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1. Introduction 

In recent years, Denmark has experienced lower economic growth than have the countries to which 

Denmark usually compares (Erhvervsministeriet, 2018). Innovation is considered important for 

economic growth opportunities as innovation may contribute to the competitiveness of 

organizations (Cantwell, 2005). Accordingly, there is an increasing focus on innovation and new 

technologies driving productivity growth as well as on companies’ opportunities for differentiation 

and competitive advantage. In addition, more and more organizations actively use new technologies 

such as social media for innovation and idea generation, also termed ideation, in collaboration with 

external or internal stakeholders (Beretta, Björk & Magnusson, 2018; Networked Business 

Factbook, 2013).  

In 2014, and in relation to a research project conducted at VIA University College, I 

interviewed a variety of internal social media (ISM) managers from diverse organizations such as 

Lego, Grundfos and Oracle about their perceptions of the role of ISM in relation to employee 

collaboration in global virtual teams. Particularly one ISM role appeared to be significant among 

several of these organizations, and that was ISM applied as a platform for online employee ideation. 

Lego, as an example, has for several years collaborated with “Adult Fans of Lego” where adult 

Lego customers in brand communities or in open innovation communities have contributed with 

their own ideas for new Lego products or with suggestions for improvements or new ways of 

building the Lego blocks (Antorini, Muñiz, & Askildsen, 2012; Antorini & Muñiz 2013). In 2014, 

Lego took this external and open innovation approach to also embrace an internal dimension which 

included their employees. Since then, all employees at Lego have access to “Lego Inside Ideas”, an 

ISM platform specifically developed for employees to suggest new product ideas and 

improvements, and to comment on and develop their colleagues’ idea suggestions. Thus, Lego 

employees are invited to generate ideas on ISM with one another internally in the organization in 
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the same way as their customers or fans are generating ideas on a social media platform open to 

external audiences. 

Against this background, I started to wonder about several dynamics of employee ideation on 

ISM. By dynamics, I understand the interactive processes that emerge from and influence the 

generation of ideas on ISM. My assumption was that employees are busy solving their core tasks 

during a working day, and when being invited to contribute with idea suggestions and comments on 

ISM in addition to their day-to-day work duties, employees might feel that this would take too 

much time away from their regular job (cf. Simonsson, 2002). Consequently, do organizations 

actually benefit from inviting all employees to generate ideas on ISM and does it actually matter to 

the organizations? Moreover, I wondered if employees would actually respond positively to this 

invitation of generating ideas with one another on ISM, since ISM in itself is not enough when it 

comes to facilitate employee participation in generating ideas online or changing communication 

patterns or structures in organizations (cf. Beretta et al., 2018; Heide, 2016). I also wondered in 

what way employees would actually communicate about ideas on a new online communication 

platform, such as ISM, since ISM arguably both affords and constrains organizational members’ 

ability to accomplish certain types of organizational activities (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). Moreover, 

it can be reasoned that the close and complex psychological relationship between employees and 

their employer organization (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011) may influence employees’ 

communication and interaction on ISM while generating ideas online.  

Generating ideas is assumed key to innovation (van den Ende, Frederiksen & Prencipe, 2015; 

Björk, Di Vincenzo, Magnusson & Mascia, 2011). Although ideas may constitute an important part 

of all innovation processes, an idea is not necessarily an innovation. Rather, ideas may constitute 

important raw material for innovation (Bergendahl, Magnusson & Björk, 2015). Ideation comprises 

complex processes within innovation at the front end where ideas are generated, further developed 
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and then finally selected or rejected (Khurana & Rosenthal 1998). In this dissertation, employee 

ideation on ISM is comprehended as complex internal employee communication processes and 

defined as the multi-vocal dialogues among a crowd of employees that take place across an 

organization on an internal web-based communication platform which may allow or constrain 

employees to suggest ideas, and/or to react to the ideas of others by agreeing to, objecting to, 

developing, re-combining, or creating new ideas potentially beneficial to their workplace. 

Consequently, employee ideation is employee communication, and it is communication about 

innovative ideas. Exploring employee ideation from a communication perspective is therefore key 

to understanding the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM.  

It is already recognized that employee communication about ideas on ISM for innovation is 

important (Aten & Thomas, 2016; Linke & Zerfass, 2011; Madsen, 2016; Stieger, Matzler, 

Chatterjee  & Ladstaetter-Fussenegger, 2012). Nevertheless, it is argued that the implications of 

communication for the innovation process in general has only attracted little attention in both theory 

and practice. A reason for this may be that innovation managers and other technology-driven 

managers lack fundamental knowledge of communication processes (Zerfass, 2005). In a similar 

vein, only few scholars have explored employee ideation on ISM specifically from a 

communication perspective (Aten & Thomas, 2016; Coussement, Debaere & De Ruyck, 2017). 

Most of the existing research within employee ideation stems from the open innovation research 

stream (van den Ende et al., 2015; Björk, Boccardelli & Magnusson, 2010; Khurana & Rosenthal 

1998; Zejnilovic, Oliveira, & Veloso, 2012), and the brainstorming and creativity research streams 

(Osborn, 1953; Amabile, 1996). In addition, it is widely recognized that limited theoretical and 

empirical research has been conducted on employee ideation (Bogers, Zobel, Afuah, Almirall, 

Brunswicker, Dahlander, L., … & Ter Wal, 2017), and that research within this area is new and 

emerging (Beretta et al., 2018). 
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Exploring employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective is important due to 

at least three considerations. First, within communication studies there is an ongoing shift in the 

studies of employees’ communication roles from passive to more active (Juholin, Åberg & Aula, 

2015; Heide & Simonsson, 2011; Kim & Rhee, 2011; Madsen, 2018a). With their participation and 

multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, employees are considered to make a difference based on 

their unique work experiences and knowledge (Stohl & Cheney 2001). Hence, it can be argued that 

employees are considered active dialogue partners (Heide & Simonsson, 2018) in the online 

ideation process and not only passive receivers of management communication. By inviting all 

employees to generate ideas, organizations seem to indicate that they consider employees to be 

active dialogue partners as well as valuable sources of internal opportunities for innovation 

(Zejnilovic et al., 2012; Björk et al., 2011). In fact, and according to Linke and Zerfass (2011), 

employees constitute one of the most important sources for innovation. Therefore, it is important to 

explore these active dialogue partners in a new and emerging online communication setting 

constituted by their communication about ideas on ISM. 

 Second, it can be argued that ideas are constituted in the online multi-vocal dialogues of 

employees in the same way as organizations can be considered to be constituted in organizational 

members’ dialogues (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009). Hence, exploring these multi-vocal dialogues and 

how they unfold with the purpose of creating good quality ideas for innovation (Reinig & Briggs, 

2013; Björk at al., 2010) in a new online ideation setting is key.  

Third, the use of ISM for internal communication is increasing in organizations and new 

forms of online communication and interactions among organizational members are emerging 

(Huang, Baptista & Newell, 2015; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). However, and although ISM is 

assumed to facilitate idea sharing and collaboration among employees (Beretta et al., 2018; Cardon 

& Marshall, 2015; Dahl, Lawrence & Pierce, 2011; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), previous research 
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has identified low employee participation in generating ideas on ISM and demonstrated that 

employee ideation often underperforms or fails (Beretta et al., 2018; Coussement et al., 2018). 

Assuming that the purpose of employee ideation is the construction of good-quality ideas that can 

be further developed into innovations (Reinig & Briggs, 2013; Björk at al., 2010), it is a problem 

that employee ideation on ISM often does not succeed. Organizations will lose important internal 

opportunities for innovation when employee ideation on ISM fails or underperforms and when 

employee participation is inferior. Ultimately, these organizations will not benefit from their full 

innovation potential and consequently will lag behind in their differentiation, competitive advantage 

and economic growth. Consequently, applying a communication perspective on the increasing 

propagation of ISM for ideation among employees dispersed on different geographic locations, 

departments or hierarchical levels (Beretta et al., 2018; Stieger et al., 2012; van den Ende et al., 

2015) may lead to new insights and understanding of employee ideation on ISM. 

The above considerations together with the selected theories have led to the overall research 

purpose of the dissertation introduced in the following section. 

1.1. Research purpose and research questions 

The overall research purpose of the dissertation is to empirically explore and enhance the 

understanding of employee ideation on ISM taking into account a managerial perspective, a 

dialogue perspective and an employee perspective in order to create insights into the dynamics of 

employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective.  

Two qualitative studies have been conducted in order to fulfill the overall purpose. The main 

findings from the studies are presented in the three articles of this dissertation. Each article has its 

own individual research purpose and its own sub-question. These three sub-quetions guided the 

research process, and they are as follow: 
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RQ1:  What do managers expect of employee ideation on ISM, and what do they perceive as 

contributions of and/or barriers to employee ideation on ISM? 

RQ2: How do employees through dialogue strategies address uncertainty in order to generate 

ideas on internal social media? 

RQ3: What enables and what acts as barriers to meaningfulness, safety and availability in 

relation to employee engagement in ideation on ISM? 

1.2. Theoretical framework, empirical material and the three articles 

The dissertation builds on a social constructivist approach and is framed within the strategic 

communication perspective inspired by the Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO) 

approach. The theoretical framework of the dissertation draws on research literature from open 

innovation (Chesbrough, 2003), employee ideation on ISM (Beretta et al., 2018; Rozaidi, Gibbs & 

Eisenberg, 2017; Stieger et al., 2012; van den Ende et al., 2015), internal innovation communication 

(Patsch & Zerfass, 2013; Pfeffermann, 2017; Zerfass, 2005; Zerfass & Huck, 2007), and coworker 

communication (Heide & Simonsson, 2011) in order to shed light on employee ideation on ISM and 

its dynamics from a communicative perspective. Moreover, four sets of theories complement the 

research literature mentioned above. They are theories related to ISM affordances (Faraj & Azad, 

2012; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Robey, Raymond & Anderson, 2012; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), 

uncertainty (Raupp, 2018; Weick, 2001), imagined dialogues (Bakhtin, 1984; Shotter, 2008) and the 

psychological engagement conditions (Kahn, 1990). 

The empirical material is based on two qualitative studies. The first study is a qualitative, 

explorative study conducted in autumn 2015 with ten large and knowledge-intensive organizations 

in Denmark. Managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM were interviewed in order to 

explore employee ideation on ISM from a managerial perspective and to gain insights into what 
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these managers expected from this new way of generating ideas, and further what they perceived as 

contributions of and barriers to employees’ communication about ideas on ISM. Hence, the aim of 

the first study was to gain initial insights into and an understanding of employee ideation on ISM 

from a managerial perspective. The second study is a qualitative single case study conducted in one 

knowledge-intensive Danish organization over a period of 16 months. Online observations with a 

netnographic approach were conducted of employees’ actual communication about ideas in the 

organization’s ISM for employee ideation. The netnographic studies were conducted over a period 

of 16 months, but with access to stored employee communication on ISM since online employee 

ideation was implemented in 2011 in the organization. The netnographic studies contributed with 

deeper insights into how employees actually communicate and interact about ideas on ISM. In 

addition, 14 employees were interviewed in autumn/winter 2017/2018 in order to understand their 

online communication and interaction when generating ideas and to create insights into their 

perceptions of what enables or acts as barriers to their engagement in communicating about ideas on 

ISM. Archival material was also part of the empirical material and served to create insights into the 

observed online ideation session and its context. 

The three articles of the dissertation are based on the findings from the two studies. Each 

article represent one of the three different perspectives on employee ideation on ISM. The first 

article is based on major findings from the first study and consequently represents the managerial 

perspective as described above. The second and the third articles are based on the major findings 

from the second study. The second article covers the dialogue perspective and explores how 

employees through dialogue strategies address uncertainty in order to generate ideas on ISM. The 

third article applies an employee perspective and explores which psychological engagement 

conditions in the perception of employees enable or constrain their engagement and communication 

in employee ideation on ISM. For an overview of the empirical material, see table 4.2 in Chapter 4. 
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1.3. Structure of the dissertation  

The three sub-questions have guided the research process as well as the structure of the dissertation. 

The dissertation comprises three individual research articles as well as an overall integrating frame 

text. The frame text has been written after the three articles. Therefore, some of the insights and 

literature discussed in the theoretical framework and in the discussion chapters do not appear in the 

articles, although it might have been relevant. 

The overall aim of the frame text is first to introduce the PhD research project (Chapter 1) and 

to make explicit the assumptions of the research paradigm and methodology, which have influenced 

the research (Chapter 2). Second, the frame text aims at presenting the theoretical framework and 

the research design upon which the three articles have been developed (Chapters 3 and 4). Third, a 

discussion of the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM from a communicative perspective is 

provided (Chapter 8). Finally, chapter 9 concludes the dissertation by reflecting on its major 

contributions, implications for theory and practice, its limitations and future research.  

The three individual articles (Chapters 5, 6 and 7) each have their own individual research 

purposes formulated in the three sub-questions. Each article provides different insights, 

understandings and perspectives which have contributed to answering the overall research purpose. 

The three articles have been submitted to three different international peer-reviewed journals. 

Article 1 has been submitted to the Journal of Communication Management, Article 2 to the 

International Journal of Strategic Communication, and Article 3 to the Corporate 

Communications: An International Journal. An overview of the three articles as well as the 

structure of the dissertation is illustrated in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1. Structure of the dissertation 
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2. Research paradigm and methodology 

Most research, and most researchers, adhere to a certain research paradigm, which by Kuhn is 

defined as “[…] the entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques and so on shared by the 

members of a given community” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 175). A certain paradigm’s beliefs, values and 

techniques determine what we may know (ontology), how we come to know what we know 

(epistemology), and how we acquire that knowledge (methodology) (Grix, 2002).  I position myself 

within the social constructivism paradigm (Wenneberg, 2000) and in the following section, 

reflections on the social constructivist worldview by which this dissertation is influenced and 

guided will be presented (section 2.1). Next, the dissertation will be positioned within the moderate 

position of social constructivism (Wenneberg, 2000) (section 2.2) and finally, it will be discussed 

how the social constructivist worldview influences and shapes the qualitative methodology of the 

dissertation (section 2.3). 

2.1. A social constructivist worldview 

In order to avoid too much confusion about the terminology, the term social constructivism, and not 

social constructionalism or social constructionism, will be used.  Whereas the term social 

constructionalism seems to be applied within the research fields of philosophy (e.g. Goodmann, 

1971), Hacking (1999) proposes that the term social constructionism is used within “various 

sociological, historical, and philosophical projects” (p. 48), which Rasborg (2013) defines as within 

studies of humanities (e.g. Gergen, 2009; Hacking, 1999). Although Hacking (1999) suggests to 

reserve the term social constructivism to mathematics, I will subscribe to this term as it seems to be 

widely applied within the field of social sciences (Rasborg, 2013) in which my research is 

conducted. Although the three different terms stem from different intellectual environments, they 

seem to embrace a common assumption about “things are not what they seem” (Hacking, 1999, p. 
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49) and they question the taken-for-granted reality which may appear inevitable (Hacking, 1999). 

Reality is in that sense not something naturally given, or at least selected parts of it are not 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). In fact, the point of social constructivism is to show how far from 

being natural diverse, apparently “natural” phenomena are. They are not fixed and inevitable, but 

socially constructed and products of historical events, social forces and ideology (Hacking, 1999). 

Social constructivism exists in a variety of different versions within the research fields of 

modern sociology and social sciences (Rasborg, 2013) and in that way covers a broad and multi-

faceted perspective (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). One approach to addressing this variation could 

be Rasborg’s proposition to gather the different social constructivisms within the classic (Marx, 

Weber and Durkheim) or the modern (Goffman, Becker, Berger and Luckman and Bourdieu) 

sociology (Rasborg, 2013). Although the classic sociologists may have been guided by the natural 

sciences’ positivistic assumptions of an objective reality existing independently of human 

perceptions and intentions, at the same time they confronted the ontology of natural sciences. For 

instance, in Marx’ critique of the capital in which he deconstructed the taken-for-granted reality of 

e.g. production, goods, profit, wages and labor, he sought to understand and demonstrate how 

modern society was produced and reproduced through human practice (Rasborg, 2013). Modern 

sociologists and “pioneers for social constructivism” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 30) Berger 

and Luckmann asked in their seminal book The Social Construction of Reality (1966), how is it that 

the man in the street takes his “reality” and his “knowledge” for granted (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966, p. 36). The terms “reality” and “knowledge” are central in the work of Berger and Luckman 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966), and their focus is on how subjective meanings become objective 

facticities, and how individuals construct society (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009).  Thus, their 

interest was in the common-sense knowledge, i.e. the reality of everyday life that is taken for 

granted as reality. Common-sense is the natural attitude “to a world that is common to many men” 
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(Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 13). The world is constituted by multiple realities, but there is the 

reality of everyday life that presents itself as the reality par excellence (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

Berger and Luckmann’s claim is that reality is socially constructed and that the sociology of 

knowledge must analyze the process in which this occurs, i.e. whether or not the differences 

between the multiple taken-for-granted realities are related to the various differences between the 

multiple societies (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In that sense, they do not claim that everything is a 

social construction (Hacking, 1999), but that our knowledge of the reality is socially constructed 

through our interactions with others and influenced by the specific social contexts to which it 

pertains (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

The social constructivist paradigm has been a target for many critical discussions (e.g. 

Bredsdorff, 2002; Fleetwood, 2005; Wenneberg, 2002). Bredsdorff  (2002) criticizes social 

constructivism from a social science perspective and considers this paradigm to consist of 

meaningless, empty and ambiguous concepts only causing looseness and making oppositions and 

interesting problems disappear. Fleetwood (2005) who, from a critical realist perspective on the 

socially constructed makes an attempt for ontological clarity, claims to have found ontological 

ambiguities and errors in postmodernism associated with the social constructivist ontology 

(Fleetwood, 2005). Fleetwood criticizes social constructivism for not being nuanced enough, 

pointing out who is doing the construction often fails to be established (Fleetwood, 2005). 

Therefore, it is also important to ask the question which Hacking (1999) is a proponent of, namely 

“the social construction of what?” (Hacking, 1999, p. 6), and from where does the claim of the 

social construction stem. Such a local claim may raise consciousness about X as being taken-for-

granted and being inevitable, and that it does not need to be like that at all. It is not determined by 

the nature of things and it is not inevitable. Local claims may prevent us from the slippery slope 
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towards a more radical form of social constructivism (Wenneberg) where relativism licenses 

anything and where “anything goes” (cf. Feyerband, 1975). 

2.2. Positioning the dissertation within social constructivism 

To address the challenge of relativism, Wenneberg’s attempt to capture social constructivism in 

four positions (Wenneberg, 2002) seems fruitful. He distinguished between social constructivism as 

a critical perspective (social constructivism-I), as a sociology theory (social constructivism-II), as 

an epistemological theory (social constructivism-III) and finally as an ontological position (social 

constructivism-IV).  

The critical perspective (social constructivism-I) consists in not accepting social phenomena’s 

“naturalness” (Wenneberg, 2002). The critical perspective of this position reveals that things 

considered natural are not necessarily so. Where the first social constructivism position 

deconstructs, social constructivism-II (Wenneberg, 2002) focuses on how social reality is 

constructed and how it functions. In this way, the second social constructivist position explains 

social phenomena. Social constructivism-II may start a direction towards more radical versions of 

social constructivism. Knowledge is part of social reality, which may lead to the third position - 

social constructivism-III as an epistemological theory (Wenneberg, 2002). Within this position, 

knowledge is considered socially constructed. The third position questions truth and justification 

and argues that knowledge about reality is entirely conditioned by social factors. The problem with 

the third position of social constructivism is that, among other things, it creates knowledge 

relativism, since it may be argued that a social constructivist’s statements are also just social 

constructions.  Ultimately, nobody can say anything about anything. Related to this research, it can 

be argued that the empirical material, the findings, the contributions and so forth that are produced 

are socially constructed. They are all constructions or results of interpretations (Alvesson & 
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Sköldberg, 2018). Nevertheless, it is possible to say something insightful about something as long 

as “sensory impressions if these are to be comprehensible and meaningful” are addressed (Alvesson 

& Sköldberg, 2018, p. 3). 

The most radical form of social constructivism is the ontological position, i.e. social 

constructivism-IV (Wenneberg, 2002). Within this position, reality is considered variable and 

dependent on our scientific activity and recognition. It is our recognitions which create reality, and 

reality does not exist until we recognize it. According to this radical position, nature disappears 

since it is considered to be socially constructed. However, there is also a not so radical version of 

the ontological position arguing that there is a proto-reality independent of our recognitions 

(Wenneberg, 2000). This proto-reality exists as a formless mass and is shaped only by our 

recognitions of it as we start to recognize it. 

In this research, a moderate approach to social constructivism is applied which combines 

elements of the four positions into a “lighter” version of social constructivism. The first position 

about not accepting the naturalness of social phenomena and the second position which supports the 

first position in seeking insights into how social reality may be constructed and how it may function 

will be used. It is accepted that knowledge to a great extent is socially constructed as advocated by 

the third position. With this perspective on knowledge, truth cannot be accomplished, and the new 

knowledge produced in a specific moment is the best insight into the reality at that moment. Instead 

of deciding about true or false knowledge, it is advocated that knowledge should be estimated 

according to how it has been constructed and how it is being applied. In this dissertation, social 

constructivism in its most radical position where nature ultimately disappears cannot be accepted. 

Yet, it is relevant to consider reality as constructed by our recognitions, but with the recognition that 

what we do not perceive or recognize can exist anyway. Thus, a proto-reality exists independent of 

our recognition of it (Wenneberg, 2000). 
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With the moderate position within social constructivism, consciousness about X is raised (cf. 

Hacking, 1999), i.e. about employee ideation on ISM. Creating awareness and insights into among 

other things the inconsistencies, uncertainties and tensions found when employees generate ideas on 

ISM unfolds another “reality” of employee ideation on ISM than the one constructed by e.g. 

employees or managers. Also, as a researcher, I participate together with the empirical material in 

this construction of the new reality, i.e. the knowledge produced about employee ideation on ISM is 

also socially constructed. This has implications for the methodology applied to this study. 

2.3. Methodological implications 

Subscribing to social constructivism, and in this research a moderate form of social constructivism, 

does not necessarily imply specific methodologies or methods (cf. Rasborg, 2013). However, 

according to Grix (2002) subscribing to one ontological and epistemological position clearly leads 

to applying a different methodology than would have been used if adhering to other positions. 

Hence, some methods seem to be closer to the ontological and epistemological assumptions within 

social constructivism, acknowledging that knowledge is socially constructed, and that representing 

reality is always a matter of construction and interpretation (Rasborg, 2013). Although quantitative 

methods such as e.g. surveys seemingly emerge from a positivistic basic assumption about an 

objective and reproducible reality through representativeness, reliability and validity, it can be 

argued that these quantitative data are still constructed through interpretations, right from 

constructing the questions to applying statistical models, influencing the findings of the quantitative 

research (Rasborg, 2013). However, qualitative methodological approaches comprising methods 

such as qualitative interviews, observations, discourse analysis and textual analysis seem to be 

closer to the ontological and epistemological assumptions within social constructivism, 

acknowledging that knowledge is socially constructed among e.g. the interviewee and the 

interviewer, and that revealing reality is always a matter of construction and interpretation 
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(Rasborg, 2013). Thus, a social constructivist would be more likely to rely on the hermeneutic 

tradition (e.g. Gadamer, 2007), and resort to qualitative methods such as e.g. the qualitative 

interview or participant observations in order to interpret, understand and achieve insights (Moses 

& Knutsen, 2012; Rasborg 2013). 

