation produces a large number of ideas for a particular artefact within a short time.  

Overall, the present collective ideation could serve managers and facilitators throughout 

complex and emergent innovation or knowledge creation process. Specifically, the collective ideation 

is a flexible and fast way to shift perspective, orchestrate knowledge and human creativity in a 

situational and contextual manner, which is important in collaborative multi-partner innovations.   

In addition, as in collective ideation the emphasis is on stimulating social and affective 

aspects of human interaction, managers and facilitators can use this approach for various purposes 

and in many different situations. For example, it can be used to foster creativity and innovation, to 

integrate teams or units, HR development, team building, in daily work, and even to recruit new 

people, as our respondents suggested. As collective ideation highlights the social and affective aspects 

of interaction, it can be used as an ice-breaker and to transcend conventional and stable social 

practices and thus, in building space for creativity and novel solutions.   

 

CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

As creative outcomes are increasingly joint creations (Björk, 2012; Harvey, 2014; Sawyer 

and deZutter, 2009), the types of collaborations are increasingly varied in contemporary work life 

(Wagemen, Gardner and Mortenson, 2012). In addition, as each creative process is different (Elsbach 

and Kramer, 2003; Unsworth, 2001), there is a need for many approaches to support knowledge 

creation.  

To conclude, the present study suggests that by paying attention to the social and emotional 

aspects of collective ideation in situ and with the conscious organization of the collective idea 

generation (content, assignment, time, and goal setting), the likelihood that the group uses its creative 

potential fully and produces novel and outstanding ideas will increase. Thus, any creative situation 

can benefit from temporary transcendence of the social space and boundaries of knowledge or a shift 

to a creative zone. The major contribution of the study lies in the introduction of the collective ideation 

method and bases for it, and thereby this study adds to the literature on knowledge creation and 

collective creativity. In addition, the empirical findings based on implementation of the collective 
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ideation in several cases support our collective ideation design and show that it really stimulates 

interaction, emotional aspects state in a group, and idea generation, that is social, affective, and 

cognitive aspects of collective ideation. Thus, it can be useful for many types of knowledge creation.    

The present study has several limitations. First, the facilitation method is an important 

initiative for fostering collective ideation, which requires further development to face the real 

collective creative challenges and creative outcomes. In other words, the impact of the facilitation 

method for producing useful and implemented ideas has not yet been measured and studied. Thus, 

future studies could develop the method further and measure its impact in real knowledge creation 

and innovation cases. Currently, facilitation as a highly imaginative and playful assignment better 

serves as an ice-breaker, stimulating interaction and interpersonal dynamics and creating space for 

collective ideation. However, we consider this method a fruitful tool for producing outstanding ideas 

collectively, and therefore, valuable for particular knowledge creation situations. For example, this 

method could resemble circumstances of innovation camps or other ideation activities that aim to 

integrated diverse stakeholders (customers, external partners, etc.) in organizations’ innovation 

activities. Further, through the collective ideation, participant can learn about highly interdependent 

and collective creation, which is a less exercised and practiced form of creativity.  

Second, while presenting the implementation of collective ideation, we present results of 

dyadic ideation, which may differentiate from groups’ collective ideation. However, we first collected 

data from dyadic ideation, because it is the simplest group and enables study of interpersonal 

dynamics, that is, individual, interpersonal, and dyadic aspects of collective ideation. Then, we 

collected data from collective ideation within groups of three to five people, and the tentative findings 

regarding the participants’ experiences are similar to the findings from the dyadic ideation. Thus, 

future studies should focus on fostering collective ideation in different sizes and different kinds of 

groups.  

A third limitation could be the data collection, which mainly relied on open questions on a 

survey data. In future studies, dyadic or group collective ideation should be investigated by video or 

voice recording each dyad’s or group’s creative process, which enables study of the emergence of 

groups’ collective creative processes.  
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                                                                                                                                                                        APPENDIX I 
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ASSIGNMENT FOR COLLECTIVE IDEATION 

The task of your group is to create a business idea concept from incidental ingredients as described below.  

