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My Research Executes 

Field Experiments in 

Innovation and 

Crowdsourcing 



The Longitude Prize  
1714 - Up to £20,000 

The Duomo - Florence 
1418 - Up to 2,000 Florins 

Invention of Food Canning 
1800 - Up to 12,000 Francs 

Crowds are an Historically Important Alternative 
Institution for Driving Innovation.... 



Ansari X-Prize – Space Travel 
1996 – $10,000,000 

Local Motors – Car Design 
2008 – Over 35000 Submits 

....Currently Popular as Well..... 

Netflix Prize - Movie Rec. 
2006 - 2009  

 Over 5000 Teams - $1M 



The Basic Underlying Belief 

“No Matter Who You Are 

Most of the Smartest 

People Work for Someone 

Else” 

 

Bill Joy 

(Sun Microsystems, BSD Unix, Java) 



Are Crowds Smarter than Harvard 

Medical School? 

Objective: Improve on NIH MegaBlast algorithm for 

nucleotide sequence alignment for immunogenomics 

Experiment: Generate and evaluate external solver 

participation in development of gene-sequencing tools 

applied to immunoglobulin and antibody genomics   

Two week long competition - $2000 prize pot x 3 on 

TopCoder.com 



Contest Results Shows the 

Discovery of Extreme Value 

Outcomes Relatively Quickly 
122 coders submitted 654 

submissions 

34 coders exceeded state of the 

art by 102 - 105 

89 different approaches to solve 

problem identified 

Winners from Russia, France, 

Egypt, Belgium & US 

Annotate 10 million sequences 

in < 3 mins; Quarter billion 

sequences in ~ 1 hour on laptop 



Contest to Solve Highly Complex 

Analytics Problem 



Broad Engagement  

(459 Competitors & 2000 Code Submissions)  



Broad Engagement (459 Competitors & 

2000 Code Submissions) & High 

Performance 
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The Challenge of Novel Evaluating Novel Ideas  

(HMS Data- Randomized Experiment on Evaluation of Scientific Data) 



 

Innovation problem requires 

cumulative knowledge building 

and aggregation of diverse 

inputs 

Contributions range from mix 

& match to co-production with 

modular tasks and functions 

Informal, norms-based 

governance 

Communities/Collaboration 

“Crowds” Can Be Organized as Contests or Communities 
(Boudreau & Lakhani 2013; King and Lakhani 2013) 

 

Innovation problem requires 

diversity of approaches and 

broad experimentation 

Sponsor not sure what 

combination of skills and 

approaches might be useful in 

solution generation 

Clear rules for participation 

and winning 

Contests/Competition 



Crowds Enable Discovery of Extreme 

Values Through Lots of Entry and 

Diversity in Participation Pool 



Diversity of Approaches in Solving 

the X-Prize Automotive Challenge 



Diversity of Participants in X-Prize 

Automotive Challenge 



What Motivates People to 

Participate in Crowd Work? 



Cash, Job Market Signals, 

Community Prestige 

Extrinsic 

Fun, Enjoyment, Learning, 

Autonomy, Taste 

Intrinsic 

Community Belonging, Identity 

Prosocial 



When Do Crowds Don’t Work? 



Missing Governance 

Incentives Mismatch 

Task Interdependence 



Avi Kremer ’06 & Section Mates 

Establish Prize4Life First Prize-Based 

Medical Research Foundation for ALS 



Tom Hulme ’07 Establishes OpenIDEO 

to Drive Social Innovation Challenges 

with Community (>90,000 Members) 



Jay Rogers ’07 - 

Establishes Local Motors 

to Crowdsource 

Automobiles 



Crowds Are Now Available on 

Demand 



Thanks! 

 

k@hbs.edu | 

@klakhani 