The methodology of my research is qualitative in the sense that it embraces and focuses on 

“open, equivocal empirical material” which is a key criterion of qualitative research (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018, p. 8). Both the empirical material constructed from the qualitative semi-structured 

interviews with managers and employees as well as from the online observations in this research 

meet the above criterion of being open and equivocal. Moreover, with the qualitative approach, it is 

recognized that the researcher plays an active role in constructing the empirical material through 

sense-making and interpretations. Thus, I aim at making explicit and visible my constructions and 

interpretations through reflexive research (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Acknowledging that all 

empirical material is constructed and considering the interpretive character of any observations, 

interview statements, questionnaire answers and so forth is central to reflexive research. 

Consequently, rather than establishing “truths” about employee ideation on ISM, the research 

conducted provides opportunities for understanding and insights (cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). 

In other words, this dissertation tends to “illuminate different aspects of a situation” (Craig, 2013, p. 

51) rather than to provide a single best explanation. 

The dissertation takes an abductive approach, an approach close to hermeneutics (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018). The research process repeatedly alternated between (empirically-laden) theory 

and (theory-laden) empirical material (cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). This corresponds to a 

hermeneutic process during which I, as a researcher, dig into “the empirical matter with help of 

preconceptions, and also keeps developing and elaborating the theory” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2018, p. 7). Like induction, abduction starts from an empirical foundation. However, it 
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acknowledges theoretical preconceptions which situates it close to deduction. Nevertheless, 

abduction cannot be reduced to a mix of induction and deduction, as it adds new specific elements 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Where deduction and induction seek to explain, abduction includes 

understanding as well. As an example, when studying employee ideation on ISM from a managerial 

perspective, the analysis of the empirical material was preceded by previous research literature of 

open innovation, internal communication and ISM affordances acting as inspiration sources for 

discovering patterns in which understanding may emerge. With this new understanding, the 

research went on to cover first the dialogue perspective of employee ideation on ISM and then the 

employee perspective implying a constant interaction between theory and practice, and again, 

creating new understanding. Consequently, my research process alternated between theory and 

empirical material in which both were “successively reinterpreted in the light of each other” 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018, p. 5).  

In this chapter, reflections about the social constructivism worldview have been presented. The 

dissertation has been positioned within the moderate position of social constructivism, and how the 

social constructivist worldview impacts the qualitative methodology of the dissertation implying 

reflexive research has been addressed. It is against this backdrop that the research in employee 

ideation on ISM has been conducted, which will be unfolded in the following sections.  
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3. Theoretical framework 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the theoretical framework applied in the dissertation in 

order to create deeper insights into and understanding of the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM 

from a communication perspective. Therefore, the dissertation is framed within a theoretical 

communication perspective, or paradigm (Craig, 2013), which is the strategic communication 

perspective. Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Verčič and Sriramesh (2007) defined strategic 

communication as “the purposeful use of communication by an organization to fulfill its mission” 

(p. 3). Hence, the cornerstone of strategic communication is the concept of strategy and purposeful 

communication. Similarly, in this dissertation, employee ideation on ISM as a strategic 

communicative practice contributes to fulfilling an organization’s mission. This communicative 

perspective on employee ideation on ISM is depicted in Figure 3.1, and it will be unfolded in the 

following sections. 

Theories rely on assumptions (Craig, 2013) and in the following sections, I will seek to make 

explicit the assumptions of this dissertation that I am capable of conceiving (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2018). First, the strategic communication perspective applied on employee ideation on ISM will be 

presented and discussed resulting in an internal strategic communication perspective (section 3.1). 

Second, the concept of open innovation will be introduced. In particular, three research streams 

from the open innovation literature underlying the preunderstandings of the existing concept of 

employee ideation on ISM will be introduced leading to a new conceptualization of employee 

ideation on ISM (section 3.2). Third, the perspective of internal strategic communication will be 

unfolded (section 3.3) and specifically related to internal innovation communication and coworker 

communication (section 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).  
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Fourth, ISM (section 3.4) and their affordances (section 3.4.1) will be discussed in relation to 

fostering or limiting employees’ online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas within organizations. 

Fifth, important psychological communication dimensions (section 3.5) for online communication 

about ideas will be introduced and discussed. These are uncertainty (section 3.5.1), imagined 

dialogues (section 3.5.2) and psychological engagement conditions (section 3.5.3). The last section 

(3.6) seeks to sum up the three perspectives, i.e. the managerial, the dialogue and the employee 

perspectives, on employee ideation on ISM in this dissertation and manifested in the three articles. 

A narrative review (Bryman, 2016; Rhoades, 2011) of the open innovation and employee 

ideation research literature has been conducted mainly starting from the anthologies Open 

Innovation: Researching a New Paradigm and New Frontiers in Open Innovation edited by 

Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke and West (2006 and 2014) which has contributed to inform the initial 

qualitative, explorative study. The literature review then moved from a broad open innovation focus 

to focusing on employee ideation on ISM within a context of uncertainty and employee 

engagement. This contributed to inform the qualitative single case study. 
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Figure 3.1. Employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1. Strategic communication perspective on employee ideation on ISM 

In this section, the strategic communication perspective applied on employee ideation on ISM will 

first be introduced and discussed. This will lead to a strategic communication perspective focusing 

on the internal part of an organization’s strategic communication. Although I acknowledge the 

interdependence between internal and external strategic communication and the fact that the internal 

and external boundaries of strategic communication are unclear and have become even more blurry 

with social media (Falkheimer & Heide, 2015; Juholin, et al., 2015), employee ideation on ISM is 

enacted only within the boundaries of an organization and solely among organizational members. 
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Consequently, it is relevant to specifically address the internal part of strategic communication in 

relation to exploring employee ideation on ISM.  

In their original definition of strategic communication, it can be argued that Hallahan et al. 

(2007) applied a managerial, functionalistic perspective, which was informed by and sought to 

integrate six communication disciplines of management communication, marketing communication, 

public relations, technical communication, political communication and information/social 

marketing campaigns. These six communication disciplines were identified as commonly applied in 

organizations with the purpose of fulfilling organizational goals through influencing external or 

internal stakeholders (Hallahan et al., 2007). The prevailing managerial perspective was particularly 

visible in their critique of the organizational communications discipline of which Hallahan et al. 

(2007) regret that attention paid to managerial interests in influencing employee behaviors or other 

constituents was rare. In a similar vein, the managerial perspective has also been dominant within 

the understanding of strategy and strategy management. Here, Frandsen and Johansen (2015) 

distinguish between the prescriptive and the emergent perspectives on strategic management. The 

prescriptive perspective assumes that the future can be predicted and controlled through formulating 

and defining the strategy before it is implemented. This is also what Hallahan et al. (2007) labelled 

the modernist approach to strategy and strategy management. That the managerial perspective is 

dominant within strategic communication has been confirmed by Heide, von Platen, Simonsson and 

Falkheimer (2018) who through an analysis of published articles within strategic communication 

identified a focus on managers and their actions. Within this perspective, a positivistic approach 

which takes for granted that it is possible to control and manage stakeholders seems to dominate 

(Heide et al., 2018).  However, a managerial focus on strategic communication may seem to reflect 

a too simplistic understanding of the complexities inherent in organizational life. That other 

stakeholders are key in constituting strategic communication is also advocated by Lewis (2011). 
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Within a context of change management, she emphasizes that to focus only on management’s 

strategic communication would be to underestimate the important strategic communication of other 

actors.  

Research scholars within the strategic communication research field (Heath, Johansen, 

Hallahan, Steyn, Falkheimer & Raupp, 2018) have observed an emergent shift in strategic 

communication from “communicating to” to a trend towards “communicating with”. 

Acknowledging how linear influence and control may fall short in complex and ambiguous 

organizational environments, this emergent approach recognizes the dialogic aspect of 

communication by embracing complexity and uncertainty and dissolving linear influence (Heath et 

al., 2018). This shift may relate to the emergent perspective on strategic management (Frandsen & 

Johansen, 2015) which assumes that strategies are likely to emerge over time and often derive from 

new opportunities, organizational learning and sometimes even from coincidences. Hence, the 

strategy formation process cannot be only linear, rational and analytic with clearly separated 

sequences of analysis, decision-making and implementation. This emergent perspective is labelled 

the postmodernist approach (Hallahan et al., 2007). Additionally, the postmodernist approach 

comprises elements from the critical or practice approach as it entails a critique of the rational, 

objective and top-down way of thinking of the strategy formation process (Frandsen & Johansen, 

2015).  

Acknowledging the dialogic aspect of strategic communication, Heath et al. (2018) have now 

conceptualized strategic communication as a meta-process that may contribute to the understanding 

of strategy as a matter of participating in dialogues, and as engaging in collective sensemaking and 

decision-making. This is a contrast to a functionalistic top-down approach, which assumes 

organizational life to be controlled and strategy to be rational decision making (Heath et al., 2018).  
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Heide et al. (2018) also contribute to this emergent shift in the approach to strategic 

communication. In their studies of strategic communication, they have a strong focus on middle 

managers and coworkers and their communication acknowledging the organizational complexities 

of everyday life in post-bureaucratic organizations. Additionally, Heide et al. (2018) suggest that 

the Communicative Constitution of Organizations (CCO) perspective can help shift the view from 

mostly studying managers and their actions to also embracing other actors and other communication 

activities essential to organizational strategic communication. As early as 2007, Hallahan et al. 

(2007) recognized a constitutive part of communication. However, it was still based on the 

managerial perspective and it was defined as the constitutive activity of management (Hallahan et 

al., 2007). There has now been a move away from the managerial perspective of the constitutive 

part of communication with the new conceptualization of strategic communication as a meta-

process taking into consideration not only managers but all organizational members including 

employees (Heath et al., 2018). 

The CCO perspective seems to be relevant when studying employee ideation on ISM. CCO 

considers organizations to be constituted in organizational members’ dialogues (Putnam & 

Nicotera, 2009) and in this research project, it is assumed that ideas potentially beneficial to an 

organization are constituted in the online written and multi-vocal dialogues among a crowd of 

employees across an organization. Hence, in terms of employees’ communication about ideas with 

the purpose of creating innovation, it can be argued that the communication and interaction of these 

employees with one another may contribute to fulfilling the goals of an organization thereby being 

conceptualized as strategic communication (cf. Heide et al., 2018). In other words, employee 

ideation on ISM is a kind of “[…] purposeful use of communication by an organization or other 

entity to engage in conversations of strategic significance to its goals” (Zerfass, Verčič, Nothhaft, & 

Werder, 2018, p. 493). Zerfass et al. (2018) do not delimit the strategic sphere to top-management 



30 
 

as long as it embraces a minimum of complexity and uncertainty. It can be argued that employee 

ideation on ISM constitute one of many processes in organizations of strategic complexity and 

uncertainty (cf. Zerfass et al., 2018). New ideas on ISM are suggested, developed further, being 

supported or objected to among a crowd of employees to find answers and solutions to the 

innovation challenges of an organization most often encumbered with complexities and 

uncertainties (Zerfass, 2005; Zerfass & Huck, 2007; Rogers, 2003). 

Accordingly, the CCO perspective brings a focus on organizations as emerging from bottom-

up activities rather than from top-down activities, and on the fact that employees and the multi-

vocality of organizations are as important to study as are managers and their communication (cf. 

Heide et al., 2018). This side of strategy is acknowledged by other strategic communication 

scholars as well, although it may not be their main focus (Zerfass et al., 2018) and the managerial, 

functionalistic approach still seems to be dominant (Heide et al., 2018). It is argued that little is still 

known about the actual processes and practices of strategic communication and how employees and 

their communication is constitutive of the strategy (Heide et al., 2018). Hence, in this research 

project, the CCO-inspired perspective is considered to enrich the research field of strategic 

communication in the sense that it understands organizations, or employee ideation on ISM, as 

being multi-vocal and complex (cf. Heide et al., 2018).  

With a view to this broader and more holistic understanding of the strategic communication 

perspective, opportunities for exploring employee ideation on ISM have emerged which embrace 

the different voices of the diverse crowds of employees. As they enter into relations with each other 

conducting multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, they communicate and interact “to, with, 

against, about, and past each other” on ISM (cf. the concept of the multi-vocal rhetorical arena of 

Frandsen and Johansen (2017)). However, it is important to note that both managers and employees 

are assumed to be important communicators in the online employee ideation process. Therefore, 
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management communication is equally relevant, and it is fruitful to study both management and 

employee communication within the research field of strategic communication (cf. Heide et al., 

2018). 

It is claimed that strategic communication allows for multidisciplinary research (Heath et al., 

2018). Multidisciplinary is also what characterizes this dissertation which applies theories, 

perspectives or components from other research fields than the strategic communication research 

field such as the open innovation, employee ideation and ISM research fields. In this 

multidisciplinary field, strategic communication is seen as the meta-process for understanding 

strategy as a matter of engaging in dialogues as well as in collective sensemaking and decision-

making (Heath et al., 2018). It is within this meta-process that employee ideation on ISM is 

unfolded in micro-level processes of online multi-vocal dialogues among crowds of employees 

across the organization. 

Consequently, this research assumes that strategic communication is also constituted by 

employee ideation on ISM as micro-level processes and everyday interactions (cf. Heide et al., 

2018) and it is focused on an organization’s (middle managers’ and employees’) internal strategic 

communication.  

Before unfolding the perspective of internal strategic communication as constituting an 

integral part of the context of employee ideation, the concept of open innovation and its research 

streams underpinning the preunderstandings of the existing concept of employee ideation on ISM 

will be introduced. 

3.2. From open innovation to employee ideation on ISM 

This dissertation positions employee ideation at an intra-organizational level of open innovation 

activities (cf. Bogers et al., 2017). Open innovation is defined by Chesbrough and Bogers (2014, p. 
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17) as “a distributed innovation process based on purposively managed knowledge flows across 

organizational boundaries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary mechanisms in line with the 

organization’s business model”. Thus, open innovation is an approach to innovation management 

assuming that organizations can and should use not only internal but also external ideas for 

innovation. With this approach, ideas from outside the organization are considered as important as 

ideas from inside the organization, and internal ideas not commercialized by the focal organization 

should go outside of the organization, which means that spill-overs should be sold (Chesbrough 

2006).  

Open innovation differs from the closed innovation approach of a deep vertical integration of 

R&D where organizations are self-reliant and where the “not invented here” syndrome constitutes a 

barrier to the adoption and dissemination of ideas flowing across the boundaries of the organization. 

In this closed model, knowledge is kept within the value chain of the organization. Innovation 

happens in a black box where the organization has paid a man of genius to innovate. Open 

innovation is about opening up this black box (Nonaka, 2014) and manage the knowledge flows 

across the boundaries of an organization in order for them to become part of an organization’s 

distributed innovation process.  

3.2.1. Open innovation research streams 

Open innovation is a broad and diverse research field studied within different contexts and at 

different levels of analysis (cf. Bogers et al., 2017). From conducting a narrative review (Rhoades, 

2011) of the open innovation research literature, several open innovation research streams appeared, 

each with their particular approach to open innovation. In this dissertation, a brief overview of three 

important research streams will be established as each of the underlying assumptions of these 

streams seem to permeate the research field of employee ideation on ISM. In this dissertation, these 

research streams are labelled user innovation, idea capturing and network ties.   
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Chesbrough coined the concept of open innovation in 2003 (Chesbrough, 2003), but as early 

as three decades ago, Von Hippel (1988) identified external sources of innovation to be suppliers, 

customers, universities, competitors and other nations. An important research stream has emerged 

within open innovation with an emphasis on user innovation (Franke & Piller 2004, Füller, Schroll, 

& von Hippel, 2013; Piller & West, 2014; von Hippel 2005). In this perspective, users, both 

external companies and individual consumers, of products or services are considered to have unique 

insights about their needs, and it is assumed that they are able to contribute with solutions to those 

needs. Von Hippel sees this as a direction towards democratizing innovation (von Hippel 2005).  

Another important research stream within open innovation is focused on idea capturing, i.e. 

the organizing of capturing the knowledge flows or ideas. Different types of communities and 

networks have been studied such as user communities where lead users share ideas in communities 

(Franke & Piller, 2004; von Hippel, 2001), open innovation communities (Fleming & Waguespack, 

2007), and other external networks (Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2006, West & Lakhani, 2008). 

Different themes within these communities and networks have been studied, such as open source 

software (West & Callagher, 2006), ideation contests (Piller & Walcher, 2006; Adamczyk, 

Bullinger & Möslein, 2012), crowdsourcing (Howe, 2006; Jeppesen & Lakhani, 2010), and co-

creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Ramaswamy & Gouillart, 2010). Common to all of them 

is the belief that ideas can be captured through the organizing of idea creators in communities and 

networks.  

The third important research stream within open innovation is the study of networks, 

communities and ecosystems (Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2006, West & Lakhani, 2008) as a 

company’s resources which are difficult to imitate and thus create a competitive advantage (Gulati, 

Nohria & Zaheer, 2000). This research stream draws on previous research of different types of 

network ties to create value. Network ties may constitute formal ties between organizations that are 
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contractually agreed upon (Gulati, 1998), informal ties to capture unforeseen opportunities (Brown 

& Duguid, 2000), deep ties to foster trust (Nooteboom, Berger & Noorderhaven, 1997; Zaher, 

McEvily & Perrone, 1998) and weak ties that lead to diversity and more information benefits 

(Granovetter, 1973).  

The assumptions underlying the above research streams within open innovation seem equally 

vibrant and seem to prevail within employee ideation on ISM. 

3.2.2. Dominant assumptions within employee ideation on ISM 

Ideas are important for innovation and for creating new products, services or processes, and for 

enabling changes in an organization. Therefore, a continuous flow of ideas into an organization is 

considered crucial for the innovation process (van den Ende et al., 2015). It may be beneficial for 

organizations to balance the external search for ideas and the search for ideas within the 

organization among organizational members (Beretta, 2015), since a high level of cognitive 

distance between those who suggest innovative ideas and those supposed to exploit these ideas may 

complicate the open innovation process. Although openness may create diversity, it also increases 

the amount of coordination costs and cognitive efforts within an organization (van den Ende et al., 

2015). Therefore, it may make sense for some organizations to make a broad search for ideas 

among their employees dispersed across departments, geographies and hierarchies, i.e. to embrace 

employee ideation on ISM. Employee ideation on ISM is a new practice of generating ideas with 

employees. It is increasingly being adopted in specifically large organizations (Beretta et al., 2018), 

and knowledge-intensive organizations (Alvesson, 2004) in particular may benefit from ISM (Chui, 

Manyika, Bughin, Dobbs, Roxburgh, Sarrazin, … & Westergren, 2012). 

Similar to the open innovation research stream of user innovation, a crowd of employees is 

considered smarter than a few experts (Surowiecki, 2005), since valuable insights are seen as being 
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dispersed rather than being centered solely among a few specialists in a specific division of the 

organization.  Within employee ideation, the preunderstanding is that insights valuable for 

innovation may as well be dispersed among all employees in an organization. Therefore, not only 

employees hired to do innovation, but all employees are considered valuable sources of innovation 

(Linke & Zerfass, 2011; Zejnilovic, 2012).  

Another preunderstanding of employee ideation on ISM is that diversity is key when 

generating ideas. Diversity may be assured through weak network ties (Granovetter, 1973) that are 

likely to expand the possibilities for organizations to tap into innovative ideas. On a much larger 

scale than ever before, ISM may create the conditions for establishing such weak network ties 

among employees in which organizations may draw on diverse ideas from a crowd of their 

employees (Stieger et al., 2012). Hence, it is assumed that when employees are organized in 

ideation communities on ISM, organizations are able to capture valuable insights and ideas that 

employees share in these online ideation communities. Accordingly, it is assumed that organizations 

can use the internal network of all distributed employees with different skills and competences to 

create value in their innovation process. 

Moreover, customers or users often share their innovative ideas with their suppliers if it 

means improved products in the future (von Hippel, 1988). Similarly, employees within a context of 

employee ideation on ISM, are assumed to behave as users or customers. They also have unique 

insights valuable to the organization, and they are considered able and willing to share their 

insightful ideas or thoughts if a benefit from improved processes, products or services is within 

reach (Zejlnilovic et al., 2012). 
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Finally, open innovation is seen as a route to democratize innovation (von Hippel 2005) and within 

employee ideation, ISM is considered to support a more equal participation in innovation and also 

as facilitating ideation (Rozaidi, 2017).  

3.2.3. Employee ideation on ISM: a communicative approach 

In this dissertation, it is argued that the assumptions that underlie employee ideation on ISM and 

which stem from the open innovation research field mostly have a managerial, functionalistic 

perspective. The focus is on helping management to achieve successful employee ideation 

processes through selecting the best ideas for innovation. Such an approach assumes that ideas are 

products of mental activities (van den Ende, 2015), flowing, or being tapped into, at the front-end of 

innovation where ideas are generated, further developed and finally selected or rejected (Khurana & 

Rosenthal, 1998). These activities are assumed to be manageable and controllable. In that line, 

communication is conceptualized as merely transmission from a sender to a receiver, and 

innovation as material artifacts (Patsch & Zerfass, 2013). In fact, communication is considered to 

play only a minor role, often reduced to the last step in the innovation process of diffusing 

innovations (Rogers, 2003; Zerfass & Huck, 2007). However, and following the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions underlying this dissertation, ideas are more than mental activities, and 

innovations more than artifacts. Rogers (2003, p. 12) defines innovation as “an idea, practice, or 

object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption”. Following this 

understanding of perceiving something as new, it may enrich the understanding of an innovation 

when an innovation is regarded as a social construction (Lewis, 2014). Innovation is not only 

“about creating novel material artifacts” but just as much about constructing meaning and social 

reality (Lewis, 2014; Patsch & Zerfass, 2013; Zerfass, 2009) and about interpreting whether or not 

an idea, practice or object is an innovation.  Hence, innovation comes into being in the interactions 

and communication processes among social actors (Lewis, 2014; Zerfass, 2005). In fact, innovation 
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is constituted in communication through the mutual creation of meaning (cf. Zerfass & Huck, 2007; 

Zerfass, 2009). Thus, and as advocated by Zerfass and Huck (2007), communication should be an 

integral part of the innovation process. However, it can be argued that communication is already an 

integrated part of innovation, but awareness of its importance is lacking in the research field of 

employee ideation  

Following the constitutive approach to innovation and communication, ideas are considered 

socially constructed (Due, 2014; Due 2012) in the dialogic interactions among employees, and 

employee ideation is constituted in complex communication processes taking place in polyphonic or 

multi-vocal organizations (cf. Heide et al., 2018).  Hence, this research draws on Bakhtin’s dialogic 

relationship approach to ideas (Bakhtin, 1984).  This implies that for ideas to emerge several and 

different voices engage in a dialogue since it is in the dialogic meeting between two or several 

voices that ideas may arise. In Bakhtin’s discussions of Dostoevsky’s works, ideas are considered 

dialogic in the following sense:   

“The idea lives not in one person's isolated individual consciousness - if it remains there only, it 

degenerates and dies. The idea begins to live, that is, to take shape, to develop, to find and renew its 

verbal expression, to give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into genuine dialogic relationships 

with other ideas, with the ideas of others” (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 87-88).  