 

TASK 
PART I: IDEATION  

Duration 25–30 min  

 

You will get three random elements/words: 

1. Object/artefact 

2. Function 

3. Target group (users for whom you create the solution)  

These three words (elements) are ingredients for your ideation work, and all these 

elements need to be involved in your final solution in one way or another.  

 

IA: IDEATE AND CO-CREATE a product, process or service concept by using the 

object/artefact and function elements (words 1 and 2) for your target group or users 

(word 3). Be imaginative! 

IB: ILLUSTRATE AND PRESENT your idea on paper (pictures, sketch, text, etc.) 

and be prepared to pitch (explain and sell) it to the audience (class)—e.g., what the 

product or solution is, how it serves the target group, and what the business model is 

for commercializing it. Imagine, that you are seeking funding for your 

product/solution (€50 000) for further development and testing of your product and 

the related business model.  

 

PART II: PITCH 

In the pitch, describe and sell your solution to the audience (investors). Prepare a short 

presentation (2 min max) about your solution (by using sketches or other illustrations).  

 

Part III: CROWD EVALUATION  

Peer-to-peer (or crowd) evaluation according to instruction 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX II 

 
Table: Implemented collective ideation cases (2013–2017) 

 

 
 Case Year Participants Respondents Type *) 

1 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering) 2013 44 14 S 

2 Adult Working University Students/MBA  2013 15 9 S 

3 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering) 2013 28 27 S 

4 Working Adult University Students/Applied social sciences 2014 22 20 S 

5 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering) 2014 25 24 S 

6 City I/Large 2015 75 65 O 

7 City II/Large 2015 28 25 O 

8 University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering), International 2015 27 27 S 

9 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering) 2016 34 29 S 

10 Large Technology Company  2016 48 44 O 

 

11 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. 2017 35 29 S 

12 Adult Working University Students/MBA 2017 10 8 S 

13 Working Adult University Students/M.Sc. (Economics & Engineering)  2017 50 48 S 

 Total  441 369  

*S= Student case; O= Organization case 
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Table: Positive experiences                                                                                     APPENDIX 

III 
 2nd round concept  1st round concept Sample expressions 

POSITIVE 

EXPERIENCES 

Emotionally positive experience, playful, 

joy, fun, inspiring, pleasure   

Fun  “Fun”, “ lot of fun”, “great fun”,  

“Nice and fun co-creation event, 
usually people utilize humor to 

manage this kind of co-creation 

events”. 

 
 

Nice “Nice”, “nice co-creation event”, 

“it was nice”, “nice experience” 

Interesting  “Interesting”; “Interesting and 

creative! Some brilliant ideas can 

be triggered here!” 
 

Inspiring Inspiring 

Good/great  “Good,” “good co-creation 

event”, “great”;  
“The pitches part is really good. 

Really timely and helps to test 

and stimulate one's potential” 
“Well organized, it kept the 

attention well”. 

 

Pleasurable  “pleasurable experience”, 
“enjoyable”, “I like”, “I liked”, “I 

love this experience” 

New and fresh experience  Refreshing  
Different  

Variation  

New  
Surprising  

 “Variation from familiar work”, 
“Nice variation”, “I experienced 

this as new compared to on what 

I am familiar with”; “Awesome”;  
“Different way to ideate and 

make impossible possible” 

“Different exercise is good for 

you” 

”New co-creation event, new 

wonderful companionship”  
“Energizing” 

 

Expanding experiences Breaking boundaries 
Creative thinking 

Liberating  

First difficult – then inspiring  
 

“triggers thinking”; “eye-
opening”; “out of the box”; 

“open-minded”; “Breaking one’s 

boundaries”; “Stimulates 
thinking” “Creates thinking and 

how to sell quickly your items”; 

“Creative – let it go, fly!”; “First 
difficult – then I got inspired” 

CONTRADICTORY 

EXPERIENCES 

Unpleasant experiences  Difficult  “Difficult”, “Difficult (I am not 

familiar with this)” 

Not for me  
Too fast  

Didn’t like 

“I like larger groups”;  
 “We must have been on different 

wavelength, or at least we could 

not connect [at the cognitive 

level]. As a human she is 

certainly ok”.  

