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A B S T R A C T

The existing literature offers conflicting advice regarding the types of task instructions that increase the quality
of ideas during idea generation. Our research examines three types of task instructions: unbounded (participants
are asked to generate any ideas they want), suggestive (participants are asked to propose ideas that improve
current product benefits), and prohibitive (participants are asked to propose ideas that do not involve current
product benefits). We explore the effectiveness of these three types of task instructions in a field study involving
6406 ideas from eYeka, a global crowdsourcing platform. As compared to unbounded task instructions, we find
that suggestive task instructions are significantly related to lower idea originality, feasibility, and value. In
addition, we find that idea originality and value are statistically equivalent for unbounded and prohibitive task
instructions. Together, our results suggest that either unbounded or prohibitive task instructions should be used
when crowdsourcing innovative ideas.

1. Introduction

To generate ideas for successful new products, a growing number of
firms are using contests through web-based online platforms (Afuah and
Tucci, 2012; Bayus, 2013; Boudreau et al., 2011; Jeppesen and Lakhani,
2010; Mačiiuliené and Skaržauskienė, 2016; Palacios et al., 2016;
Piezunka and Dahlander, 2014). This creative technique, also called
crowdsourcing, enables firms to access ideas that might not reside
within their organizational boundaries (Howe, 2006).

Our study explores the formulation of task instructions in crowd-
sourcing. Our purpose is to explore what are the best task instructions
to increase the quality of crowdsourced ideas. Formulating the problem
to positively influence solution quality is the subject of intense debate
within the management community (for instance, see the debate be-
tween Von Hippel and Von Krogh, 2015 and Felin and Zenger, 2015;
Baer et al., 2013; Natalicchio et al., 2017; Newell and Simon, 1972;
Simon, 1973). This topic is exacerbated due to the large number of
online idea generation platforms. Participants in such platforms are
increasingly exposed to a multitude of different task instructions. Fur-
thermore, the task instructions often represent the only interaction that
the organizers have with the participants. Broadcasting a meaningful
task instruction is thus crucial to attract the best ideas from external
contributors.

Prior research on task formulation has flourished in the tournament-
based crowdsourcing literature (Afuah and Tucci, 2012; Coco and

Comacchio, 2016; Jeppesen and Lakhani, 2010; Lüttgens et al., 2014;
Piller and West, 2014; Wang et al., 2018). While researchers have
considered how to cope with the organizational issues of problem for-
mulation (Lyles and Mitroff, 1980; Sieg et al., 2010; Spradlin, 2012;
Von Krogh et al., 2012; Zheng et al., 2011), however, much uncertainty
still exists about how to formulate task instructions to increase the
quality of submitted ideas. In particular, our research addresses three
main limitations of prior literature.

First, one frequent recommendation is to include the objective
evaluation criteria of the expected solution into the task instructions
(Ghezzi et al., 2017; Sieg et al., 2010). Unfortunately, because many
ideation tasks are open-ended and ill-structured (Rittel and Webber,
1973; Terwiesch and Xu, 2008), such criteria do not exist and cannot be
indicated into the task instructions (Jeppesen and Lakhani, 2010).

Second, there is still limited agreement if information should be
included in task instructions to support the participants' creativity. One
research stream supports the view that task instructions should be un-
bounded in order to let participants free to generate all ideas they have
in mind (Harrington, 1975; Katz and Poag, 1979; Paulus et al., 2011;
Runco and Okuda, 1991; Shalley, 1995). Other research suggests the
opposite, i.e., the boundaries of the task instructions should be specified
with some information to better channel participants' creativity. The
inclusion of some constraint is assumed to help participants move be-
yond the common ideas that readily come to mind. In particular, there
are frequently two types of such bounded task instructions in online
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