In this perspective, the multiple and different employee voices form multi-vocal dialogues from 

which ideas may emerge. Multi-vocal dialogues are here considered to be a process in which 

meaning and understanding are mutually created (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2011). Consequently, in 

this dissertation employee ideation on ISM is not seen as a flow of ideas to capture in a process of 

the fuzzy front end of innovation where communication enters as the last step to support the 

diffusion of innovation. Rather, employee ideation is conceived as complex internal employee 
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communication processes of multi-vocal dialogues among a crowd of employees that take place 

across an organization on an internal web-based communication platform which may allow or 

constrain employees to suggest ideas, and/or to react to the ideas of others by agreeing to, 

objecting to, developing, re-combining, or creating new ideas potentially beneficial to their 

workplace. 

This new conceptualization of employee ideation on ISM leads to unfolding the concept of 

internal strategic communication as both constituting employee ideation and being constituted in 

employee ideation on ISM. Thus, employee ideation is communication.  

3.3. Internal strategic communication  

Although strategic communication may seem to largely focus on external communication, it 

nevertheless also comprises internal communication of organizations (Heath et al., 2018). 

Following Heide et al. (2018), research within strategic communication mainly addressing 

management and communication professionals may reflect a too limited comprehension of 

organizations. There is also a need to focus on middle managers as well as on employees as key 

actors in practicing internal strategic communication.  Key actors within employee ideation on ISM 

are employees who generate ideas and middle managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM.  

Therefore, it can also be argued that there is a shift from a leadership orientation in strategy 

formulation understood as managers transferring their strategic decisions to employees towards a 

followership orientation understood as strategy formulation enacted in managers’ and employees’ 

interactions among one another (cf. Frandsen & Johansen, 2015). According to Frandsen and 

Johansen (2015), Heide and Simonsson (2011) have, among very few scholars, strived to develop a 

follower orientation within the field of strategic communication. Heide and Simonsson (2018) 

themselves are advocates of applying the concept of coworkership to move away from the 
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connotations of passivity and subordination which in their understanding are inherent in the concept 

of followership, as leadership and followership are argued to be two sides of the same coin. With 

the concepts of coworkership and coworker, Heide and Simonsson (2018) want to emphasize an 

understanding of employees as “active, self-motivated and influential” (p. 210) and who should be 

viewed as “[…] active communicators who formulate messages, make critical interpretations, and 

influence colleagues, managers and customers (Heide & Simonsson, 2011). Furthermore, 

coworkership and the term coworker embrace more than just the relationship between managers and 

employees. They also cover relations among colleagues and to the employer organization. In this 

dissertation, the two terms employee and coworker are used interchangeably both assuming a view 

on these organizational members as being active, self-motivated and influential. The orientation 

towards highlighting the importance of coworkership and coworker communication have been 

followed up by other research scholars within internal strategic communication such as Heide et al. 

(2018), Juholin et al. (2015), Kim and Rhee (2011), Madsen (2018a) and Mazzei (2014).  

In the following two sub-sections, the strategic communication of managers in relation to 

employee ideation, namely internal innovation communication, and the strategic communication of 

employees when generating ideas on ISM, namely coworker communication, will be introduced.  

3.3.1. Internal innovation communication  

Innovation communication as the “[…] strategic stimulation of communication processes with 

internal and external stakeholders to promote technological, economic or social novelties, (a) by 

creating, revising, or destructing social shared pattern of meanings and communicative resources, 

and (b) by giving impulses for the development of novelties and by promoting them professionally” 

(Patsch & Zerfass, 2013, p. 404) takes into consideration both the internal and external dimensions 

of communication from a managerial perspective (Pfeffermann, 2017). From a management 
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perspective, it can be argued that an important role of strategic communication is to energize and 

stimulate the orientation of employees towards innovation (Invernizzi & Romenti, 2015). Likewise, 

Stieger et al. (2012) suggested that to encourage participation in ideation, communicating and 

explaining the goals and the process of ideation is central. Zerfass and Huck (2007) argued that the 

commitment of employees to creativity and responsibility in an innovation process can be 

influenced by leadership communication. In this dissertation, leadership communication in relation 

to employee idea generation is considered to be part of what Zerfass (2005) terms internal 

innovation communication, which plays a vital role in “defining innovation goals, capitalizing 

existing knowledge, overcoming fear, enhancing motivation, and developing shared visions” (p. 

17).  

In this dissertation there is an emphasis on internal since the innovation communication 

addressed in this research project is not about market-oriented innovation communication, 

innovation PR (Zerfass, 2005) or innovation communication in relation to the diffusion, adoption 

and implementing of innovation among individuals (Rogers, 2003) external to an organization. This 

research project addresses the internal strategic communication of middle managers and employees 

at a micro-level and which is unfolded during the idea generation process, which is the initial 

process of the constitution of an innovation. Hence, the internal innovation communication 

addressed in this research project is not about innovation communication as “[…] symbolic 

interactions between organizations and their stakeholders, dealing with new products, services, and 

technologies” (Mast, Huck & Zerfass, 2005, p. 4). Rather internal innovation communication is 

considered to be an integral part of internal strategic communication (cf. Zerfass & Huck, 2007) 

with the purpose of creating a collaborative and innovative culture/climate among employees 

(Invernizzi & Romenti, 2015).  
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Zerfass and Huck (2007, p. 117) argue that leadership innovation communication is about 

explaining “new, often complex technologies, processes or products by translating them into 

concrete and tangible stories that show the employees why and for what they should contribute their 

thoughts and energy”. In contrast to this top-down approach to internal innovation communication, 

a more bottom-up view should be considered. In an employee ideation process, as they generate 

ideas, employees also seek to explain to their coworkers and management why and for what their 

idea suggestions or comments are beneficial to the organization.  

From the managerial perspective on internal innovation communication, employee ideation on 

ISM can be seen as managers’ expression of or attempt to conduct communicative leadership 

(Johansson, Miller & Hamrin, 2014). A communicative leader is defined as “[…] one who engages 

employees in dialogue, actively shares and seeks feedback, practices participative decision making, 

and is perceived as open and involved” (Johansson et al., 2014, p. 155). Within online ideation, 

employees are invited by the organization to engage in online multi-vocal dialogues about 

innovative ideas. The communicative leadership concept embraces two traditions within leadership 

communication, that is leaders’ communication behavior as providing employees’ with a sense of 

purpose, direction and identity, and the discursive leadership tradition emphasizing the social and 

communicative aspects of leadership (Johansson et al., 2014).  

In addition, employees engage with each other in the online multi-vocal dialogues about 

developing innovative ideas. Therefore, it is relevant not only to explore the internal innovation 

communication as a managerial task, but also to consider employee communication concerning the 

horizontal peer communication among employees when they generate ideas on ISM.  

3.3.2. Coworker communication 
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Nevertheless, and as argued above, in this dissertation the view on internal innovation 

communication as solely supporting management in the internal innovation process is considered 

too simplistic. Accordingly, it is argued that strategic internal innovation communication should 

also comprise coworker communication in relation to innovation, such as employee ideation on 

ISM as micro-level processes and everyday interactions. Employees are not only passive receivers 

of the innovation communication of managers. Rather, they are active dialogue partners or 

communicators interacting in complex sensemaking processes (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2018; 

Heide & Simonsson, 2011) of multi-vocal online dialogues. In employee ideation processes on 

ISM, it is not only managers who are challenged in their leadership communication with employees 

as reasoned by Zerfass and Huck (2007) (and demonstrated in Article 1). Similarly, employees are 

also challenged when communicating about innovative ideas on ISM (as demonstrated in Article 2 

and Article 3). Consequently, taking into consideration not only the communication of managers’ 

but also of employees is crucial for understanding the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM. An 

online ideation process with employees depends exactly on their ability to interpret information and 

to engage in multi-vocal dialogues across different professions (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2011). 

Therefore, acknowledging employees as active communicators or active dialogue partners in 

employee ideation contributes to a better understanding of its dynamics, since the interpretations, 

communication and interactions of employees contribute to the constitution of innovative ideas (cf. 

Heide & Simonsson, 2011). 

3.4. ISM for employee ideation 

Specifically naming various terms such as “social intranets” (Heide, 2016), “enterprise social 

media” (Leonardi, Huysman & Steinfield, 2013), “social media in organizations” (Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012), or “intra-organizational social media platforms” (Vuori & Okkonen, 2012) under 

one label, namely internal social media, is an attempt to indicate its use for internal communication 
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purposes only and its integration into internal communication of organizations (Ewing, Men & 

O’Neil, 2019; Madsen, 2018b). Likewise, applying the term ISM within an ideation context also 

signals its integration into an organizations’ internal ideation processes with employees. 

Organizations are adopting ISM for internal communication and the way that organizational 

members communicate and interact with each other is changing (Huang et al., 2015; Leonardi & 

Vaast, 2017). Within an ideation context, ISM is considered to enable communication across 

organizational boundaries and facilitate the creation of online communities, which contribute with 

different ideas and viewpoints to the innovation process (Huang, Baptista & Galliers 2013; Piller, 

Vossen & Ihl, 2012). ISM for ideation among employees is increasingly applied by organizations 

(Beretta et al., 2018:, Van den Ende et al., 2015, Stieger et al., 2012). Such ISM platforms for 

employee ideation are among others offered by service providers such as Chaordix, Hype 

Enterprise, Ideanote, Imaginatik, Nosco or Wazoku and their designs are built upon general social 

media functions known from e.g. Facebook like user profiles and possibilities for suggesting ideas, 

commenting, liking, sharing, and following ideas or colleagues (Stieger et al., 2012). 

The opportunities emerging from embracing ISM for internal communication in organizations 

are many, such as “interaction, co-creation, discussion, user-generated content, multi-modal 

communication and dialogue” (Heide, 2016, p. 47) among organizational members. These 

opportunities seem to be valued within employee ideation as well, where ISM offer the potential for 

the many employees to both suggest own ideas and to react to the ideas of others in order to 

improve these ideas through comments, likes and follows (Majchrzak & Malhotra, 2016). In that 

way, ISM for ideation is one way for employees considered active dialogue partners or 

communicators to gain a voice within their workplace as they now have a forum in which they can 

suggest their ideas and react upon the ideas suggested by their colleagues (cf. Leonardi & Vaast, 

2017). Thus, ISM may open up for what Falkheimer and Heide (2015) label “participatory strategic 
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communication” (p. 340) in which employees participate in co-constructing ideas with each other, 

which are of strategic significance to the organization. On ISM, employees ideate with a wide and 

diverse crowd of colleagues distributed on various geographic sites, divisions, or hierarchical levels 

(Beretta, 2019). Such opportunities of large scale idea sharing and collaboration, as is ideation on 

ISM, are almost impossible to achieve in an offline ideation environment (cf. Cardon & Marshall, 

2015; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017).  

In that way, ISM may offer an opportunity for all employees to contribute to the ideation 

process. Hence, ISM is argued to have a democratizing impact on organizational processes (Heide, 

2016; Heide & Simonsson, 2011), such as communication (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & 

Silvestre, 2011), innovation (Holtzblatt & Tierny, 2011) and strategizing (Aten & Thomas, 2016; 

Stieger et al., 2012).  

Although employees are exposed to such promising opportunities when generating ideas on 

ISM, ideation on ISM often suffers from a lack of employee participation (Beretta et al., 2018). In 

the same way as ISM for internal communication in organizations need a critical mass of users to 

succeed (Young & Hinesly, 2014), a sufficient number of employees to participate in generating 

ideas on ISM is needed. In order to benefit from the communicative and collaborative potentials of 

ISM from where idea diversity may emerge, several and various employees generating ideas in 

weak network ties are required (Stieger et al., 2012). Thus, the value of ISM emerges through the 

collective sharing from individual users and consequently, a high employee engagement level is 

crucial (Young & Hinesly, 2014), also for employee ideation on ISM to emerge.  In addition, since 

it is difficult for many organizations to facilitate and maintain employee engagement and 

participation in generating ideas on ISM (Beretta et al., 2018), leadership in fostering a 

collaborative organizational culture is also key (Young & Hinesly, 2014). Offering ISM for ideation 

without any other considerations is not enough to facilitate employee participation in online 
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ideation (Beretta et al., 2018), since a new media in itself does not change neither communication 

patterns nor communication structures in organizations (Heide, 2016). Many organizations still 

struggle to benefit from the full potential of ISM (Ewing et al., 2019), and when introducing new 

practices or technologies in organizations, expectations are often high, but many times not fulfilled 

(Heide, 2016; Orlikowski & Gash, 1994). Article 1 shows among other things not only how overly 

optimistic but also how pessimistic managerial expectations to employee ideation on ISM may 

hinder managers in unravelling barriers for employee ideation on ISM to prosper because of either 

disregarding critical signals due to the optimistic expectations or enacting an environment which 

confirms the low expectations (cf. Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010).  

ISM may create opportunities for multi-vocal dialogues about ideas among employees, and in 

that sense ISM can be considered as constitutive of the ideation process, since it offers certain types 

of actions difficult to achieve without ISM, but also constrains other kinds of appropriate actions 

(Leonardi & Vaast, 20173). With a social constructivist position to ISM for ideation, it seems 

fruitful to explore ISM from an affordance perspective. In that way, this dissertation follows a trend 

within the research fields of organizational studies from exploring information and communication 

technologies (ICT) as technology determinism to a more social constructivist way of understanding 

ICT, since its use seems to be as much about social negotiations and influence (Heide, 2016).      

3.4.1. ISM affordances  

The affordances term originates from the ecological psychologist James J. Gibson (1979) who 

argued that while people interact with objects, they perceive what these objects may afford, i.e. 

which action potentials they may offer. In a similar way, when people perceive the material features 

of ISM to create opportunities for a specific action, they provide an affordance (Leonardi & Vaast, 
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2017). Thus, it is in the relationships between employees and their interactions with ISM for 

ideation purposes that affordances are constituted (cf. Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). 

Materiality refers to an object’s properties which in this dissertation can be related to the 

features of an ISM for ideation, such as its click button to like or to follow ideas. Thus, materiality 

may exist independently of people (Leonardi, 2012). In contrast, when it comes to the affordances 

(or constraints) of an ISM they do not exist independently of people. Referring to generating ideas 

on ISM, employees will perceive the materiality of ISM for ideation as affording, or constraining, 

various opportunities for action. Employees’ perceptions of what ISM for ideation may afford can 

differ across diverse contexts although the materiality of the ISM does not change. 

The affordances concept is focused on the possibilities for action which a material object, 

such as ISM, may offer to an actor, e.g. an employee (cf. Robey et al., 2012). In this dissertation, 

the concept of affordances is not understood from a radical social constructivist position in the 

sense that the materiality of ISM is open to any kind of interpretations overlooking the physical 

limitations enforced by the ISM (cf. Robey et al., 2012). Rather, and in line with the moderate 

position of social constructivism underlying this dissertation, it seems valuable to conceive 

affordances from a relational view in which affordances are understood as the possibilities for 

actions dependent on both the materiality of ISM and the ability of organizational members to 

perceive and use it (Robey et al., 2012). Consequently, ISM affordances are then constructed by 

organizational members’ perceptions of the properties of ISM as well as its material constraints on 

organizational members’ action that cannot be removed through their interpretations of it. The 

relational view or ontology on affordances provides equal importance on the material of ISM as 

well as on the social dimensions (Faraj & Azad, 2012). With this relational view on affordances, it 

is possible to study the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM, since not only materiality but also 

social dimensions are embraced (Robey et al., 2012). In fact, the relational view of ISM affordances 
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may help to understand that affordances are not solely about ISM materiality or properties or 

organizational members’ interpretations, but about the interactions with ISM (cf. Faraj & Azad, 

2012).  

Treem and Leonardi (2012) have specifically studied ISM and developed the theory of four 

affordances of ISM, i.e. visibility, persistence, editability, and association, based on a broad 

literature review of ISM (Treem & Leonardi 2012, p. 8). These four affordances have consequences 

for the internal communication processes, and they enable communication and collaboration among 

employees across departments and geographies possible which were difficult or not possible to 

achieve before ISM entered the workplace. Nevertheless, ISM not only allow organizational 

members the ability to do certain types of organizational activities, ISM also constrain users from 

doing specific actions (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017) as demonstrated in all three articles of this 

dissertation.  

Faraj and Azad (2012) suggest that the affordance perspective embraces a relationship view 

that is multifaceted. They conceive affordances as enacted in several mutual relations between e.g. 

ISM for ideation and organizational members (employees and/or managers). Consequently, many 

affordances of the same ISM may exist depending on the context, since these mutual relations are 

situated and emergent in practice. In that sense, not only the materiality of ISM but also users, such 

as employees’ or managers’ intentions, abilities and the situational context, is considered in the 

relationship view on affordances (Faraj & Azad, 2012). 

As argued above, ISM and their affordances have implications for how employees interact 

with ISM when they generate ideas, but also how they interact and communicate with each other on 

ISM. However, the ISM communication platform and its affordances interact with other 

dimensions, which are crucial in the employee ideation process and central to the online 
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communication about ideas unfolded among employees and for employees’ perceptions of it.  

Therefore, these dimensions have been termed the psychological communication dimensions, and 

they will be introduced and discussed in the following section. 

3.5. Psychological communication dimensions 

Particularly three psychological communication dimensions in relation to employee ideation on 

ISM are considered significant. The first dimension is related to uncertainty argued to be inherent in 

ideation. The next dimension is the concept of the imagined dialogues, since mutuality or 

reciprocity is reasoned to be anticipated in communicating about ideas. The last dimension concerns 

the psychological engagement conditions, as employee engagement is considered key for the 

emergence of employee ideation on ISM. 

3.5.1. Uncertainty 

It is argued that uncertainty is an integral part of organizational life in general (Alvesson & 

Sveningsson, 2011; Raupp, 2018) and in this dissertation, uncertainty is assumed to be a condition 

inherent specifically in employee ideation on ISM. In Article 2 it is explored how employees 

address uncertainty when they communicate about ideas on ISM. 

The absence of clarity, sureness, or confidence about something or someone is argued to 

define uncertainty (Raupp, 2018). Studies of uncertainty related to idea generation (Carson,Wu, & 

Moore, 2012; Fox, Gann, Shur, Von Glahn & Zaas, 1998; Herstatt, Verworn & Nagahira, 2004) 

mainly have a managerial, positivistic approach with a focus on uncertainty reduction (Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975; Driskill & Goldstein, 1986) which is about actively seeking information to reduce 

a perceived uncertainty. Ideation is at the front end of innovation, and uncertainty characterizes 

innovations both inside and outside the organization. Innovations are novel and complex, and 

whether or not they will bring positive or negative implications may be unknown for a long period, 



49 
 

and it can merely be presumed in what way they will be used (Mast et al., 2005). Within the 

organization, uncertainties exist in relation to among others the promised benefits for the target 

markets, the revenues generated (Zerfass, 2005) as well as the unknown impact which innovations 

may have on employees’ everyday organizational life (Zerfass & Huck, 2007). Outside the 

organization, individuals deal with uncertainties in relation to whether to adopt or reject innovations 

(Rogers, 2003). In both situations, communication is often considered as a means to reduce or avoid 

uncertainty. Mast et al. (2005) argue that innovation communication must illustrate, exemplify, tell 

stories, personalize and make concrete the benefits of the innovation for the individual. 

Traditionally, it seems that this type of innovation communication was assumed to be in the hands 

of management and communication professionals. However, when employees generate ideas on 

ISM they also address future scenarios which to a large extent are unknown or uncertain (Due, 

2012; Zerfass & Huck, 2007). Conducting the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, 

employees also illustrate, exemplify and demonstrate the benefits of ideas or show the problems or 

downsides of ideas to which they object. Thus, innovation communication unfolds among 

employees as well, and in that respect, uncertainty constitutes an inherent part of employee ideation 

as employees continuously seek to address the opacity of the suggested ideas and comments to 

these ideas.  

In contrast to the positivistic approach to uncertainty, the social constructivist position, which 

this dissertation is informed by, has a different focus on uncertainty. Since it is assumed that 

uncertainty is a construct of everyday organizational life in general and an inherent dimension in 

employee ideation on ISM in particular, uncertainty reduction is assumedly enacted in the sense-

making processes by organizational members in which they seek to construct meaning out of 

inherently uncertain and ambiguous situations (Raupp, 2018; Weick, 2001). Consequently, the 
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focus in this dissertation is not on uncertainty reduction in general, but on how uncertainty is 

addressed when employees generate ideas on ISM. 

A perceived uncertainty may result in psychological insecurity and self-censorship (Groth & 

Peters, 1999; Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016) which may hinder employees in generating ideas on 

ISM. However, when studying uncertainty not as something to be reduced or avoided, but as 

something to be coped with by employees opened up a new understanding of uncertainty within 

employee ideation. Similar to strategic ambiguity (Eisenberg, 1984) assumed to be a resource for 

organizational communication, uncertainty may be considered a resource for employee ideation 

fostering multi-vocal dialogues on ISM about ideas.  

3.5.2. Imagined dialogues 

With ISM, opportunities exist for dialogues with crowds of people, and within strategic 

communication it is often seen as dialogues which communication professionals may conduct with 

many people in different audiences (cf. Falkheimer & Heide, 2015). The opportunity for dialogue 

on ISM also exists among crowds of employees within an ideation context and not necessarily 

facilitated by communication professionals. Nevertheless, the dialogues about ideas among 

employees on ISM are of highly strategic importance to the organization. 

Kozinets (2015) suggests to compare the Internet with a polyphonic novel of Bahktin, i.e. an 

“[…] open-ended, creative set of experiences and interactional conversations between members of 

multitudes, diverse and fractious factions of intricately related and relating insiders and outsiders” 

(p. 269). Thus, conversations and interactions emerge on the Internet among and with people known 

as well as unknown to one another (Kozinets, 2015).  Similarly, ISM for ideation is a platform in 

which multiple and diverse employees conduct multi-vocal dialogues about ideas with known as 

well as unknown coworkers. As employees do not know all colleagues or managers in a large 
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organization, and they do not know who will engage in the online multi-vocal dialogues, it is 

assumed that employees not only imagine their audiences (Madsen, 2018a). They also imagine how 

the known as well as the unknown others will react to their idea suggestions or comments on ISM, 

i.e. they will anticipate the not-yet-said of the others (Shotter, 2008). Thus, when they generate 

ideas on ISM, employees are guided by their imagined dialogues (Bakhtin, 1984) which are their 

“anticipations of the not-yet-said” (Shotter 2008, p. 508). Accordingly, when employees conduct 

multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, they make sense not only retrospectively, but also 

prospectively through their anticipations (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015), and they will form their 

utterances according to how they anticipate or imagine the others will react. Therefore, in 

combination with the multi-vocal online dialogues among employees, the imagined dialogues are 

assumed to be key for employees to generate ideas on ISM. Moreover, there is an expectation of 

mutuality or reciprocity within online ideation. ISM offer the opportunity for suggesting ideas and 

reacting or responding to the ideas or comments of others in order to improve these ideas 

(Majchrazak & Malhotra, 2016). Thus, it can be argued that communication about ideas on ISM is 

dependent on dialogic moves and validations of others’ viewpoints assumed to foster a process of 

organizing, such as employee ideation (cf. Gergen, Gergen & Barret, 2004). In Article 2 it is 

demonstrated how the imagined dialogues and the anticipations of the not-yet-said are expressed in 

the online, written multi-vocal dialogues among employees. 