“We had too little time” 
“Boring – took too much time”, 

“a little bit foolish”,  

”Business oriented, not used in 
social and health care sector”. 
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Table: Social and cognitive aspects                                                                  APPENDIX IV 

 2nd round concept  1st round (concept)  Examples of expressions 

    

SOCIAL 

INTERACTION 

COMMUNICATION Communicative  

 

“Communicative”, “it lead us to 

a good conversation” “Supports 

familiarization”,  
“Communicative and 

egalitarian” 

“Led to good conversation” 

SOCIALIZATION Get to know each other  ”Interactive – I got to know a 
new person” 

“This is fun way to get to know 

new people and generate new 
ideas” 

  

TRANSCENDES INTERACTION Break barriers between people “It’s a great way to broke barriers 
between persons and inside 

group” 

 

Interactive  “It was even easier to start 
working with an unknown person 

than it sometimes tend to be with 

known person.” 
 

”Interactive….”  
 

TRUST Trust “You have to trust. You have to 

trust your creativity and your 

team members’ creativity”. 

  “new way to facilitate creativity 

and turn it into a product” 

COGNITON MAKES KNOWLEDE AND SKILLS VISIBLE Reveals skills ”I learned to make decision in 

short time of period” 

Reveals abilities “This co-creation event 

demonstrated well mine and my 

team member's ability to start 
working quickly and exchange 

ideas boldly without knowing her 

personality.” 
 

Brings knowledge and skills 

accessible 

”counterpart can be surprisingly 

innovative”,  

“You can learn about other 
person quite a lot in short time” 

“facilitates knowledge sharing 

and ideation. It gives a good 
feeling when shared idea is 

found”  

“It was great to change ideas wit 
someone unfamiliar to you” 

“You learn to know other 
persons’ logic of thinking, which 

makes communication easier”  

 

COLLECTIVE CREATIVITY Stimulates creativity “This can really get your 
creativity going”, I thought I 

wasn’t creative, but with 

collaboration with another you 
may be!”, 

“Thanks for remaining to be 

innovative and open mind!” 
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Table: Collective processes                                                                                APPENDIX V 

 
 2nd round concept  1st round (concept)  Examples of expressions 

COLLECTIVE 
PROCESSES 

ATTENTION Attention “It kept well attention” 

ENGAGEMENT INTO COLLECTIVE 

IDEATION 

Forces to throw into ideation  “A nice and positive way to force 

one into ideation and innovation”   

“It was nice to let ideas flow - we 
had very appreciative and 

humorous climate”  

”Effective in throwing into 
action and in opening group 

work”  

MUTUALITY  Support each other 

 
Building on others’ contributions 

“We encouraged each other”   

”point of view was broader and 
other person one said something 

other than what I had thought 

about and the ideas was further 
developed in my head” 

”We were very good team and 

inspired each other. It seemed as 
if we have been working together 

for years” 

 

SHARED VIEW Shared understanding “Showed, how easy it was to find 

a shared understanding” 

 
“Natural and fluent – it was easy 

to find a shared practice and 

language” 

COMMITMENT SHARED IDEA Shared outcome “it was good and creative 

solutions here made in the class” 

 
“given words were difficult, but 

we succeeded to invent nice 

solution” 
 

“new way to facilitate creativity 

and turn it into a product” 

 

 


	coveriblom
	Nisula and Blomqvist 2019 Understanding and fostering collective ideation    an improvisation based method