3.5.3. Psychological engagement conditions 

As previously mentioned, a high level of employee engagement is key for employee ideation on 

ISM to emerge, as well as to be able to benefit from the communicative and collaborative potentials 

of ISM. However, research into employee engagement in relation to ISM has only just recently 

started to emerge. Studies have demonstrated how employees may (or may not) be engaged through 

ISM (Ewing et al., 2019; Leonardi et al., 2013; Mazzei, 2014; Parry & Solidoro, 2014; Sievert & 
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Scholz, 2017). Research has also shown how employee engagement in communicating on ISM may 

be influenced by the communication climate and self-censorship (Madsen, 2018a; Madsen & 

Verhoeven, 2016), and by how employees perceive ISM and their affordances (Leonardi & Vaast, 

2017; Madsen, 2017; Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane & Azad, 2013; Orlikowski & Gash, 1994; Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012). When it comes to employee engagement specifically in generating ideas on ISM, 

studies from an employee perspective have still not been made. This perspective on employee 

engagement in communicating about ideas on ISM is further explored in Article 3. Hence, this 

dissertation takes a constitutive coworker approach to employee engagement toning down the 

managerial perspective and the role of managers in engaging employees in online ideation (cf. 

Heide & Simonsson, 2018; Taylor & Kent, 2014). Still, the link between employee engagement and 

positive performances of employees and organizations is acknowledged (cf. Albrecht, Bakker, 

Gruman, Macey & Saks, 2015; Kahn, 1992; Ruck, Welch & Menara, 2017; Welch, 2011). 

However, the employee perspective implies that employee engagement is studied in the process 

where it is communicatively enacted and in which employees act as active dialogue partners (Heide 

& Simonsson, 2018).  

Kent and Taylor (2014) argue that engagement is a necessary part of dialogue in which 

meaning making, understanding, cocreation of reality, and sympathetic/empathetic interactions are 

valued, and that without engagement there would be no real dialogue. Thus, it seems fruitful to 

consider communication – and thereby dialogues - as an integrated part of employee engagement in 

which communication is both producing and a product of engagement.  

Whereas the managerial perspective mainly concerns the positive aspects of employee 

engagement and how to help managers achieve an organizations’ objectives, the coworker 

perspective opens up for acknowledging the complexity of engagement such as tensions, 
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contradictions and paradoxes, and engagement expressed as resistance towards managerial 

initiatives (Heide & Simonsson, 2018).  

Kahn’s theory of the psychological engagement conditions of meaningfulness, safety and 

availability (Kahn, 1990) helped to explore facilitators and barriers to employee engagement in 

generating ideas on ISM from an employee perspective. Article 3 shows what employees perceive 

to facilitate or act as barriers to their engagement in online ideation, and how they coped with 

tensions in relation to engaging in generating ideas on ISM.   

3.6. Three perspectives on employee ideation on ISM 

To sum up, the theoretical framework of this dissertation has sought to shed light on three different 

perspectives, the managerial, the dialogue and the employee perspectives, on employee ideation on 

ISM. Each of the three articles in this dissertation embrace one of these perspectives, of which 

Article 1 takes a managerial perspective, Article 2 a dialogue perspective and Article 3 an employee 

perspective. 

The dissertation has been framed within the strategic communication perspective mainly 

preoccupied with studying managers and their actions. Applying a CCO-inspired perspective on 

strategic communication contributes to shifting the focus to also studying employees and their 

multi-vocal dialogues about ideas assumed to be essential to an organizations’ strategic 

communication.   

The dynamics of employee ideation on ISM “cannot be known independently of our theories, 

because the perspective (paradigm) in which a theory is constructed determines how empirical data 

will be interpreted” (Craig, 2013, p. 48).  Accordingly, this chapter has introduced and discussed the 

theoretical framework of this PhD research project, and the following chapter will present and 
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discuss the research design and strategies determined by the ontological and epistemological 

positions as well as its theoretical framework.  
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4. Research design and strategies 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the research design and strategies applied in the 

dissertation. A research design consists of a logical plan for connecting the empirical material to the 

research questions and finally to the conclusion of the research (Yin, 2014: 28).  

In order to answer this dissertation’s overall research purpose of empirically explore and 

enhance the understanding of employee ideation on ISM taking into account a managerial 

perspective, a dialogue perspective and an employee perspective in order to create insights into the 

dynamics of employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective, two qualitative studies 

have been conducted. The first study is a qualitative, explorative study of employee ideation on 

ISM, which comprises the managerial perspective of ten different organizations. The second study 

is a qualitative single case study conducted in one organization, which embraces the dialogue and 

employee perspectives on generating ideas on ISM.  

The following sections will first describe the initial study from the managerial perspective of 

employee ideation on ISM (section 4.1) followed by the case study from the dialogue and employee 

perspectives (section 4.2). Next, methods for constructing the empirical material (section 4.3) as 

well as the strategies for analyzing the empirical material (section 4.4) will be presented and 

discussed. 

4.1. Study one: Managerial perspectives on employee ideation on ISM 

In order to gain insights into and an understanding of managers’ perceptions and expectations of 

employee ideation on ISM, a qualitative, explorative study (Stebbins, 2001) has been conducted. 

The study is explorative since it is conducted in order to discover the emerging research field of 

employee ideation on ISM. 
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It is assumed that managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM in different 

organizations have a direct stake in this new way of generating ideas, they are knowledgeable about 

online employee ideation and able to reflect upon it. Therefore, managers’ perceptions of embracing 

employee ideation on ISM were explored first.  

4.1.1. Selection of ten large, knowledge-intensive Danish organizations 

The preparation of the initial, explorative study consisted of purposefully selecting (Mason, 2002) 

organizations for the research. Large and knowledge-intensive organizations were selected, as 

knowledge-intensive organizations are considered to have a high potential for benefiting from ISM 

(Chui et al., 2012), and employee ideation on ISM seems to emerge specifically in large 

organizations (Beretta et al., 2018). Besides being large and knowledge-intensive, the organizations 

should also be experienced in generating ideas with employees on ISM.  

Several large and knowledge-intensive public and private organizations across different 

industries in Denmark were contacted. By selecting among organizations within a diversity of 

industries, it was expected that deeper and more nuanced insights into managers’ perceptions of 

employee ideation on ISM were created. Moreover, it was also expected that various managers from 

different industries could contribute with diverse perspectives on employee ideation on ISM thereby 

limiting bias (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 28). The ten selected organizations applied different 

ISM platforms for employee ideation and over varying periods of time. An overview of the 

interviewees as well as the characteristics of the selected organizations and their ISM platforms for 

ideation is provided in Table 1 of Article 1. In addition, the construction of the empirical material in 

the explorative study of managers’ perceptions of employee ideation on ISM is accounted for in 

Article 1 
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The initial explorative study of managers’ expectations and perceptions of employee ideation 

on ISM helped shape the qualitative single case study of employees’ actual communication about 

ideas on ISM as well as employees perceptions of it. 

4.2. Study two: Dialogue and employee perspectives on employee ideation on ISM 

In order to research how employees generate ideas on ISM, as well as employees’ perceptions of 

online ideation, a qualitative single case study was conducted. Case study research is a preferred 

method when there is little research within a field (Eisenhardt, 1989), and limited research has been 

conducted within the field of employee ideation (Bogers et al., 2017). Case studies are good at 

getting close to the researched phenomenon (Flyvbjerg, 2001), and there is a focus on actual 

everyday practices constituting a specific field of interest (Flyvbjerg, 2001) such as employee 

ideation on ISM.  

4.2.1. Selection of the single case 

With the single case study, I wanted to create understanding, from a dialogue perspective and an 

employee perspective, of how employees communicate and interact about ideas on ISM, and what 

their perceptions are of generating ideas on ISM. Therefore, an organization in which a critical mass 

of employees participated actively in generating ideas on ISM on a regular basis was searched for. 

Among the ten organizations participating in the explorative study of managerial perceptions, four 

organizations appeared to be relevant, as many employees contributed with idea suggestions and 

comments on ISM, and they did this on a regular basis. One of these organizations reacted 

positively to my request of exploring employee ideation on ISM in their organization. This 

organization (hereafter, organization C) is considered an extreme case (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Neergaard, 2007) with unique opportunities for employees to communicate and interact about ideas 

on ISM. The case is considered rich on empirical material, and employee ideation on ISM is likely 
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to be “transparently observable” (Eisenhardt, 1989). Presentation of the single case and a 

description of the process of employee ideation on ISM in organization C can be found in Article 2.  

Together with the Head of Innovation Development in organization C, who was also 

responsible for employee ideation on ISM, it was agreed that I was allowed to do online 

observations of employee ideation on ISM and to interview employees. In addition, a confidential 

disclosure agreement (Appendix 3) was signed with organization C in order to protect the 

organization, the employees, and its internal business-critical information related to employee 

ideation on ISM. This agreement was not considered as a limitation to the research, since the focus 

was on employees’ communication and interaction when they generate ideas and on their 

perceptions of it, and not the critical and confidential business data shared online among the 

participating employees. Moreover, I was aware of the access to the confidential, online and 

unfiltered internal communication and the responsibility and trust adhering to this online access. I 

wanted to behave respectfully towards the organization. Thus, it was in my interest to have a signed 

and written agreement with the organization to assure access in order to construct the empirical 

material.  

In the beginning of the relationship with organization C, the contact person was the Head of 

Innovation Development who assured access through e-mail and password registration to their 

proprietary ISM specifically dedicated for employees to generate ideas. He also provided relevant 

archival material to improve my understanding of the employees’ communication about ideas on 

ISM and its context. He opted for the case not being anonymous and therefore the case was 

identified by company name in the first months of the relationship. However, organization C was in 

the middle of organizational changes and approximately five months after initiating the online 

observations of employee ideation on ISM, the contact person had to leave the company.  A new 

contact person was assigned, the Head of Product Innovation, who was aware of the agreement of 
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the ongoing online observations of employee ideation. The agreement was reconfirmed, but he 

opted for the organization to participate as anonymous. This decision was made before submitting 

Article 2 for publication in the International Journal of Strategic Communication. It is therefore 

considered that the identity of the company has not been revealed to a broad, international audience. 

The Head of Product Innovation helped provide email addresses of employees to contact in regard 

to the employee interviews and he was ready to answer any clarifying questions related to employee 

ideation on ISM.  

4.3. Methods for constructing empirical material 

Following the qualitative methodology of the research emanating from the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions acknowledging that the empirical material of this study is constructed 

and interpreted, the focus is on creating insights into and an understanding of employee ideation on 

ISM, rather than claiming something as true (cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). The chosen 

qualitative single case study which comprises mainly two qualitative methods, i.e. a netnographic 

approach to online observations and semi-structured interviews with managers and employees, 

seems to constitute a good match with the ontological and epistemological assumptions, since they 

provide opportunities for acknowledging the social construction of knowledge and since describing 

reality is a matter of construction and interpretation (Rasborg, 2013). Moreover, these qualitative 

methods contribute with deep and rich empirical material which can be characterized as open and 

equivocal, a key criterion of qualitative research (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018), and which are 

required to answer the research questions focusing on managers’ and employees’ perceptions of 

employee ideation on ISM, and on the online communication process of generating ideas. Thus, 

with the single case study it was possible to provide rich descriptions (Siggelkow, 2007; Kozinets, 

2015) of employee ideation on ISM. In the following sections, the netnographic approach to online 

observations of employee communication about ideas on ISM (section 4.3.1) will be described and 
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discussed. The section will be followed by a description and discussion of the selection of 

participants for the qualitative semi-structured employee interviews (section 4.3.2), reflections on 

the qualitative semi-structured interviews (section 4.3.3) and finally a presentation of the archival 

material (section 4.3.4). 

4.3.1. The netnographic approach to online observations of employee communication about 

ideas on ISM 

Netnography is by Kozinets, who developed netnography (Bertilsson, 2014), described as a kind of 

ethnographic research that has been adapted to comprise the influence of the Internet on today’s 

social worlds (Kozinets, 2010). The netnographic approach allowed authentic observations of 

employee dialogues about ideas on ISM in their natural settings (Kozinets, Dolbec & Earley, 2014). 

This method afforded “rich, thick description through grounded interpretations” (Kozinets et al., 

2014) and in-depth findings of how employees communicate about ideas on ISM which would not 

have emerged with such richness and details as with for instance interviews. The netnographic 

approach is social constructivist (Toledano, 2017) in the sense that it allowed first-hand 

observations of employees’ social interactions and social constructions in their natural settings i.e. 

when multiple employees generate ideas on ISM in organization C. Moreover, within netnography 

the researcher’s role in constructing and interpreting the empirical material (researcher-as-

instrument) is recognized and the researcher’s immersion into the online context of the study is 

emphasized (Kozinets et al., 2014). 

The netnographic approach to the online observations and its rigorous and disciplined process 

comprising twelve phases (Kozinets, 2015) underlines the reflective methodology of the research. It 

allows the researcher to reflect upon the research conducted, specifically in the “introspection 

phase” (p. 98) and to consider ethical issues in particular in the “informational” and the “Interaction 
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entrée” phases (p. 98). Ethical considerations when conducting netnography is of major concern in 

order to protect and not harm employees who generate ideas on ISM in organization C. The concern 

is about whether the online ideation sessions are public or private and whether or not to obtain 

informed consent from the participating employees (cf. Bertilsson, 2014). First, employee ideation 

on ISM in the organization is not private, but it is also not public in the sense that to enter the ISM 

for employee ideation, e-mail registration and a password are required. Nevertheless, it was 

considered public, but only public across organization C. Next, it is also assumed that employees in 

organization C, when communicating about ideas on ISM, perceive it to be public within the 

organization. Employees are aware of the many other employees participating in online ideation, 

and the content discussed, i.e. highly technical, industry-specific and work-related content, is not of 

a private nature. That employees consider ISM for ideation in organization C to be public across, 

but only within, the organization, can be illustrated in the following citation from an online ideation 

session: “Please remember that the […] project is not communicated outside […] yet!” (Idea 66). 

Here an employee in his online communication shows that he is aware of the public nature of the 

online ideation communication within the organization, since he is concerned about a potential 

break of confidentiality outside the organization.  

An informed consent (Kozinets, 2015) from the Head of Innovation Development was 

obtained when signing the confidential disclosure agreement. Access to the ISM for employee 

ideation was gained through e-mail and password registration, and I was visible to the online 

ideation community by a profile showing my name (see figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1. Excerpt of the welcome page of the selected online ideation session 

 

However, employees participating in generating ideas on ISM in organization C were not asked 

about their informed consent, as it was assessed that to conduct responsible and ethical 

netnographic studies without an informed consent from all participating employees was possible. 

As previously mentioned, employees were evaluated to perceive ISM for ideation as public within 

the organization. Moreover, I did not interact with the online ideation community. Conducting 

observations as a lurker, where lurker is defined as “the active observer who learns about a site 

through initially watching and reading” (Kozinets, 2010, p. 349), an informed consent from the 

participating employees is less required (Bertilsson, 2014; Kozinets, 2015). According to Langer 

and Beckman (2005) even covert online observations where the researcher does not disclose her 
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presence to the online community, and where an informed consent is not obtained from the online 

community may be considered ethical, as long as well-established ethical guidelines are applied. 

Nevertheless, my presence was disclosed through the visibility of the online profile indicating my 

name, but I never observed any reactions to my “entrée” (Kozinets, 2015, p. 98) into the online 

ideation community. This may be another indication of the employees considering ideation on ISM 

as being public and with many participating employees not noticing or reacting to a new 

“employee” entering the online ideation platform. Another reason for considering the netnographic 

studies as ethical is the act of anonymizing the identities of the participants. Their quotations used 

in Article 2 cannot be identified, unless access to organization C’s proprietary ISM platform for 

employee ideation is gained through e-mail and password registration. Although Kozinets (2015) is 

a proponent of the researcher interacting online with the participants of an online community and 

obtaining informed consent from all participants, he also acknowledges that an informed consent 

may be less required in specific situations, and that conducting ethical netnography is still possible. 

These situations particularly occur when the researcher has a low involvement, when the 

participants are aware of their online communication and interaction being public, when they are 

kept anonymous, and when the online quotations cannot be identified. Thus, the netnographic 

studies of employee ideation on ISM in organization C are considered to fulfill such ethical 

requirements.  

According to Kozinets et al., (2014), lurking should only occur in the beginning of the 

netnographic study, since lurking netnographers may miss “parts of the phenomenon that are not 

publicly visible” (p. 266) and engagement and participation in the online community is emphasized 

by Kozinets. However, I stayed at the lurker level, as everything within the online ideation sessions 

were publicly visible by those subscribing to the ISM platform, and I did not want to disturb the 

ongoing employee idea generation. In that sense, employee communication about ideas was not 
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disturbed by the researcher. This is considered a strength of the study, since in this way it was 

possible to study natural, ongoing employee communication about ideas that were not a result of my 

interventions (Bertilsson, 2014). 

As I needed to get familiar with the online ideation site in organization C, I initially explored 

all previous communication about ideas as well as all the ideation sessions since the implementation 

in 2011. I also explored the structure and functioning of the ISM platform as well as the 

participating employees. In that way, an initial and deep understanding of the online ideation 

community in organization C was obtained (cf. Kozinets et al., 2014).  

Sixty online ideation sessions including 2,420 suggested ideas, 6,558 comments, and 3,017 

likes since the implementation year in 2011 (as of January 2018) were explored in order to identify 

sessions rich in employee communication and interaction in the form of a large amount of 

suggested ideas and comments. Some ideation sessions generated many ideas, but very little 

interaction, i.e. very few reactions or even no reactions to the suggested ideas, and other ideation 

sessions generated only a few ideas.  

As recommended by Kozinets (2014), I planned to study ideation sessions with much 

communication and interaction among the participants, i.e. many ideas and reactions to the 

suggested ideas in the form of comments, likes and follows. Therefore, it was decided that idea 

sessions with a minimum of 30 submitted ideas and a minimum of five comments to at least some 

of the created ideas were selected to explore how employees suggest ideas and react to these ideas 

on ISM. In that way, 33 online ideation sessions were deselected, because of low employee 

communication and interaction. A pool of 27 online ideation sessions met the selection criteria of a 

minimum of 30 submitted ideas and a minimum of five comments to some of the suggested ideas 

(see table 4.1 for an overview). 
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Table 4.1. Overview of 27 significant ideation sessions on ISM in organization C 

Online ideation sessions with a minimum of 30 ideas 
and number of ideas with a minimum of five comments 

Title of ideation session Launch date Total # of 
ideas

# of ideas with a mini-
mum of five comments

[…] Innovation Challenge 2017 November 13, 2016 40 16
Game changing formulations for […] October 24, 2016 70 23

Innovate […] Health September 22, 2016 41 8 
[…]  Grow Value and Win February 18, 2016 98 22 
Rethink […] January 22, 2016 123 4 
Success in our growth platforms August 13, 2015 36 5 
Ideate for […] June 29, 2015 83 5 
help […] fight […] May 31, 2015 32 2 
Business creation 2015 January 21, 2015 43 13 
[…] Global November 19, 2014 120 8 
China […] Championship 2014  May 19, 2014 85 15 
Boosting the digital playbook April 25, 2014 43 4 
Bridging the gap from lab to […] performance studies April 9, 2014 47 2 
Customer Collaboration April 4, 2014 45 6 
Innovate with […] January 8, 2014 74 31 
[…] to […] November 27, 2013 41 6 
[…] September 16, 2013 38 3 
Beyond yield September 12, 2013 41 23 
Technologies to accelerate time to market August 27, 2013 74 36 
[…] - help making them BIG! June 17, 2013 118 53 
Winning with […] May 31, 2013 38 3 
Re-think […] September 20, 2012 37 6 
Ideas for […] next […] claim […] August 23, 2012 75 15 
Step 1 – […] is only a touch away - Ideation August 16, 2012 319 24 
The 95% recovery process of tomorrow July 30, 2012 38 12 
Postharvest Fresh April 2, 2012 41 16 
New […] specific applications March 25, 2012 48 2 
27 ideation sessions 1888 363 
 

The OneNote tool was applied to capture the online employee communication about ideas. More 

specifically, screen dumps were made of the ideation threads comprising the idea suggestions 

initiating an idea thread and the following comments (see Figure 3 in Article 2 for an example). 

Screen dumps were captured of all the significant 27 ideation sessions to assure access to the 

empirical material without having online access to the organization’s ISM for employee ideation.  

The empirical material constructed from the online ideation platform can be characterized as 

archival material, which is in contrast to “elicited data” that is co-created by the researcher and the 
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online participants through processes of social interaction (Kozinets et al., 2014). This is also in line 

with not having obtained an informed consent from each participant, as elicited material in 

particular may constitute a greater risk of harming participants (cf. Kozinets et al., 2014). 

As recommended by Kozinets et al. (2014), I chose to focus on a limited number of generated 

ideas in order to get a deep understanding of what is going on in a selected online ideation session. 

Selecting the ideation session “Gamechanging formulations for […]” allowed for “ethnographic 

timing” (Kozinets, 2014, p. 270) as I was able to experience, read, interpret and analyze in real time 

the suggested ideas, comments, likes and follows. Seventy ideas were suggested in this ideation 

session generating 263 comments, 380 follows and 340 likes. They can be found as downloaded 

screen dumps in Appendix 12. A detailed description of the selected ideation session 

“Gamechanging formulations for […]” for further studying employees’ communication about ideas 

on ISM in organization C can be found in Article 2. 

Before submitting Article 2 to the International Journal of Strategic Communication, all 

citations and screen dumps published in the article were approved by the Head of Product 

Innovation (approval in Appendix 4C). 

4.3.2. Selection of participants for employee interviews 

The second set of empirical material of the single case comprised semi-structured interviews 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) with 14 employees who participated in the ideation session 

“Gamechanging formulations for […]”. The criteria for selecting employees for the interviews were 

their physical engagement (Kahn, 1990; MacNiven, 2015) in the online ideation session observed 

during the netnographic studies of the organization’s ISM for ideation. The physical engagement of 

employees is expressed through their idea suggestions on ISM and/or when commenting on the 

suggested ideas or when they liked or followed ideas on ISM. Of the 120 employees invited into the 
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online ideation session, 55 employees displayed their physical engagement by either suggesting 

and/or commenting on ideas, liking or following ideas. Of the 55 physically engaged employees, a 

pool of 24 employees were selected for the interviews. Some were selected due to their high degree 

of idea suggestions, comments, likes or follows, others due to their medium degree of contributions, 

and finally some employees were selected because of their low degree of participation.  

Having selected a pool of employees to interview, the Head of Product Innovation provided 

the contact details (e-mail addresses) of 15 of these employees. When contacting these employees 

by e-mail, it was referred to the Head of Product Innovation and the Head of Innovation 

Development. The employees were briefly introduced to the PhD project and the signed 

confidentiality agreement, and it was mentioned that if participating in the interviews, their 

identities would be anonymized. Two of the selected employees were not reachable through the 

provided e-mail addresses, so they were contacted through LinkedIn Messaging, as it appeared that 

they no longer worked in organization C.  

Twelve employees responded positively to the interview request. Since I wanted to assure that 

I was able to reach a point of saturation in the interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015), five more 

employees were contacted of which two agreed to participate in the interviews. A further 

description of the interviewed employees can be found in Article 3. The titles of these employees 

covered levels from specialists to managers and one director. However, they are all considered 

employees, as they all participated in employee ideation on ISM in their capacity of employees in 

organization C.  An overview of the 14 interviewed employees including their degree of physical 

engagement in the online ideation session can be found in Appendix 1. 

Clearly, the Head of Product Innovation acted as a gatekeeper (Bryman, 2016) influencing the 

access to employees. Nevertheless, the question of gaining access to key informants is a recognized 
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challenge within empirical research and is often referred to as “the research bargain” (Bryman, 

2016, p. 51). However, the alternative of not having a relation with a contact person in organization 

C would have made it difficult to conduct the single case study in the organization. As the Head of 

Product Innovation did not introduce the selected employees to me or wanted to approve the 

interview guide before conducting the interviews, he did not seek to influence neither the selected 

employees nor the interview questions. 

4.3.3. Qualitative semi-structured interviews 

Qualitative semi-structured interviews were used as method for the initial, explorative study and as 

one of the methods for the single case study. Interviews are a good way to construct rich, empirical 

material (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Qualitative semi-structured interviews as a method to 

construct part of the empirical material of this dissertation fit with the ontological and 

epistemological positions of the research. As an interviewer, I participate actively together with the 

interviewee in constructing knowledge, and I see myself more as a “traveler” than a “miner” 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 57). The empirical material is not considered “stable nuggets to be 

mined by the interviewer” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 172), but as something that has been 

constructed by the interviewees and me. As a traveler, I entered into conversations with managers 

and employees that I encountered within the online employee ideation “landscape” (p. 57). I 

listened to their perceptions of employee ideation on ISM, and the meanings of the interviewees’ 

statements were unfolded in my interpretations published in this dissertation to my “home 

audiences” (p. 58). Moreover, as I and the interviewed managers and employees mutually 

influenced each other, different interactions with another interviewer or other interviewees would 

be likely to occur and different knowledge would then have been produced. Hence, the knowledge 

created in the interviews with managers and employees is constituted in the interactions in the 

specific situation (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  
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The purpose of conducting semi-structured interviews with managers and employees was to 

gain nuanced insights into and an understanding of their perceptions of employee ideation on ISM 

from different perspectives. The qualitative semi-structured interviews with managers and 

employees strived for nuanced accounts of different aspects of their views on employee ideation on 

ISM. Consequently, being precise in the descriptions and rigorous in interpreting meaning in 

qualitative interviews is as important as is exactness in quantitative measurements (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015). Therefore, the focus was on nuanced descriptions depicting the qualitative diversity 

and the many varieties of managers’ and employees’ perceptions of employee ideation on ISM.  

In total, 11 managers from ten different organizations were interviewed, as a department 

director participated together with the manager responsible for ideation on ISM in one of the 

organizations, and 14 employees in organization C were interviewed. Interview guides (Appendix 

5A and 5B) in both studies helped to focus on predefined themes in order to make sure that the 

research questions were answered and that room for new themes to emerge was made during the 

interviews. Interview guides for both the semi-structured interviews with managers and with 

employees comprised a long list of suggested questions which was followed to a certain degree.  As 

the interviews developed, not all questions were asked, as it was estimated that some questions 

became less relevant or had already been answered by the interviewees in their previous utterances.  

In order to explore managers’ perceptions of employee ideation on ISM, I wanted to cover 

their expectations of employee ideation on ISM as well as what they perceive as contributions and 

barriers related to the themes of the use of ISM, employee participation, employee online 

communication and management communication. Hence, the interview guide for the semi-

structured interviews with managers was theoretically informed by literature within the research 

fields of open innovation, employee ideation, ISM and internal innovation communication. 

Nevertheless, the interview guide developed as the interviews progressed, since new and 
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unexpected themes emerged, (e.g. that some managers thought that employees were obligated to 

participate in generating ideas on ISM, or that some managers did not expect that the suggested 

ideas would be the large golden egg leading to new products or new processes).  

The purpose of conducting semi-structured interviews with employees was to explore 

employees’ perceptions of what enables and constitutes barriers to their engagement in ideation on 

ISM, and to understand their online communication and interaction when generating ideas. The 

interview guide applied during the semi-structured interviews with employees was informed by the 

new understanding which emerged from the study of managers’ perceptions of employee ideation 

on ISM, from the netnographic studies of employees’ communication and interaction about ideas on 

ISM as well as from the literature of internal innovation communication, ISM and psychological 

engagement conditions. The interview guide focused on five themes in order to answer the research 

questions which comprised the employees’ perceptions and expectations of ideation on ISM, what 

in their perceptions facilitates or limits their engagement and more specifically, their perceptions of 

the nature of internal innovation communication in relation to ideation and ISM. Similar to the 

semi-structured interviews with managers, the interview guide allowed for new themes to emerge 

during the semi-structured interviews with employees, such as perceiving ISM for employee 

ideation as a scientific facebook or as a personal learning and development opportunity.  

The interviews conducted with managers can be characterized as elite interviews (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2015), and a potential for achieving a degree of power symmetry of the interview situation 

exists as managers are usually in powerful positions, and may be accustomed to participating in 

interviews and being asked about their opinions. As a researcher, I was knowledgeable about the 

topic of employee ideation on ISM from the reviewed literature. Questions were asked that 

sometimes challenged managers’ story about employee ideation on ISM in their organization, such 

as asking questions about what actually happens with the suggested ideas in the ideation process, or 
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about the level of online employee ideation activity. Interviewees often frame their utterances or 

accounts in a deliberate way. In particular people with a stake in what is being dealt with, such as 

senior managers who tend to construct a positive image of their world (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2018). In the beginning of the interviews, most managers reported of employee ideation on ISM in 

rather positive terms, but when asked about barriers or challenges, they were open to reflecting and 

sharing these experiences as well. Only one manager focused mostly on the barriers to employee 

ideation on ISM during the interview. Still, he was willing to share his perceptions of the 

contributions as well.  

The interviews conducted with employees were different in the sense that these employees did 

not have a direct stake in or ownership of employee ideation on ISM. On the other hand, they had a 

stake in keeping a good relationship with the organization and its members. Their roles as 

employees and participants in generating ideas on ISM made them sometimes reluctant to directly 

answer questions about e.g. management communication or employee communication in relation to 

the online ideation. Hence, they appeared to act loyal towards the organization, management and 

their colleagues. Some also seemed to protect themselves, in particular when asked questions about 

their concerns about the online reactions from the others to their suggested ideas or comments. 

Therefore, if some employees did not develop further on these questions, I chose not to ask further 

questions, as I did not want these employees to feel uncomfortable or account for something 

apparently too personal for them. Nevertheless, most employees seemed to report freely about the 

perceptions and experiences with generating ideas on ISM. 

An informed consent (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) from all interviewees was obtained before 

starting the interview. The interviewees were briefly informed about the research project, my 

intentions of publishing the results, and the fact that they were guaranteed anonymity. Before 

submitting Article 1 and Article 3 to the journals, approval for publishing the citations was obtained 
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from the interviewees (approvals in Appendix 4A and 4B). Only one interviewee (an employee) 

was concerned about his citation being too harsh. He rephrased it, and this rephrasing then became 

part of the empirical material. Another interviewee (an employee) never responded to my request 

for her approval. Nevertheless, it was decided to keep her citation in the article. 

Six management interviews and four employee interviews were conducted in Danish. The rest of 

the semi-structured interviews were conducted in English as these interviewees did not speak 

Danish. Having gained permission from all interviewees, the interviews were recorded (Appendix 6 

and Appendix 8), and subsequently all 24 interviews were transcribed (Appendix 7 and Appendix 

9).  

When transcribing interviews, the recorded interview material was prepared for analysis, 

which comprised a transcription from verbal talk to written text (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). As 

transcribing the interviews is an interpretive process (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015), it was important 

to do the task myself. To transcribe interviews involves close and repeated listening to the audio 

recordings, and this task is an important research activity (Silverman, 2004). Transcriptions can be 

considered translations of the verbal to the written language, and constructing these translations 

include a range of critical decisions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). When transcribing, an initial 

analytic process is going on analyzing the meaning of the interviewees’ accounts (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015). The recordings were transcribed in written style (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

Verbatim style was assessed to be too time consuming with regard to the large amount of interviews 

to be transcribed, and also to make too much noise when analyzing the transcriptions. The focus of 

the analysis was the meaning of the interviewees’ statements, not a detailed linguistic analysis. 

Therefore, the written style was estimated to be appropriate for the purpose. According to 

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), verbatim style is not necessary for an analysis of meaning. In that 
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way, repetitions, pauses, overlaps, intonations, aborted utterances, and so forth were not transcribed 

as they were assessed to increase the complexity of meaning analysis.  

In order to enable a better understanding of and insights into the selected online ideation 

session and its context, a semi-structured interview with the Head of Product Innovation was 

conducted (interviewguide in Appendix 5C) as he was the initiator of the ideation session “Game 

changing formulations for […]”. This interview was recorded (Appendix 10) and transcribed 

(Appendix 11), but it was not part of the following thematic analysis. Thus, this interview provided 

some background information about the purpose of initiating the specific ideation session, the 

results deriving from it and the further process of selecting and deselecting ideas. Moreover, during 

the period from October to December 2016, several informal conversations with both the Head of 

Innovation Development and the Head of Product Innovation were held, mostly in relation to 

understanding the structure and functioning of the ISM for ideation.   

The semi-structured interviews with managers, then the netnographic studies of ISM for 

employee ideation followed by semi-structured interviews with employees were guided by the 

abductive approach of this dissertation. I constantly interacted and alternated between theory and 

empirical material being reinterpreted  and influenced by each other. This opened up for new 

understandings of employee ideation on ISM which were then brought into the studies (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018). 

4.3.4. Archival material 

The purpose of getting access to archival material was to gain a better understanding of and insights 

into the observed online ideation session and its context. From October 2016 to January 2017, the 

Head of Innovation Development sent various emails and archival material. The emails, and not 

only their attachments, are considered to be archival material as well as they also serve to increase 
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the understanding of the selected ideation session on ISM.  The power point presentation from two 

online meetings in relation to the launch of the online ideation session on October 24, 2016, served 

to create better insights into the topic of the ideation session, the reasons for conducting the ideation 

session as well as an overview of the ideation process. Two meetings were held, one in the morning 

and another in the afternoon, Danish time, to meet the time differences in Danish and American 

work hours respectively. The overview of the selected ideas from the idea selection meeting held on 

November 4, 2016, in one of the organization’s Danish locations as well as the recording from this 

meeting helped to better understand the process of selecting the ideas and the reasons for selecting 

the specific ideas. The power point presentation from the following face-to-face ideation workshop 

held on November 9, 2016, in one of the organization’s locations in the USA served to increase 

understanding of how ideas were further developed after the online ideation session. An overview 

of the empirical material of the dissertation can be found in table 4.2. 

Table 4.2. Overview of the empirical material of the dissertation 

Empirical material Appendix 
Semi-structured interviews:  
10 transcriptions of the semi-structured interviews with managers in 10 different organizations. 7A-J 
14 transcriptions of the semi-structured interviews with 14 employees in organization C. 9A-N 
1 transcription of the semi-structured interview with Head of Product Innovation in Organization C. 11A 
Online observations:  
Downloaded screenshots of the 70 idea threads of the ideation session “Game changing 
formulations for […] on ISM in organization C. 

12A 

Downloaded screenshots of 363 idea threads of 27 significant ideation sessions on ISM in 
organization C. 

Available 
upon request 

Archival material:  
Power point presentation from two online meetings in relation to the launch of the ideation session 
“Game changing formulations for […]”. 

16A 

Overview of the selected ideas from the idea selection meeting. 16B 
Recordings of the idea selection meeting. 16C 
Power point presentation from the face-to-face ideation workshop. 16D 
Email re. access to ISM and introduction to the ideation session “Game changing formulations for 
[…]”. 

16E 

Email re. idea screening meeting. 16F 
Email re. recordings from idea screening meeting. 16G 
Email re. clarifying question to an ideation session on ISM. 16H 
Email re. face-to-face ideation workshop. 16I 
Email re. clarifying question to an ideation session on ISM. 16J 
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4.4. Strategies of analysis 

To organize and manage all the empirical material, the computer-assisted analysis software, NVivo, 

was applied in which the interview transcriptions and the screen dumps were coded. Section 4.4.1 

discusses how I coded in NVivo and its implications when analyzing qualitative empirical material. 

This is followed by a discussion of the thematic analysis which was the strategy for analyzing the 

interviews (section 4.4.2) as well as a discussion of the textual analysis applied for the analysis of 

the screen dumps of the online employee communication about ideas on ISM (section 4.4.3). 

4.4.1. Coding in NVivo  

NVivo was only applied to store, organize and manage the empirical material. NVivo helped to 

structure the empirical material for further analysis, but the task of interpreting the material was left 

with me (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Nvivo was used to code and to read across the empirical 

material the different text fragments within the same code labels. In that way, I got acquainted with 

the details of the empirical material (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015), and the established overview was 

useful for the further analysis. 

While coding is helpful in organizing the analysis of empirical material, it may also distract 

the researcher’s attention away from uncoded activities (Silverman, 2004). To address the coding 

problem of losing the context when coding qualitative empirical material (Bryman, 2016), I 

repeatedly returned to the original transcriptions or screen dumps to reread the material to assure 

that the codes were understood and analyzed in their larger context of the whole transcribed original 

interview or idea thread. Therefore, although codes and categories were applied to analyze the 

qualitative empirical material, I have strived for reinterpretations of the same material in the context 

of the original interviews or idea threads (Silverman, 2004). In doing so, the fragmentation problem 

of the empirical material derived from the coding has been addressed (Bryman, 2016), since 
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rereading the interview transcriptions or ideas threads, I was reminded about the flow of managers’ 

and employees’ utterances and of the communication about ideas on ISM. 

 With the constructivist position informing this dissertation, there are epistemological 

problems in coding the empirical material (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Coding is more in line with 

the “miner” researcher digging for already existing and stable data than with the “traveler” who 

conceives of empirical material as something that is being constructed in interaction between the 

empirical material and the researcher. However, like Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), I consider 

coding a useful tool for the analysis which can be applied without subscribing to its epistemological 

foundation. Being aware of this compromising position, and also acknowledging that coding and 

categorization reduce the meaning of long interview statements or long idea threads this reminded 

me that I should revisit the raw and uncoded empirical material. 

The abductive approach underlying this dissertation has been applied when constructing the 

codes (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) in order to understand employee ideation on ISM from the 

managerial, the dialogue and the employee perspectives. The codes were not constructed a priori, 

nevertheless the research questions and/or interview guides contributed to coding and categorizing 

the empirical material. Hence, the coding applied can be characterized as primarily data-driven 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015), but still guided by the research questions and/or the interview guide 

(NVivo coding of interviews in Appendix 14A and 14C). 

4.4.2. Thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews 

Thematic analysis seems to be widely used in the analysis of qualitative empirical material, while 

simultaneously being an underdeveloped procedure with few descriptions of what it is and how to 

conduct it (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2016). A thematic analysis of the interview 

transcriptions was conducted in order to be able to identify, analyze and report of patterns across the 
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empirical material (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Key themes based on previously established codes were 

constructed based on Bryman’s (2016) definition of a theme: 

“- a category identified by the analyst through his/her data; 

- that relates to his/her research focus (and quite possible the research questions); 

- that builds on codes identified in transcriptions and/or field notes; 

- and that provides the researcher with the basis for a theoretical understanding of his or her 

data that can make a theoretical contribution to the literature relating to the research focus” (p. 

584). 

By reflecting on the constructed codes, I began to understand some of the continuities and 

linkages between the codes that could then be categorized into themes (Bryman, 2016). 

Thematic analysis is not tied to a specific theoretical or epistemological position. It is flexible 

and is considered to fit into the social constructivist paradigm of this dissertation (cf. Braun & 

Clarke, 2008). The two thematic analyses conducted in relation to the explorative study of 

managers’ perceptions of employee ideation on ISM (Article 1) and to the single case study of 

employees’ perceptions (Article 3) comprised several phases of a thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2008). After transcribing the semi-structured interviews with managers and with employees, 

the transcriptions were read and reread to familiarize myself with the empirical material. Then, 

coding of all interview transcriptions started. As previously mentioned, these codes were mainly 

data-driven although it can be argued that they were also to a certain extent guided by the interview 

guide and the research questions, since empirical material cannot be coded in an epistemological 

vacuum (Braun & Clarke, 2008). Next, after the initial coding, all code labels and their fragments of 

text were revisited to check if similar codes had been constructed that could be reduced to one code. 

In addition, it was checked if one code included a too broad range of text fragments so that it had to 
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be split into two or several codes. Moreover, some codes were to be dissolved, as their text 

fragments were more relevant in other code labels. Third, I then started to reflect on and to analyze 

the codes and in this phase, these codes were read horizontally in order to find patterns and links 

between them (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Accordingly, these patterns and links were grouped into 

themes based on my interpretations of the codes and that related to the research questions (see 

examples of initial thematic coding of the interviews in Appendix 15A and 15B). Hence, 

developing or constructing the themes comprised interpretive work (Braun & Clarke, 2008). In this 

phase, the original transcriptions were revisited to ensure that the thematic analysis was conducted 

in a way that addressed the context of the text fragments as well as the flow of managers’ and 

employees’ statements in the interviews. Like with the codes, the themes were reviewed and 

reinterpreted and during this phase, some themes were redefined, others dissolved and yet another 

one emerged in order to ensure their internal coherency and consistency, as well as their 

distinctiveness (Braun & Clarke, 2008). An overview of the themes constructed from the thematic 

analysis can be found in Appendix 1 in Article 1. Here, the themes are sorted into managers’ 

expectations as well as managers’ perceptions of contributions and barriers. Each theme is defined 

and has been named with a title, such as “Afford democracy” or “Listen to the organization”. 

Moreover, each theme is represented by interview citations, i.e. the text fragments included in the 

themes. An overview of the themes constructed in relation to Article 3 can be found in Appendix 2 

of this dissertation. It is worth noting that the process of the thematic analysis was not a linear 

process. Rather, it was experienced as highly recursive going back and forth between the 

transcriptions, the codes and the themes (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2008). 

4.4.3. Textual analysis of the online employee communication 

Textual analysis has been conducted of the 70 idea threads in order to gain understanding of how 

employees make sense of and communicate about ideas on ISM (cf. Hawkins, 2017). To conduct 
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the textual analysis of the 70 idea threads downloaded as screen dumps, all 70 idea threads were 

printed. They were read and reread several times in order to familiarize myself with the way 

employees communicate about ideas on ISM, and with the way an idea thread was composed by 

idea suggestions, comments, likes and follows. Moreover, through the detailed reading of the idea 

threads I became acquainted with the highly industry-specific topics of the ideation session and the 

participating employees. In addition, I started to manually draw up various overviews in tables in 

order to structure the findings of the initial investigations (see Appendix 13A-I). I looked at the 

“demography” of the 70 suggested ideas, where an overview was made of idea titles, the authors of 

each idea, idea suggestion dates, names of those who followed the ideas, names of those who 

commented on the ideas and date of the comments, and names of those who liked the ideas. An 

“activity profile” was created of the most and less active employees in the ideation session, see 

excerpt in below Table 4.3. 
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 Table 4.3. Excerpt of participating employees’ activity profile in the selected ideation session 
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To know more about the momentum of each idea from suggesting an idea to the last comment in an 

idea thread, an overview was made of the dates of each of the 70 suggested ideas and of each 

comment related to each of the 70 ideas. It was counted how many times each of the participating 

employees suggested an idea, followed an idea, commented on an idea, or liked a suggested an idea 

or a comment. Finally, a table was constructed of the participating employees’ “demography” 

listing their job titles, tenure in the organization, their affiliated department, geographical location, 

their expertise, how many ideas they had suggested and/or followed, how many comments and/or 

likes. To make this table, support was obtained from a student assistant in organization C, who 

provided information about employees’ job titles, tenure in the organization, their affiliation and 

geographical location as this was not displayed in their online profiles on the ISM for ideation. All 

these different overviews created in the different tables helped me familiarize myself with the 

specific ideation session on ISM and its ideation topics. It also created the foundation for selecting 

employees for the interviews and being better prepared for conducting interviews with employees. I 

had gained insights into how a selected ideation session on ISM played out, I knew the 

“demography” of the employees to interview, and I had a sense of the way employees 

communicated online and about what they communicated. Although it can be argued that these 

initial explorations of the 70 idea threads may appear rather quantitative in nature, the analysis that 

followed is considered to value thick descriptions with a focus on the particular and specific, based 

on a deeper understanding and interpretations of the selected and limited amount of empirical 

material.  This may correspond to what Kozinets (2015) labels the humanist netnographic analysis. 

After these initial explorations, the idea threads were sorted into idea suggestions and 

comments to the ideas. In the idea suggestions, the way employees suggested ideas was analyzed as 

well as the topics they communicated about. In the comments, the way employees supported, 

objected, developed further or recombined the suggested ideas or even suggested new ideas in the 
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comments as well as the topics of the comments was analyzed. The analysis was conducted in 

NVivo, where the 70 idea threads were coded into 125 codes describing how employees 

communicate and interact about ideas on ISM (Appendix 14B). From the large range of codes, I 

was concerned about not falling into the coding trap (Kozinets, 2015) of ever-increasing quantities 

of codes just describing how employees communicate and interact without any theory emerging 

from the empirical material. Nevertheless, as the coding phase progressed, two sets of activities 

founded in the abductive approach helped make the research questions more specific and helped 

start to make interpretations of the empirical material. First, I repeatedly alternated between 

research literature and the empirical material of the 70 idea threads. Next, I got inspiration from 

revisiting the findings from the first study of managers’ perceptions of employee ideation on ISM as 

well as from the interviews with the employees, which had been conducted (but still not analyzed).  

Based on the above analysis, a textual analysis of the 70 idea threads was conducted to gain 

insights into and an understanding of how employees through dialogue strategies addressed 

uncertainty when they generate ideas. Expressions of uncertainty were looked for in the 125 

constructed codes of the 70 idea threads. In this phase, the different text fragments of the codes 

were read in their original context of the whole idea thread, and the expressed uncertainty was 

interpreted as unfolded in employees’ facework (Arundale, 2010). A detailed description of the 

analytic approach as well as several examples of the analysis can be found in Article 2. 

4.5. Reflections and limitations 

With the moderate social constructivist position underpinning this research project, it is important to 

be reflexive about the conducted research. Thus, I have strived for making visible my constructions 

of what has been explored, and how the interpretations of it have been made (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018). Reflexive research is by Alvesson and Sköldberg (2018) defined in the following 
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way: “[…] serious attention is paid to the way different kinds of linguistic, social, political and 

theoretical elements are woven together in the process of knowledge development, during which 

empirical material is constructed, interpreted and written” (p. 10). Since knowledge construction 

and interpretation are fundamental elements of this research project, I have sought to point out this 

dissertation’s assumptions, both the theoretical as well as my own, through reflecting on the 

research paradigm, the theoretical framework, the research design as well as the analysis strategies. 

In that way, I have interpreted my interpretations and critically explored my own constructions and 

interpretations of the empirical material (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018) allowing for critical 

evaluations of the conducted research (Blaikie, 2010). As conducting reflexive research is also a 

matter of being aware of what the research project is not capable of claiming (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018), in the following some final thoughts will be made about the conducted semi-

structured interviews and the netnographic studies. 

It may seem challenging to use managers’ and employees’ interview statements or accounts to 

indicate something about their perceptions of employee ideation on ISM, as their statements may be 

delimited to the way these interviewees momentarily develop subjectivity and the way they 

represent reality related to the local interview situation (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Therefore, 

rather than considering managers’ and employees’ point of views as explanations or true 

expressions of their “mental world” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018; Silverman, 2004), they can be 

seen as moral tales. These moral tales have been interwoven with the netnographic studies of how 

employees communicate and interact about ideas on ISM. Although my observations of what 

happened online are also social constructions and interpretations, these different studies have 

increased the potential for different perspectives (Silverman, 2004). Interviewing various managers 

from different organizations and diverse industries as well as interviewing a variety of employees 

with different professional backgrounds, different levels of physical engagement in employee 
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ideation on ISM and from different departments and geographical locations also allowed for a range 

of diverse perspectives to emerge. Thus, I consider that better conditions for more insightful 

interpretations have been established (cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Consequently, I consider it 

possible to suggest well informed findings based on these interviews and netnographic studies when 

making sure to address that these are my constructions and interpretations (cf. Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018).  

As it appears from this research’s definition of employee ideation on ISM, generating ideas 

online comprises complex internal communication processes on ISM. From the interviews with 

managers and employees, this complexity was found to be expressed in managers’ and employees’ 

accounts, which were sometimes ambiguous, inconsistent or contradictory. As already mentioned, 

interview accounts can be considered moral tales, and they are to be understood within the specific 

context in which they are constructed which may comprise both contradictions and inconsistencies. 

These inconsistencies were not assessed as communication failures or misunderstandings, since 

clarifying questions were also posed. On the contrary, these ambiguities and inconsistencies of 

managers’ and employees’ statements are considered as their reasonable reflections of the complex 

online employee ideation processes and context (cf. Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  

As previously stated, case studies provide good opportunities for getting close to the 

researched phenomenon or group (Flyvbjerg, 2001). It is worth mentioning that I never managed to 

enter into the offline part of organization C. Previous plans had been made to visit and stay in the 

organization when conducting the interviews with employees, but the new contact person at that 

time preferred the employee interviews to be conducted via phone. To a certain extent, it made 

sense as more than half of the interviewed employees were not located in the organization in 

Denmark, and interviews with them were to be conducted via phone or video calls anyway. 

Nevertheless, the sense of the larger cultural and organizational context was missed in which 
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employee ideation on ISM in organization C played out. However, as access to the ISM for 

employee ideation in organization C and to interview employees in the organization was obtained, it 

is considered that I was able to conduct a qualitative single case study, which was in fact very close 

to the everyday practices of online employee ideation (cf. Flyvbjerg, 2001). Using the netnographic 

approach, it was possible to actually observe authentic employee dialogues about ideas on ISM in 

their natural settings (Kozinets et al., 2014). 

In this chapter, the research design of the dissertation has been introduced. The two 

qualitative studies have been presented and discussed, i.e. the initial explorative study and the single 

case study, including the selection of the participants, methods for the construction of the empirical 

material and strategies for analyzing. I have strived to be reflexive about the research process and 

about my constructive and interpretive role in this process in order for the readers of this 

dissertation to be able to evaluate the research based on these insights. The three articles presented 

in the following three chapters have been produced from the two qualitative studies of this research 

design.  
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5. Article 1: Employee ideation on internal social media: Balancing managerial expectations 

The purpose of Article 1 “Employee ideation on internal social media: Balancing managerial 

expectations” is to explore managerial expectations of employee on ISM and to gain insights into 

contributions and barriers as perceived by managers.  

The article covers the managerial perspective on employee ideation on ISM, and is based on 

the findings from ten semi-structured interviews from autumn 2015 conducted with managers 

responsible for employee ideation on ISM from ten large and knowledge-intensive organizations 

across different industries. 

Sub-question one of what do managers expect of employee ideation on ISM, and what do they 

perceive as contributions of and/or barriers to employee ideation on ISM is answered in Article 1. 

The article has been submitted to the Journal of Communication Management and is currently 

under review. An early version of the article was presented at the CCI Conference on Corporate 

Communication 2016 in New York, USA (May 31 – June 3, 2016). 
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Employee ideation on internal social media:  
Balancing managerial expectations 

 

Helle Eskesen Gode 

 

Abstract 
Purpose - The purpose of this paper is to explore managerial expectations of employee ideation as it 
takes place through internal communication on internal social media (ISM) and to gain insights into 
contributions and barriers of this new way of generating ideas online as perceived by managers.  
Design/Methodology/Approach – This exploratory study is based on ten semi-structured interviews 
from autumn 2015 with managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM from ten large and 
knowledge-intensive organizations across different industries. 
Findings - Although managers reported contributions such as being able to listen to the organization, 
the majority perceived a lack of employee participation as a constraint in meeting their expectations. 
Managers found that employees did not participate due to barriers produced by both the 
organizational context and online visibility. Three inconsistencies that may cause further barriers for 
employee ideation on ISM were identified in relation to managers’ expectations. 
Research limitations/implications - The study is based on interviews with managers. Further studies 
are needed to explore employees’ internal online communication while generating ideas on ISM as 
well as their perceptions of ideation on ISM.  
Practical implications – The findings may help managers to balance their expectations of employee 
ideation on ISM thereby creating better conditions for fostering contributions and limiting barriers. 
Originality/value - The study provides initial insights into managerial perspectives on employee 
ideation on ISM and suggests communication professionals to support employee ideation on ISM 
through balancing the managerial expectations. 
Key-words Employee ideation, Internal social media, Internal communication, Affordances. 
Paper type Research paper. 
 
Introduction.  
Ideation is important for innovation (Björk et al., 2010), and innovation is important for economic 
growth possibilities as it contributes to organizational competitiveness (Cantwell, 2005). Employee 
ideation is about involving all employees in an organization to develop innovative ideas (Bogers et 
al., 2017), since employees are considered valuable sources of internal opportunities for innovation 
(Linke and Zerfass, 2011). Today, internal communication about ideas also takes place online on 
internal social media (ISM), and employees who ideate online contribute with their voice behavior 
(Morrison, 2011) to the internal communication of organizations. In that sense, employees are active 
communicators who, through online dialogues and interactions, create ideas for innovation. ISM 
constitutes the platform for this kind of internal communication, offering all employees the 
opportunity to voice their ideas (Heide and Simonsson, 2011) and comment on the ideas of others. 
This opportunity exists, for instance, for employees at the Danish biotech company Novozymes. 
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Employees can log into a Novozymes ISM platform specifically customized for ideation in 
collaboration with colleagues across departments, geographies and hierarchies.  

When employees ideate on ISM, they participate in internal complex online communication 
processes at the front-end of innovation where ideas are generated, further developed and finally 
selected or rejected (Khurana and Rosenthal, 1998). Based on previous research of employee ideation 
and internal communication on ISM (Björk et al., 2014; Madsen, 2017; Treem and Leonardi, 2012), 
employee ideation on ISM is defined as:  
 
The multi-vocal online dialogues among a crowd of employees that take place across the organization 
on an internal web-based communication platform which may allow – or constrain – employees to 
suggest ideas and/or to react to the ideas of others by agreeing to, objecting to, developing, re-
combining, or creating new ideas potentially beneficial to their workplace. 
 
Employee ideation on ISM is a new practice within internal communication increasingly adopted 
specifically in large organizations (Beretta et al., 2018). When new practices or technologies are 
introduced in organizations, expectations among managers are high but, ultimately, often not fulfilled 
(Heide, 2015; Orlikowski and Gash, 1994). This may also apply to employee ideation on ISM. 
Research has identified a lack of employee participation and demonstrated that employee ideation on 
ISM often underperforms or fails (Beretta et al., 2018). Overly optimistic or pessimistic managerial 
expectations may be harmful and create barriers. Overly optimistic expectations may prevent 
managers from addressing problematic issues due to overlooking important signals or cues. Overly 
pessimistic expectations may enact an environment confirming these low expectations (Maitlis and 
Sonenshein, 2010). Thus, setting, managing and balancing expectations is central if employee 
ideation on ISM should succeed and persist over time (Björk et al., 2014).  

Few studies have researched employee ideation on ISM (Aten and Thomas, 2016; Beretta, 2015; 
Beretta et al., 2018; Bjelland and Wood, 2008; Stieger et al., 2012; Zejnilovic et al., 2012). To date, 
only one study (Beretta, 2015) has investigated the managerial view, covering managers’ strategic 
thinking in relation to why and how ISM for employee ideation emerges. The aim of this paper is to 
gain insight into not only managers’ expectations but also into what they perceive as contributions 
and barriers. This may help managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM (hereafter, managers) 
to balance their expectations and, thereby, facilitate employee ideation on ISM.   
 
Literature review and theoretical framework 
In order to explore managerial expectations of employee ideation as it takes place through internal 
communication on ISM, a literature review of open innovation has been conducted leading to a 
theoretical framework (Figure 1) based on three selected perspectives of employee ideation on ISM, 
namely open innovation, ISM, and internal communication and ISM affordances. 
 
Open innovation perspective 
As mentioned, limited research has been conducted on employee ideation (Bogers et al., 2017), and 
research within this area is new and emerging (Beretta et al., 2018). Most of this research stems from 
the open innovation research stream (van den Ende et al., 2015; Björk et al., 2010; Khurana and 
Rosenthal 1998; Zejnilovic et al., 2012) and the brainstorming and creativity research stream 
(Osborn, 1953; Amabile, 1996). The literature review in the present study has focused on the research 
stream of open innovation (Chesbrough, 2006), where employee ideation is positioned at an intra-
organizational level of open innovation activities (Bogers et al., 2017). Innovation is increasingly 
regarded as the responsibility of every employee rather than the sole responsibility of designers, 
engineers or scientists. In that sense, all employees may become involved in developing innovative 
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ideas, as they are considered valuable internal innovation sources (Bogers et al., 2017; Linke and 
Zerfass, 2011). 

From the literature review, employee ideation seems to draw on three main principles of open 
innovation. First, a continuous flow of ideas into the organization is considered crucial for the 
innovation process (van den Ende et al., 2015), and it may make sense for some organizations to 
involve all employees dispersed across departments, geographies and hierarchies in ideation to benefit 
from their ideas. In this regard, crowds or large groups of employees are considered smarter than few 
experts (Surowiecki, 2005). Second, diversity of the employee crowd is considered an important 
dimension. Weak ties (Granovetter, 1973) are expected to expand the possibilities for developing a 
variety of new and valuable ideas, and the degree of diversity may determine how smart the crowd is 
(Stieger et al., 2012) and the quality of the submitted ideas (Beretta, 2015). The third principle 
concerns motivation for contributing ideas. Employees are expected to behave like customers or users 
who often share their innovative ideas if it means improved products in the future (von Hippel, 1988). 
Likewise, employees are considered willing to share ideas if a benefit from improved processes, 
products or services is within reach (Zejlnilovic et al., 2012). 
 
Internal social media perspective 
The term internal social media (ISM) refers to social media restricted and only available to 
organizational members (Madsen, 2017). The introduction of ISM in organizations to solve work 
related tasks is new and growing. ISM is studied by consultancy businesses (Chui et al., 2012; 
McAfee, 2009) and by research scholars within open innovation (Beretta et al., 2018), information 
systems (Huang et al., 2015), and organizational communication (Madsen, 2017). The increasing 
presence of ISM creates new online forms of internal communication and interaction among 
organizational members (Huang et al., 2015) with implications for organizational processes such as 
internal communication, collaboration and knowledge sharing (Leonardi and Vaast, 2017). 
Expectations of bringing “brains together effectively” to meet business challenges (McAfee, 2009) 
and to optimize internal organizational processes, such as collaboration and communication (Chui et 
al., 2012), are omnipresent in both research literature and the business press (Treem and Leonardi, 
2012). 
 
Internal communication and ISM affordances perspective 
In their study of ISM, Treem and Leonardi (2012) reviewed a variety of intra-organizational uses of 
social media, including employees’ use of ISM for sharing and developing ideas in relation to a firm’s 
innovation process. They found that specifically four affordances of ISM (visibility, persistence, 
editability and association) influence organizational processes, such as socialization, information 
sharing, and power.  

The term affordances was first formulated by the ecological psychologist James J. Gibson (1979) 
who suggested that people do not interact with objects without perceiving what they afford, i.e. what 
they offer: some may perceive a stone as a weapon while others may perceive the stone as a 
paperweight. Likewise, ISM has material features that transcend their context of use. When people 
perceive that these material features create potential for certain actions, they provide an affordance 
(Leonardi and Vaast, 2017). Hence, the affordance perspective not only focuses on the materiality of 
ISM but also takes into consideration users’ intentions, abilities, and the situational context (Faraj 
and Azad, 2012).  

In an online internal communication context, the visibility affordance, providing visibility of the 
online multi-vocal dialogues across the organization, may contribute to developing a creative 
organizational culture (Björk et al., 2014) and improving employees’ meta-knowledge, leading to 
more innovative products and services (Leonardi, 2014). Persistence affordance offers storage of 
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these online multi-vocal conversations to persist over time, making it possible for organizational 
members to search ideas generated online (Bjelland and Wood, 2008). Editability affordance offers 
the possibility of editing online content after its initial post, enabling employees to comment, build 
on and develop ideas created by other employees (Bjelland and Wood, 2008). The affordance of 
association creates connections among individuals, and among individuals and content, and may 
contribute with the opportunity for employees with different backgrounds, skills and knowledge, and 
across different departments, divisions, geographies and other formal hierarchical structures, to join 
online communities of practice with the common interest in collaborating on developing ideas 
(Holtzblatt and Tierney, 2011).  

However, these same affordances can be perceived as constraints on online internal 
communication. Visibility of employee communication and behavior may be experienced by 
employees as surveillance and control, not only from management but also from co-workers 
(Leonardi and Vaast, 2017). Similarly, persistence of content on ISM may transform into constraints 
if online contributions are perceived to produce more noise than value (Treem and Leonardi, 2012), 
or if the amount of ideas or reactions to ideas exceeds organizational members’ capacity to evaluate 
these ideas (Leonardi and Vaast, 2017).  

Many organizations do not fully benefit from the communicative and collaborative potential of 
ISM, since numerous employees refrain from communicating online due to e.g. their perceptions of 
ISM and/or self-censorship issues (Madsen, 2017; Madsen and Verhoeven 2016; Treem et al., 2015). 
Employees have a more complex relationship with their workplace than external stakeholders 
(Frandsen and Johansen, 2011), which may influence their communication and interaction on ISM. 
Studies of employee voice have shown how self-censorship may lead to workplace silence (Detert 
and Edmondson, 2011). Among other things, employees may be reluctant to voice their ideas, even 
pro-organizational ideas, if there is a risk that the idea is underdeveloped and will make them look 
less competent in the eyes of their managers or colleagues. Therefore, employees cannot be expected 
to behave and communicate like customers in an online ideation process.  
 
Figure 1. Theoretical framework 
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Figure 1. shows how managers’ expectations and perceptions shape and are shaped by perspectives 
of open innovation, ISM, internal communication and affordances. According to Orlikowski and 
Gash (1994), managers’ expectations and perceptions of a technology have an important impact on 
how individuals interact with it and, consequently, how employees communicate and behave on ISM 
in relation to ideation. 
 
Research questions 
Based on the literature review and the theoretical framework, and in order to discuss how managerial 
expectations and perceptions may influence the emergence of employee communication about ideas 
on ISM, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
 

RQ1. What do managers expect of employee ideation on ISM? 
 

RQ2. What do managers perceive as contributions of and/or barriers to employee ideation on ISM? 
 
Research Design 
An explorative research design (Stebbins, 2001) was used, applying a qualitative approach and using 
semi-structured interviews as research method. Eleven managers responsible for employee ideation 
on ISM from ten large organizations were interviewed in autumn 2015. 
 
Selection of ten organizations 
Knowledge-intensive organizations (Alvesson, 2004) are considered to have high potential to benefit 
from ISM (Chui et al., 2012), and employee ideation on ISM seems to emerge specifically in large 
organizations (Beretta et al., 2018). Therefore, ten national/international, large and knowledge-
intensive organizations in Denmark experienced in employee ideation on ISM were purposefully 
selected (Mason, 2002). 

The organizations represented different private and public industries and applied different ISM 
platforms for employee ideation (see Table I) over varying time periods. One organization shut down 
the online ideation platform after a year mainly due to perceived low employee activity on ISM. 
Another organization experienced employee ideation on ISM as a pilot project in autumn 2015, and 
was about to decide whether to keep the online ideation platform open or not. All ten organizations 
were relevant for the study since the research explores managers’ expectations and perceptions of 
contributions and barriers, and insight into both successes and failures creates understanding of this 
communicative practice. 

In total, 11 managers participated in the study. In one organization, the department director 
participated together with the manager responsible for ideation on ISM. The managers covered 
different functions and titles, but all of them were central to employee ideation on ISM. They had 
experience within innovation or social media management, and had relevant career and/or educational 
backgrounds. Thus, they were considered key informants (Neergaard, 2007). 
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Table I. Characteristics of the participating organizations and the interviewees 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Construction of the empirical material 
Ten semi-structured interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) were conducted with managers in the 
period August-December 2015. Seven interviews were carried out face-to-face and three via 
telephone, each lasting 45-90 minutes. Prior to the interview, the managers were informed about the 
research, but no definitions of e.g. employee ideation or ISM were provided allowing them to 

Firm Industry No. of  
em-
ployees
(2015) 

Turn-
over 
(2015) 
DKKm 

ISM 
platform 

Period Interviewee Educational 
background 

Ideation 
experience 
from 
earlier job 

A Food 19,000 10,262 Million 
Brains 

2010-
2011 

Commercial 
Innovation 
Director 

Bachelor: 
English, His-
tory, Political 
Science 

Yes 

B Fashion 20,000 9,400 Imagi-
natik 

2015-
2015 

Head of 
Digital 
Innovation 

Master: 
Interaction 
Design and 
Multi Media 

Yes 

C Techno-
logy 

23,000 38,031 Nosco 2010- Head of 
Business 
Innovation 

PhD: Control 
Engineering 

Yes 

D Techno- 
logy 

18,000 24,800 Yammer 2014- Global 
Project 
Manager 

Management 
of Innovation 
and Business 
Development 

No 

E Energy 7,000 8,563 3i 2008- Innovation 
Program 
Manager 

MSc: Econo-
mics, Busi-
ness Admini-
stration and 
Development 

No 

F Game and 
play 

14,000 35,780 Chaordix 2014- Senior 
Manager, 
Open 
Innovation 

BA: Industrial 
Design 

Yes 

G Construct-
ions 

14,000 17,734 Nosco 2012- Innovation 
Manager 

Design 
Engineer 

Yes 

H Municipa-
lity 

6,000 5,164 Loop 2012- Department 
Director  
 
 
 
 
Manager  

Executive 
Master: inno-
vation, leader-
ship and 
strategy) 
 
Innovation 
Management 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
Yes 

I IT solutions 
/ Consulting 

3,000 5,152 Loop 2015- Innovation 
and 
Business 
Design 
Manager 

Master: 
International 
Marketing and 
Management 

No 

J Biotech 6,000 14,002 Nosco 2011- Head of 
Innovation 
Develop- 
ment 

PhD: 
Biochemestry 

Yes 
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elaborate on their own perceptions. The interview guide informed by the theoretical framework 
focused on three themes to answer the two research questions: 1) managers’ expectations, 2) 
managers’ perceptions of contributions, and 3) managers’ perceptions of barriers.  

During the interviews, interviewees (the managers) and interviewer (the researcher) mutually 
constructed the empirical material (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015), implying that an ultimate truth or a 
best interpretation is impossible to find (Alvesson, 2011). Although deductive in approach, the 
interview guide allowed for flexibility and development of new or unexpected themes (e.g. that some 
managers expected “small grains of sand and not the golden egg”), as it consisted of two types of 
interview question. One set of questions was open-ended (e.g. “How does employee ideation on ISM 
differ from your traditional approach to ideation?”), encouraging managers to speak about their 
perceptions. The other set of questions was based on the critical incident questioning technique 
(Downs and Adrian, 2004) (e.g. “Have you experienced that it did (did not) succeed?”, or “Please 
give an example”). Through these critical questions, managers were offered the opportunity to 
describe both the concrete contributions and barriers that they perceived, and to highlight successes 
and failures.  
 
Analytic approach 
The empirical material has been analyzed from an interpretive approach where the managerial 
expectations and perceptions are considered frames (Goffman, 1986), i.e. cognitive mental models. 
In this study, frames are related to an individual’s sensemaking (Weick, 1995), i.e. the structuring 
and organizing of a current situation to make sense of and give plausible meaning to what is going 
on. Managers’ frames were influenced and shaped by their experiences, by the affordances and 
constraints of employee ideation on ISM, and by the researcher and her questions (Alvesson and 
Kärremann, 2007). Although socially constructed and not objective, these frames are still important 
to understand and gain more insight into as they have an important influence on how employees 
interact with ideation on ISM and, thereby, on employees’ communication and behavior on ISM (cf. 
Orlikowski and Gash, 1994).  

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed cf. written style (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). 
The first step in analyzing the empirical material consisted in reading, coding, and interpreting each 
interview transcript into different themes using NVivo software. In total, fifty thematic codes were 
constructed based on researcher’s interpretations of the interviews. In the next step, the thematic 
codes were read horizontally to find patterns and links between managers’ statements (Brinkmann 
and Kvale, 2015). During this step, the thematic codes were clustered into 13 descriptive categories 
of managers’ expectations and perceptions. The third and final step involved sorting the clusters to 
interpret managers’ expectations and perceptions of contributions or barriers (see Appendix I). From 
the many findings in the present study, three sets of findings were particularly significant in relation 
to managers’ expectations and perceptions. They will be presented in the following two sections. 
 
Findings RQ1: Managerial expectations of employee ideation on ISM  
The study found five categories of manager expectations. According to them, employee ideation on 
ISM could be a means to afford changes, democracy, business growth, employee communication, 
and access to the diversity of the organization (see Appendix I). In the following, managers’ 
expectations in relation to creating business growth will be further developed, since one of the most 
important findings stems from this category.  
 
Business growth and the nature of the generated ideas 
Several managers emphasized their expectations for increased business, reduction of time to market, 
and enhancement of their range of various innovation activities. Expectations of business growth may 
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be related to the affordances of making internal communication about ideas visible to all employees 
in the organization, associating employees across the organization, providing the opportunity for all 
employees to build on and develop (editability) other employees’ ideas, and searching for ideas 
(persistence) potentially beneficial for the organization.  
Surprisingly, not all managers expected innovation or business growth to occur from employee 
ideation as it takes place through internal communication on ISM. In fact, several managers expressed 
vague and ambiguous expectations, one stating that they were in the middle of a journey: 
 

We are trying it out in a lot of different areas in order to see where we get the most benefits (iF). 
 
Moreover, several managers, including some of the managers who expected business growth, did not 
expect the “right idea” (iB), the “good idea” (iF) or the “large golden egg” (iG) leading to a patent or 
new products or processes. Instead, managers focused on the value of expecting small “grains of 
sand” (iF) instead of the “large golden egg” (iG): 
 

When adding all those [gold nuggets] together, you have a lot of value, but if all you are looking for is 
finding the big, large golden nugget, you will probably be disappointed (iF). 

 
These managers expected small grains of sand or gold nuggets to provide the organization with a 
source of ideas or indicators of potential threats or opportunities. iC may represent the vagueness and 
ambiguity of managers’ expectations when first stating that he expected the generation of ideas for 
business growth, and then further elaborated on these expectations:  
 

It is not the vehicle that is going to make [the organization] grow. It is going to be a source of ideas for the 
business, that is clear, but [the organization] does not use the [employee ideation on ISM] as its core strategy 
to grow (iC). 

 
On the one hand, above expectations of business growth positioned employee ideation on ISM as 
important for innovation (van den Ende et al., 2015), and innovation as important for growth 
possibilities (Cantwell, 2005). On the other hand, managers simultaneously downplayed their 
expectations of creating more business due to their expectations of the nature of the generated ideas 
on ISM. This finding is surprising as ideation is considered crucial for continuous innovation and 
business growth (Björk et al., 2010). However, managers seemed to have vague and ambiguous 
expectations in that relation.   

As it appears, managers expressed a broad range of expectations. Although they perceived various 
contributions, they recognized important barriers to fulfilling their expectations of employee ideation 
on ISM.  
 
Findings RQ2: Managerial perceptions of contributions and barriers to employee ideation on 
ISM 
Contributions 
Managers stated that employee ideation through internal communication on ISM offered the 
opportunity to listen to the organization through the visibility of employee communication and 
interaction. They also mentioned the opportunity to discover new value in old ideas through the 
employee communication visibility of the online idea generation. Moreover, managers reported 
employee collaboration across the organization because of employee ideation on ISM. They also 
observed how some employees were inspired to ideate online by their colleagues’ idea generation on 
ISM. Furthermore, managers found that employee ideation on ISM supported HRM activities, such 
as faster onboarding of new employees, because of the association affordance facilitating creation of 
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networks with colleagues (see Appendix I). Although managers did not directly report the expected 
contributions of change, democracy, or business growth, almost all managers still considered 
employee communication about ideas on ISM to be worthwhile. The perceived contributions could 
be considered steps towards fulfilling these expectations. Still, the majority of managers argued that 
they would like more employees to communicate and interact on ISM in order to benefit from online 
employee ideation.  
 
Barriers 
Managers reported several barriers (see Appendix 1) hindering employee ideation on ISM. The 
organizational context and the visibility affordance seem to have led to three main barriers, namely 
issues related to management organizing, management communication, and employee self-
censorship. 

Management organizing. Managers perceived, among other things, that employees’ lack of mobile 
access to ISM, lack of social media skills or lack of time constrained employee communication about 
ideas on ISM. According to managers, employees are busy with their daily tasks, they try to balance 
time spent on and off work, and simultaneously, other online activities in the organization compete 
for their attention. 

Management communication. Managers also perceived unclear or lacking management 
communication as a barrier for employee ideation on ISM. Some managers reported that when 
introducing an employee ideation campaign on ISM, their wording of ideation theme and purpose 
might have been unclear since only few employees participated in generating ideas. Another manager 
mentioned that lack of management communication across departments seemed to hinder employee 
participation. Employees’ direct managers did not articulate that participation was allowed or even 
appreciated, as these direct managers were not aware of the specific ideation campaign going on: 
  

We really tried to communicate it to the employees. However, he [the Project Manager] had not 
communicated across the management system, that we run this campaign (iG).  

 
Moreover, managers also perceived that lacking management follow-up or feedback to the suggested 
ideas on ISM had a negative impact on employees’ participation in idea generation on ISM. 

Employee self-censorship. Several managers perceived that employees refrained from generating 
ideas on ISM because they perhaps felt uncomfortable about the visibility of their communication 
and behavior. According to them, employees seek to avoid the risk of making a fool of themselves in 
public within the organization, in case they do not come up with the right or the most innovative idea. 
This managerial perception may be related to the visibility affordance as a constraint for 
communicating on ISM.  

Another barrier perceived by managers was their ability to watch and listen to the online employee 
communication and behavior. Employees “might be afraid of telling the truth somehow” (iB), or think 
that only experts can come up with the right solutions. In addition, managers experienced that because 
of visibility, employees were reluctant about being the first to create ideas on ISM and that those 
employees wanted to see the quality of the online ideas before engaging: 
 

I would have preferred more employees to submit ideas. But I really think that it exceeds employees’ limits 
of sharing. Also to figure out the level of the ideas. What kind of ideas do we submit? They really need to 
watch it in order to determine how they should communicate (iI). 

 
These examples may indicate that employees’ perceptions of ideation on ISM hinder their 
engagement, as they cannot make sense of what employee ideation on ISM affords (Gibson, 1979). 
Research has shown that facilitators acting as sense-givers of ISM have a positive impact on employee 
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participation. When employee communication is taken for granted on ISM, without support from 
facilitators or moderators, employee communication works less well (Beretta et al., 2018; Madsen, 
2017). 

The managerial perceptions suggest that employees have more at stake (Frandsen and Johansen, 
2011) than external stakeholders when they generate ideas online in collaboration with a company. 
Employees may fear the risk of losing respect within their professional environment or receiving 
unwanted management attention. These are all issues related to an employer-employee relationship 
and/or to a coworker-to-coworker relationship. 
 
Discussion  
Although managers perceived several contributions that may constitute the building blocks for 
fulfilling their expectations, the majority found they would like more employees to communicate and 
interact on ISM. They explained the perceived lack of employee participation with barriers produced 
by both the organizational context and the visibility affordance. Interestingly, and based on the 
findings, three significant inconsistencies emerged that may cause further barriers to employee 
ideation on ISM. They will be discussed below.  
 
(1) Expectations of business growth vs. expectations of the generated ideas 
Several managers seemed to be vague or ambiguous about their expectations of the generated ideas 
on ISM. On the one hand, they expected ideas for business growth. On the other hand, they 
downplayed their expectations and did not expect the large golden egg or ideas that enabled the 
organization to apply for a patent. Nor did they expect to implement new products or processes from 
ideas created on ISM. One manager even expected business growth yet did not expect employee 
ideation on ISM to be the vehicle for business growth. These frames constructed by managers may 
be considered pragmatic ambiguities (Giroux, 2006). Pragmatic ambiguity suggests that not all 
ambiguity is intentional as is the case for strategic ambiguity (Eisenberg, 1984). These pragmatic 
ambiguities may apply when generating ideas is about business growth, but also when employee 
ideation on ISM does something else, such as creating the ability to listen to the organization. 
Following the affordance perspective (Gibson, 1979), employees do not engage in employee ideation 
on ISM before they perceive what it affords. If managers’ intentions and expectations are encumbered 
with ambiguities, it may deter employees from participating (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994). Moreover, 
managerial expectations of the generated ideas may be overly pessimistic enacting an environment 
where employees perceive ideation on ISM as unimportant (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010) and may 
therefore choose not to participate. 
  
(2) Expectations of employee communication vs. management organizing and management 
communication 
Almost all managers across the different organizations perceived that their organizing and 
communication in relation to employee ideation on ISM constituted barriers for fulfilling their 
expectations. Still, the same managers constructed frames of expectations related to the creation of 
change and democracy. The affordance of creating opportunity for all employees, not only for experts, 
to contribute to the ideation process may have a democratizing impact on organizational processes 
(Heide, 2015), such as communication processes (Kietzmann et al., 2011), innovation processes 
(Holtzblatt and Tierney, 2011), and strategizing processes (Stieger et al., 2012; Aten and Thomas, 
2016).  However, changes or democracy may be difficult to create since they do not emerge before 
ideation on ISM is “intensely used by a large part of the organization” (Björk et al., 2014:  439).  A 
sufficient number of employees, i.e. a critical mass, is crucial to creating potential for the expected 
change or democracy.  
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Still, it may make sense for managers to maintain high expectations of creating change and 
democracy as a vision of employee ideation on ISM. However, it can be argued that managers have 
too high expectations regarding employees’ willingness to communicate about ideas on ISM. They 
recognize that management organizing and communication are main barriers, but they still expect 
employee participation in the form of idea suggestions and employee communication to emerge about 
these ideas on ISM. Although research has shown that employees are willing to share their ideas like 
customers or users do (Zejlnilovic et al., 2012), research has also shown that when employees are not 
offered enough time or freedom to ideate, they might not engage (Litchfield, 2008). Additionally, and 
despite generating bright ideas, employee participation may decrease over time because of lacking 
management feedback or follow-up (Birkinshaw et al., 2011). This inconsistency of comprising high 
expectations of employees’ willingness to participate yet recognizing management organizing and 
communication as hindering employee ideation on ISM may reinforce the lack of employee 
communication. Managers may fail to act on the organizing and communication issues due to being 
overly optimistic about employees’ willingness to participate and communicate about ideas on ISM 
(Orlikowski and Gash, 1994). 
 
(3) Expectations of employees’ courage to voice ideas vs. self-censorship 
Several managers across the ten organizations perceived that employees struggled with self-
censorship issues when expected to communicate internally about ideas on ISM. Although managers 
framed their expectations around creating change and democracy by giving every employee the 
opportunity to voice their ideas, they also found that online ideation was not the preferred way of 
generating ideas for many employees. Following the open innovation literature, customers or users 
often share their innovative ideas with their suppliers, also within an online context (Antorini et al., 
2012; von Hippel, 1988). However, the findings of the present study show that employees are not 
likely to behave and communicate like customers or users in an online ideation process. Again, the 
complex relationship with their workplace may influence their communication and behavior on ISM.  

Another perspective on employee voice is that fear has been identified as an important constraint 
on ideation (Groth and Peters, 1999) stemming from the psychological insecurity that may arise 
because employees fear reactions such as criticism, rejection or ridicule. Generating ideas is 
inherently future-oriented (Due, 2012) as a future scenario for solving a problem is addressed. This 
future-orientation may increase the psychological insecurity as expressing oneself about the future is 
an uncertain act. At the moment of generating ideas, it is uncertain whether or not an idea has the 
potential of becoming beneficial for the organization and leading to innovation and economic growth.  

A third perspective on employee voice that may shed light on the lack of employee participation 
is the visibility affordance. On the one hand, visibility may contribute to developing a creative and 
innovative culture in the organization (Björk et al., 2014). On the other hand, visibility throughout 
the organization of employees’ communication and behavior may limit or constrain their participation 
(Madsen and Verhoeven, 2016). Psychological safety (Detert and Edmondson, 2011) is a prerequisite 
for employees to voice their ideas or comments on ISM. Further, self-censorship not only exists in a 
closed communication climate. An open communication climate may also restrict employee 
communication on ISM, but employees are more likely to increase confidence and limit censoring 
their voice on ISM in an open communication climate (Madsen and Verhoeven, 2016).  

Thus, the managerial expectations of employees’ courage to voice their ideas may be overly 
optimistic since, while acknowledging that employees struggle with self-censorship, they still expect 
employees to voice ideas on ISM. This inconsistency between recognizing employee self-censorship 
and, simultaneously, expecting employees to voice ideas may prevent managers from addressing this 
issue and consequently, may reinforce the lack of employee participation as managers may fail to act 
(Orlikowski and Gash, 1994). 



100 
 

 
From the findings, it appeared that most managers approached employee ideation on ISM in a top-
down manner. Although they supported employee ideation by offering an ISM platform specifically 
customized for employee ideation and often tried to launch and stimulate employee ideation through 
ideation campaigns or events, employee participation fell behind in most cases. This may indicate 
that it is difficult for managers to make employee ideation on ISM happen. Managers may facilitate 
the process, but it cannot be controlled or forced by management. Instead, employee ideation may 
emerge from multi-vocal dialogues among employees, if internal communication on the new online 
ideation platform makes sense to them and if they can see the importance of it. 
 
Implications 
Internal communication on ISM, as it takes place among a crowd of employees generating ideas 
across the organization may have a significant impact on organizations’ innovation activities (cf. 
Huang et al., 2015; Leonardi and Vaast, 2017). Therefore, it is important for organizations to enable 
multi-vocal online dialogues where employees contribute and share ideas and/or react to the ideas of 
others by agreeing to, objecting to, developing, re-combining, or creating new ideas potentially 
beneficial to their workplace. This study has theoretical implications. It has demonstrated that the 
proposed new theoretical framework based on perspectives of open innovation, ISM and internal 
communication, as well as affordances has contributed to research managerial expectations and 
perceptions of contributions and barriers of employee ideation on ISM.  

This study also has practical implications. It has shown that barriers exist to the emergence of 
employee communication on ISM, including barriers created by managerial inconsistencies on what 
to expect from employee ideation. Stieger et al. (2012) concluded that before starting a companywide 
dialogue about ideas, a communication strategy is of major importance. Likewise, Zerfass and Huck 
(2007) suggested that communication has a fundamental role in an innovation process including idea 
generation. In particular, making sense of employee ideation on ISM is crucial (cf. Zerfass and Huck, 
2007), and in that respect, managers may be considered to hold a fundamental sense-giving role in 
fostering online employee communication about innovative ideas. Therefore, this study proposes four 
ways to strengthen internal communication in order to reduce the identified barriers to employee 
communication on ISM and to balance managers’ expectations:  

 Communication professionals’ involvement. To facilitate employee ideation on ISM, 
communication professionals may train innovation managers, project managers and other middle 
managers involved in employee ideation in order for them to recognize the importance of their own 
communication role and to become internal communication facilitators acting as sense-givers of 
employee ideation on ISM. The tasks of the internal communication facilitators may comprise: 

 Balancing expectations of the generated ideas. Managers’ ambiguities and overly pessimistic 
expectations of the generated ideas may be addressed in supporting clear management 
communication of what employee ideation on ISM may afford to the organization (Gibson, 1979). 
Balancing expectations of employee communication. Managerial organizing and communication may 
be addressed in facilitating clear horizontal and vertical internal communication related to employee 
ideation on ISM, dedicating time for idea generation, encouraging employees to communicate about 
ideas on ISM, and giving managerial feedback and following up on ideation (Birkinshaw et al., 2011; 
Litchfield, 2008; Zerfass and Huck, 2007).    

Balancing expectations of employees’ courage to voice ideas. The feeling of psychological safety 
is important when generating ideas on ISM. Therefore, it is crucial to address employees’ self-
censorship in welcoming, acknowledging, and appreciating internal communication about ideas on 
ISM emphasizing how ideas, not solely from the experts, but from every employee are important 
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sources of innovation. This may also enhance an innovation climate (Zerfass and Huck, 2007) in the 
organization increasing psychological safety and reducing employee self-censorship. 
 
Limitations 
Only managerial expectations and perceptions have been explored in this study. Through interviews, 
managers constructed frames of their views on employee ideation on ISM. These frames do not allow 
for generalization as they are neither unbiased nor objective (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007). 
However, analytical generalization is possible (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015), since the findings may 
contribute to an informed assessment of what patterns may emerge in similar studies of other 
organizations and of the importance of balancing expectations.  

Moreover, similar studies including empirical material from other knowledge-intensive and large 
organizations, or from SME, would increase insight and understanding. Most importantly however, 
to balance insights and understandings obtained from this study, further studies are needed to explore 
not only employees’ perspectives and views, but also how they actually communicate and interact on 
ISM when generating ideas. 
 
Conclusion 
This study is one of the first studies to explore managerial expectations and perceptions of employee 
ideation on ISM. The study suggests communication professionals to support employee ideation on 
ISM, since communication holds a crucial sense-giving role in fostering online employee 
communication about ideas in an organizational context of overly optimistic and/or pessimistic 
managerial expectations. Internal communication facilitators may act as sense-givers to balance 
managerial expectations and foster employee communication on ISM through reduced 
inconsistencies in managerial expectations and increased psychological safety. Balancing managerial 
expectations may therefore create better conditions for the emergence of employee ideation on ISM. 
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Appendix 1. Excerpt of the coding, categorization and sorting into clusters of interview transcripts 
 

Descriptive 
categories of 
the thematic 

codes 

Descriptions of the thematic codes Interview citations representing the 
thematic codes 

Managers’ expectations 
1)  Afford 
changes 

Managers expect that changes will occur 
in the way employees and managers work 
as well as in the organizational culture. 

“It is a cultural thing to get used to 
suggest underdeveloped ideas, and to 
recognize that it is ok to do it.” (iB).  

2) Afford 
democracy 

Managers expect a more democratic 
organization, as they perceive that each 
employee can voice their ideas. 
Employees now have a communication 
platform, and they may be empowered 
through employee ideation on ISM. 

“I think it is democratic that they do 
not have to go to their manager, who 
might not be there. They can just hand 
in their idea at any moment. […]. 
Previously, the night workers seldom 
met their manager.” (iH2). 

3) Afford 
business 
growth 

Managers expect business growth through 
faster time to market, enhancement of 
their innovation activities, and provision 
of “small grain of sands”. 

“[…] to generate ideas for growth, new 
business growth that wouldn’t 
normally be found in our normal 
processes.” (iC) 

4) Afford 
employee 
communication 

Managers expect employees will react to 
their colleagues’ online idea suggestions 
in form of comments, likes, and follows. 

“We also want the ideas loaded; we 
want to see the idea change. We do not 
want to see a static idea.” (iC) 

5) Afford 
access to the 
diversity of the 
organization 

Managers expect they will get access to 
the diversity of the organization through 
the diversity of employees participating in 
employee ideation on ISM. 

“We believe in the more parties, the 
more diverse parties participating, the 
better the final result will be, and the 
more it can enrich the idea, the concept 
and the final product. This is in fact a 
clear and deliberate strategy.” (iI) 

Managers’ perceptions of the contributions 
6) Listen to the 
organization 

Through employee ideation on ISM, 
managers perceive they are now able to 
listen to the organization, since they get 
an overview of similar ideas and access to 
employee insight. 

“But what I think is interesting is that 
out of the posted 1000 ideas, 381 are 
about retail and payment, well then 
there is something here that we have to 
investigate further.” (iB) 

7) Discover 
new value in 
old ideas 

Managers perceive that ideas, once 
considered bad, obvious, out of scope or 
common, now reappear through employee 
ideation on ISM and bring new value to 
the organization. 

"Most of the ideas are not new. When I 
say most of them, I talk about 95% of 
them. They are not bad ideas, but just 
ideas that are obvious. These obvious 
ideas sometimes serve as a reminder of 
something we already know, but need 
to revisit, just to make sure it is still 
something that we still don't want to 
do. So that is still valuable." (iF) 

8) Employee 
collaboration 

Managers perceive that collaboration 
among employees is now strengthened 
since employee ideation on ISM increases 
organizational meta-knowledge, network 
creation, continuous interactions among 
employees, massive scale sharing, and 
break down of department silos. 

“[…] increases awareness of who 
knows what, what kind of knowledge 
do we have in the organization, how 
can we activate it, whom can we 
connect to, what kind of knowledge 
people network do we have. So that is 
a big plus.” (iJ). 
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Descriptive 
categories of 
the thematic 

codes 

Descriptions of the thematic codes Interview citations representing the 
thematic codes 

9) Stimulation 
of employee 
communication 
and behavior 

Managers perceive that employee 
ideation on ISM now stimulate employee 
engagement, idea sharing behavior, and 
employee expectation setting to the ideas. 

“[…] that we as a minimum should 
give feedback on what is posted and 
transparency in the process, stepwise, 
so each time an idea changes status or 
something new happens, then 
employees get feedback and other 
employees can follow it.” (iG). 

10) Support to 
HRM activities 

Managers perceive that employee 
ideation on ISM actually contributes to 
spot talents, develop employees, onboard 
new or young employees, or brand 
employees, the departments or the whole 
organization. 

“It is about internal branding as well. 
We have many ideas in Product 
Development. One thing is that only a 
certain amount [of ideas] is visible, but 
that is because of the funnel process. 
You only see what is disseminated, 
and you have a perception of not 
enough is coming out of our Product 
Development. What you do not see is 
the front end, which this [ideation on 
ISM] obviously helps to communicate 
and to make visible.” (iG).  

Managers’ perceptions of the barriers 
11) 
Management 
organizing  

Managers perceive their organizing 
impedes ideation on ISM (insufficient 
planning of setup, employees’ lack of 
mobile access to ideation on ISM, 
employees’ lack of time and social media 
skills, high frequency of ideation 
sessions). 

It is really tough to engage our wider 
community in sharing and trying to 
help each other, because they are so 
caught up in their daily lives and their 
own priorities (iC). 
 

12) 
Management 
communication 

Managers perceive their communication 
as a barrier for ideation on ISM. 
Introducing ideation campaigns: unclear 
management communication and/or lack 
of management communication across 
departments to other managers and to 
employees. During idea generation: 
insufficient or absence of management 
feedback or follow up). 

We really tried to communicate it to 
the employees; however, he [the 
Project Manager] had not 
communicated across the management 
system, that we run this campaign. The 
employees must know it is ok that they 
spend time on this when everything 
else is also going on. (iG). 

13) Employee 
self-censorship 

Managers perceive that employees may 
not participate as employees may fear 
being made a fool of, being observed by 
management, making ones idea public 
across the organization, sharing ideas of 
too low level, or exposing they are not the 
experts. 

“I would have preferred more 
employees to submit ideas. But I really 
think that it exceeds employees’ limits 
of sharing. Also to figure out the level 
of the ideas. What kind of ideas do we 
submit? They really need to watch it in 
order to determine how they should 
communicate.” (iI). 
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6. Article 2: Employee Ideation on Internal Social Media: Addressing Uncertainty through 

Dialogue Strategies 

The purpose of Article 2 “Employee Ideation on Internal Social Media: Addressing Uncertainty 

through Dialogue Strategies” is to create deeper insights into and understanding of how multi-vocal 

dialogues about ideas among employees on ISM unfolds in a context of uncertainty.  

The article embraces the dialogue perspective. It is based on the findings from the online 

observations of employee communication on ISM for ideation in the single case study conducted in 

organization C of which one ideation session of 70 ideas, including 263 comments, and 340 likes 

was selected for a more detailed analysis of employee communication when generating ideas on 

ISM. 

Sub-question 2 of how do employees through dialogue strategies address uncertainty in order 

to generate ideas on ISM is answered in this article.   

Article 2 has been submitted to the International Journal of Strategic Communication and is 

currently under review. 
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Employee Ideation on Internal Social Media:  
Addressing Uncertainty Through Dialogue Strategies 

 

Helle Eskesen Gode 

Abstract 

This paper studies employee ideation on internal social media, and how employees through dialogue 

strategies address uncertainty, a condition assumed inherent in ideation. The study explored online 

employee communication and interaction of 60 ideation sessions including 2,420 suggested ideas, 

6,558 comments, and 3,017 likes since the implementation year in 2011 in a large, knowledge-

intensive Danish organization. One ideation session of 70 ideas, including 263 comments, and 340 

likes was selected for a more detailed analysis of employee communication when generating ideas 

on internal social media. The study found that employees ideate mostly through three dialogue 

strategies: anticipating objections, asking directional questions, and opening up to other viewpoints. 

With these strategies, employees addressed uncertainty in mitigating interactions imagined to be face 

threatening. Moreover, the present research suggests that uncertainty and dialogue strategies are 

considered resources for online employee ideation. Uncertainty may offer the opportunity for open, 

reflective and stimulating dialogues, and the dialogue strategies may enhance online ideation. It is 

not until after an idea starts to develop through the multi-vocal dialogues that opportunities for 

innovation may emerge. In that sense, online employee communication about ideas is considered of 

strategic significance to one of the organization’s goals of being innovation leader.  

Keywords 

Internal social media, employee ideation, internal communication, dialogue strategies, uncertainty 

Introduction 



110 
 

The use of internal social media (ISM) for internal communication is increasing in organizations, 

leading to new forms of online communication and interactions among organizational members 

(Huang, Baptista & Newell, 2015; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). Employee ideation on ISM is an example 

of such new ways where in principle all employees may be involved in generating ideas online. In 

that sense, the emergence of employee communication in generating ideas on ISM is considered of 

strategic significance to an organization’s goals (cf. Zerfass, Verčič, Nothhaft, & Werder, 2018). 

Employees are considered valuable sources of internal opportunities for innovation (Linke & Zerfass, 

2011), and ISM constitutes the collaborative online platform that may foster and/or optimize 

employee ideation (Treem & Leonardi, 2012).  

Employees conducting dialogues about innovative ideas may prepare organizations for an 

uncertain future (Zerfass & Huck, 2007). When generating ideas, employees address a future scenario 

for solving a problem. Nevertheless, uttering about the future is an uncertain and risky act (Due, 2012; 

Zerfass & Huck, 2007). Previous studies have demonstrated that the very action of ideation may be 

encumbered with uncertainty (Carson, Wu & Moore, 2012; Due, 2012; Kijkuit & van den Ende, 

2010).  Not only due to among other things the volatile and ambiguous environments (Carson et al., 

2012), but also due to the risk of being exposed to criticism, rejection or ridicule (Groth & Peters, 

1999) from other organizational members, or due to employees’ uncomfortableness about generating 

ideas online rendering their communication and behavior public and visible to all organizational 

members across the organization (Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016). Hence, uncertainty is argued to 

constitute an inherent condition when employees generate ideas on ISM that may lead to 

psychological insecurity and self-censorship (Groth & Peters, 1999; Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016) 

constraining online employee ideation.   

Previous research has identified a lack of employee participation in ideating on ISM and 

demonstrated that employee ideation often underperforms or fails (Beretta et al., 2018; Coussement, 
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Debaere & De Ruyck, 2018; AUTHOR). Nevertheless, there is a research gap related to how 

employees suggest and develop ideas on ISM within a context of uncertainty. Yet, the (ongoing) shift 

in organizational communication studies of employees’ communication roles from passive to more 

active (Juholin, Åberg & Aula, 2015; Heide & Simonsson, 2011), the recognition of the importance 

of employee communication on ISM in developing ideas for innovation (Aten & Thomas, 2016; 

Linke & Zerfass, 2011; Madsen, 2016; Stieger, Matzler, Chatterjee & Ladstaetter-Fussenegger, 

2012), and the increasing propagation of ISM for ideation among employees dispersed on different 

geographic locations, departments or hierarchical levels (Beretta, Björk & Magnusson, 2018; Stieger 

et al., 2012; van den Ende, Frederiksen & Prencipe, 2015) call for deeper insights and understanding 

at the micro-level of this new and emerging way of generating ideas.  

Online employee ideation research literature has primarily been concerned with employee 

motivations (Beretta et al., 2018; Bergendahl, Magnusson & Björk, 2015), employee network and 

idea quality (Bergendahl & Magnusson, 2015; Björk, di Vincenzo, Magnusson & Mascia, 2011; 

Björk & Magnusson, 2009), and/or selection of ideas (Beretta, 2019; Rozaidi, Gibbs & Eisenberg, 

2017). Only few have studied employee communication and interactions during ideation, of which 

mostly in an offline ideation context (Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015; Due, 2012; Ness, 2017; Perry-Smith 

& Mannucci, 2015), while only few have studied the communication and interaction in an online 

ideation context of employees (Beretta, 2019) or of customers (Coussement et al., 2018). Among 

several findings, Beretta (2019) found that when employees frame their online feedback to ideas in a 

negative way, it may decrease the likelihood of these ideas to be selected by management for further 

development. Coussement et al. (2018) concluded that self-interest-oriented and positive emotional 

writing styles on ISM may indicate less participation in generating ideas. The present research adds 

to these findings by studying how employees cope with uncertainty while generating ideas on ISM. 
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Employees who ideate participate in the “fuzzy front end” (Khurana & Rosenthal, 1998, p. 59) of 

innovation where ideas are generated, further developed, and finally selected or rejected. In this study, 

the fuzziness is understood as the complexity of the communication and interaction among employees 

during ideation on ISM.  This implies that a wide and diverse crowd of employees with their different 

voices enters into relations with each other as they communicate and interact “to, with, against, about, 

and past each other” on ISM (cf. the concept of the multi-vocal rhetorical arena of Frandsen & 

Johansen (2017)). Following this understanding, employee ideation on ISM can be defined as:  

The multi-vocal dialogues among a crowd of employees that take place across an organization on 

an internal web-based communication platform which may allow or constrain employees to 

suggest ideas, and/or to react to the ideas of others by agreeing to, objecting to, developing, re-

combining, or creating new ideas potentially beneficial to their workplace. 

The construction of good-quality ideas that can be converted into innovations seems to be the 

purpose of ideation (Reinig & Briggs, 2013; Björk, Boccardelli & Magnusson, 2010), and innovation 

is important for economic growth possibilities as it contributes to the competitiveness of organizations 

(Cantwell, 2005). In that sense, employee ideation may be regarded as constitutive of an 

organization’s strategic communication and performance (cf. Heide, von Platen, Simonsson & 

Falkheimer, 2018), since organizations will miss internal opportunities for innovation if employee 

ideation on ISM fails or underperforms, and/or if employee participation is inferior. 

Therefore, the overall aim of the study is to create insights into and understanding of how 

employees in a large knowledge-intensive Danish organization address uncertainty through written 

online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. 

Theoretical framework 
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The theoretical framework has been built on two sets of components that may contribute to the 

understanding of how employees cope with uncertainty when they generate ideas on ISM. First, a 

theoretical argument of uncertainty as an inherent condition when employees generate ideas on ISM 

is established. Next, the dialogic relationship and dialogues strategies as essential to the emergence 

of ideas and to coping with uncertainty are introduced. Based on this theoretical framework, the study 

contributes to the strategic communication research field addressing the micro level processes of 

employee communication that cater directly into an organizations innovation strategies (cf. Heide et 

al., 2018).  

Uncertainty and employee ideation on ISM 

Uncertainty reduction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) understood as actively seeking information to 

reduce a perceived uncertainty is central in most studies of uncertainty related to idea generation. In 

this context, uncertainty links to both volatility and ambiguity, where a volatile environment over 

time makes predictions difficult, and where ambiguous environmental signals open up for multiple 

interpretations making it difficult to assess these signals (Carson et al., 2012; Herstatt, Verworn & 

Nagahira 2004; Fox, Gann, Shur, Von Glahn & Zaas, 1998). However, the actual study has a 

constructivist approach to uncertainty and sees it as inherent in human interaction and 

communication. Uncertainty and ambiguity are constructs of the everyday organizational life where 

sense-making can be considered a kind of uncertainty reduction, where organizational members seek 

to construct meaning out of inherently uncertain and ambiguous situations (Raupp, 2018; Weick, 

2001). Therefore, this paper does not study uncertainty reduction in general, but studies specifically 

how employees address uncertainty in their communication and interaction in order to overcome 

generating ideas.  

Hence, uncertainty is understood as the absence of clarity, sureness, or confidence about something 

or someone (Raupp, 2018). When employees generate ideas, they address a future scenario for solving 
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a problem, and uttering about the future is an uncertain act since the future is difficult to predict (Due, 

2012; Zerfass & Huck, 2007). In that sense, uncertainty constitutes an inherent part of employee 

ideation where employees constantly seek to cope with the opacity of the suggested ideas and 

comments to the ideas.  

Uncertainty may also arise from the online communication process about ideas. When generating 

ideas on ISM there is an expectation of mutuality, since ISM offer the potential for employees to not 

only suggest their own ideas but also to react to the ideas of others in order to improve these ideas 

(Majchrzak & Malhotra, 2016). However, the affordances of ISM such as persistence and editability 

affordances allow for asynchronous communication (Treem & Leonardi, 2012), and delayed or no 

reactions to the online idea suggestions or comments may ruin the inherent mutuality of a dialogue, 

thereby creating uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).  

Moreover, employees generate ideas on ISM with a wide and diverse crowd of colleagues 

dispersed across different geographic locations, departments or hierarchical levels (Beretta, 2019). 

These employees are known as well as unknown to one another (Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016). 

Organizational boundaries assure that only organizational members generate ideas on ISM, and in 

that sense, employees are known to one another. On the other hand, they may also be unknown to one 

another. However, the association affordance of ISM (Treem & Leonardi) makes connections across 

the organization and among a diverse crowd of employees possible. Thus, employees do not know 

all their colleagues, and who will read, or participate in, the online dialogues about ideas, nor do they 

know how the known or unknown others will react to their ideas or comments. This kind of 

uncertainty may relate to the psychological insecurity (Groth & Peters, 1999) associated with 

employees’ concern for voicing their ideas and the perceived risk of critical reactions that may arise 

from other organizational members such as colleagues or managers. The psychological insecurity 

may become even more explicit when employees communicate and interact on ISM, as the affordance 
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visibility of ISM (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) makes employee communication and interactions visible 

and public across the whole organization. Employees want to be seen as competent, and therefore 

they may be reluctant to communicate about their ideas on ISM (Danis & Singer 2008). This kind of 

uncertainty may originate in the organizational communication climate where psychological safety is 

a prerequisite for employees to be willing to voice (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Edmondson & Lei, 

2014). Madsen and Verhoeven (2016) found that employees are reluctant to communicate or carefully 

consider what to communicate on ISM among other things because they do not want to harm an 

imagined audience or their own self-presentation. Hence, employees constrained their 

communication and interaction through several self-censorship strategies. In an online ideation 

context, employees’ psychological insecurity and self-censorship can be found in their facework 

(Arundale, 2010) in the written online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas. Uncertainty is then the 

“trouble”, i.e. the focus of the interaction, employees seek to make sense of and seek to repair through 

their written online utterances locating the trouble, and articulated as agreements, disagreements, 

acceptances, rejections, alignments  and misalignments (Arundale, 2010).  T 

The imagined dialogues and dialogue strategies 

Drawing on Bakhtin’s dialogic relationship approach to ideas (Bakhtin, 1984), for ideas to emerge it 

implies that several and different voices engage in a dialogue, since it is in the dialogic meeting 

between two or several consciousnesses (i.e. voices) that ideas may arise. In Bakhtin’s discussions of 

Dostoevsky’s works, ideas are considered dialogic in the following sense:   

The idea lives not in one person's isolated individual consciousness - if it remains there only, it 

degenerates and dies. The idea begins to live, that is, to take shape, to develop, to find and renew 

its verbal expression, to give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into genuine dialogic 

relationships with other ideas, with the ideas of others (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 87-88).  
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In this perspective, the multiple and different employee voices form multi-vocal dialogues wherefrom 

ideas may emerge.  

When employees engage in multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, their communication and 

interactions may be guided by “anticipations of the not-yet-said” (Shotter 2008, p. 508). These 

anticipations will be referred to as the imagined dialogues (Bakhtin, 1984), and following the multi-

vocal and imagined dialogue way of thinking, employees orient towards each other, and they shape 

their utterances as they anticipate or imagine the others’ reactions. In that way, employees who 

communicate and interact about ideas make sense not only retrospectively, but also prospectively 

through their anticipations (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015).  

Shotter (2008) explored Bakhtin’s theories of polyphony and dialogism in organizational 

theorizing, and suggested that only when thinking dynamically, that is when anticipating responses 

to one’s actions, and of other people to each other, one is able to imaginatively enter into the others’ 

world and grasp it. In doing so, anticipations may organize the multi-vocal online dialogues about 

ideas among a crowd of employees in the sense that employees’ anticipations guide their actions of 

where and how to go on (Shotter, 2008).  Hence, multi-vocal and imagined dialogues can be seen as 

crucial for employee ideation on ISM, since it is in the dialogic relationship that ideas may emerge, 

and it is in the anticipations of the not-yet-said that the multi-vocal dialogues are organized. Thus, 

these anticipations of the not-yet-said may complement what Gergen, Gergen and Barret (2004, p. 

45) term the “dialogic moves that facilitate the process of organizing”. In this context, multi-vocal 

and imagined dialogues can be understood as the “process of relational coordination” (Gergen et al., 

2004, p. 44) facilitating employee ideation on ISM. Here, the notion of affirmation in the relational 

coordination is central. However, not understood as agreeing with, but understood as validating the 

importance of others’ viewpoints (Gergen et al., 2004).  
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Consequently, the anticipation of the not-yet-said as an aspect of dialogic moves to foster online 

multi-vocal dialogues for employee ideation in an uncertain context may be considered strategic 

(Isaacs, 2001) in the sense that the dialogues emerge with the intention to develop into innovations. 

In other words, employees may be strategic in how they suggest ideas or react to the ideas suggested 

by others in order to stimulate the online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas with known as well as 

unknown colleagues (Vásquez, 2015). Employees may therefore apply dialogue strategies in an 

attempt to foster online multi-vocal dialogues in which ideas may emerge from suggestions, 

agreements, objections, developments, or re-combinations.  

To sum up, two sets of components constitute the theoretical framework (see Figure 1), and are 

going to shed light on how employees through dialogue strategies may address uncertainty to 

overcome generating ideas on ISM. 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework. 

 

The theoretical framework introduced above has led to the following research question: 
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RQ1: How do employees through dialogue strategies address uncertainty in order to generate ideas 

on internal social media? 

Research design 

To answer the research question, a single case study (Yin, 2014) has been conducted. Case studies 

are appropriate in new research areas where little is known about the phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989), 

and suitable for studies seeking to answer the “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2014).  

Selection and presentation of the case 

A single case study can be a powerful example (Siggelkow, 2007), and in this case it is an example 

of how employees address uncertainty through dialogue strategies when they generate ideas on ISM. 

Organization C was purposively selected (Neergaard, 2007) for the research, and a confidential 

disclosure agreement between organization C and the researcher has been signed. Organization C is 

considered an extreme case (Eisenhardt, 1989; Neergaard, 2007) with particularly good opportunities 

for employees to generate ideas on ISM. The case is considered rich on empirical material, hence 

dialogue strategies are likely to be “transparently observable” (Eisenhardt, 1989). Analytic 

generalization (Yin, 2014), and not statistical generalization, may be obtained studying organization 

C. 

Organization C is a global company headquartered in Denmark, and it is market leader within its 

industry. Approximately 7,000 employees are dispersed globally on different locations. The company 

is considered a knowledge-intensive organization (Alvesson, 2004) with highly educated and 

experienced employees solving complex tasks. Organization C reinvest a high percentage (14%) of 

its revenue in research, and one of their strategic focus areas is to lead innovation. 
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The organization finds its sources for innovation both from the external environment such as 

partners, customers, suppliers and citizens, and from the internal environment represented by 

employees. Innovation workshops, hackathons and ideation on ISM are examples of innovation 

activities with employees in organization C. In 2011, the company implemented a specific internal 

social media platform dedicated only for employees to generate ideas. Among the organizational 

members the ISM for ideation is known as the “collaborative online ideation platform”. The role of 

this ISM is to facilitate internal front-end innovation processes and activities, and more specifically 

to facilitate idea sharing and collaboration among employees (Cardon & Marshall, 2015). The 

organization is dispersed on different geographical locations, and ISM offers employees in 

organization C the potential to generate ideas without being gathered in the same location. Employees 

do not need to be synchronous, as they may suggest ideas and comment, like or follow ideas when it 

suits them, and at their pace (Rozaidi et al., 2017). 

The company has a top-down approach for organizing online employee ideation where selected 

employees across business units, departments, hierarchies, and geographies are invited to participate 

voluntarily in an online ideation session that may contribute to solve an existing innovation challenge. 

Other employees not directly invited, but who wish to ideate in a specific innovation challenge, may 

participate as well (Interview with Head of Innovation Development, November 19, 2015).  

A typical employee ideation session on ISM in organization C is illustrated in Figure 2, and is 

conducted in the following way:  

Figure 2. Typical employee ideation session on ISM in organization C and its related activities 
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A department manager initiates the launch of an ideation session in order to engage a selected, diverse 

crowd of employees in generating ideas that may contribute to solve an existing innovation challenge. 

The launch takes place in a kick-off meeting with employees, and consists of an introduction to the 

innovation challenge and to the criteria for generating ideas. The online employee ideation session is 

limited to a period of two to three weeks. Immediately after the closing of the online ideation session, 

a screen team selects the best ideas to be further improved during a face-to-face workshop. During 

the workshop, usually a couple of ideas are selected for further development in R&D projects 

(Interview with Head of Innovation Development, November 19, 2015). Related activities such as 

launch, idea screening, selection or the face-to-face ideation workshop are not accounted for in this 

paper. 

Construction of the empirical material 

The confidential disclosure agreement allowed the researcher to gain access to ISM, through e-mail 

and password registration, and to register with a profile showing researcher’s name in the online 

ideation community. With the opportunity for the researcher to observe employees’ online ideation, 

a netnographic approach (Kozinets, 2015) was applied in order to construct the empirical material. 

Ethical considerations when conducting netnography is a major concern, and informed consent 

(Kozinets, 2015) was given to the researcher by the Head of Innovation Development at organization 

C in signing the confidential disclosure agreement. The online profile of the researcher was visible to 

the online employee ideation community, but the researcher did not communicate or interact on ISM. 

The observations made were at the lurker level defined as “the active observer who learns about a 

site through initially watching and reading” (Kozinets, 2010, p. 34). In the reporting of the study, 

employees and their online written quotations were kept anonymous. Additionally, any business 

critical insights have been removed, and replaced with […] in the citations and blurred in the screen 
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dumps. All published empirical material has been approved by Head of Product Innovation in 

organization C. Thus, the netnographic studies applied to construct the empirical material are 

considered not to harm neither the participants in ISM nor organization C. 

Different sources have contributed to the construction of three sets of empirical material. First, all 

60 online ideation sessions including 2,420 suggested ideas, 6,558 comments, and 3,017 likes since 

the implementation year in 2011 (as of January 2018) were explored in ISM.  Due to the visibility 

and persistence affordance, the researcher gained access to follow both ongoing online dialogues 

about ideas, as well as previous dialogues stored on ISM and available for exploration. The researcher 

found some ideation sessions generated many ideas, but very little interaction in form of only few or 

even no reactions to the ideas, and other ideation sessions generated only few ideas. Therefore, it 

became important to identify the idea sessions rich on employee communication and interaction in 

form of large amount of ideas and comments. Ideation sessions with a minimum of 30 submitted 

ideas and a minimum of five comments to at least some of the ideas were selected for further 

exploration. A pool of 27 online ideation sessions met these selection criteria leaving out 33 online 

ideation sessions because of low employee communication and interaction. Of the 27 sessions, the 

online ideation session titled “Gamechanging formulations for […]” was selected for further analysis, 

not only because of its relatively high amount of suggested ideas (70 ideas), but also because of the 

high amount of ideas (23 ideas) generating a minimum of 5 comments indicating an online ideation 

session rich on employee communication and interaction. Other ideation sessions generated more 

ideas, but less reactions to the ideas, and therefore they were less relevant for the research. Another 

reason for selecting “Gamechanging formulations for […]” was that it emerged while the researcher 

could actually observe the employee communication and interaction going on (from October 24 to 

November 6, 2016). Moreover, and because of its “up to date” status, it allowed the researcher to 
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have informal conversations (from October to December 2016) about the online observations with 

Head of Innovation Development and Head of Product Innovation who initiated the session.  

As it appears in Table 1, 120 employees were invited to participate in the selected online ideation 

session. In the following, employees who initiate an ideation thread by suggesting an idea will be 

named idea authors, and employees who react to the idea suggestions in form of comments, likes or 

follows are named ideators.  

Table 1. Employee communication and interaction in the selected online ideation session. 

Online ideation session “Gamechanging formulations for [ ]”, 24/10-6/11/2016: 
Employee communication and interaction  

Employees invited to the online ideation session 120 
Idea authors and/or ideators contributing with ideas, comments, follows or likes  55  
Idea authors suggesting ideas 30  Amount of suggested ideas 70 
Idea authors or ideators creating comments 41 Amount of comments  263 
Idea authors or ideators following ideas 44 Amount of follow clicks 380 
Idea authors or ideators liking ideas 44  Amount of idea likes 306 
Idea authors or ideators liking comments 13  Amount of comment likes 34 

 

Of the 120 invited employees, 30 idea authors suggested all in all 70 ideas. Reactions to these ideas 

arose, and Table 1 shows that 41 idea authors or ideators created 263 comments in total; that 44 idea 

authors or ideators clicked the follow function 380 times; that 44 idea authors or ideators liked ideas 

306 times; and that idea authors or ideators liked comments 34 times. To sum up, 55 idea authors 

and/or ideators of the invited 120 employees participated actively either by suggesting ideas and/or 

by reacting to the ideas in terms of commenting, following ideas, liking ideas and liking comments.  

The design of the ISM platform for ideation in organization C is structured around ideation threads 

(See Figure 3). An ideation thread is initiated by an idea author suggesting an idea. The idea 

suggestion consists of an idea title (“[…] Powder in Box”), an idea categorization (“New product 

formats/delivery forms that rely on CAPEX”), and an idea description that may consist of text, 

images, and hyperlinks. Furthermore, name and profile photo of the idea author, as well as the ideation 
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session title (“Gamechanging formulations for […]”), and point of time of the idea suggestion are 

visible.  

Figure 3. Excerpt of ideation thread 3 

 

After suggesting an idea, reactions to the ideas may start to appear. The reactions consist of 

comments, likes or follows. The ideators reacting to the idea are visible with name and profile photo 

(see Figure 3), and the comments may include both text, images, and hyperlinks. Screen dumps of 

the ideation threads containing idea authors’ and ideators’ ideas, comments, likes, comment likes and 

follows have been downloaded and constitute the first set of empirical material.  
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The second set of empirical material derives from a semi-structured interview with Head of 

Innovation Development (November 19, 2015) responsible for ISM, and from several informal 

conversations (from October to December 2016) with same Head of Innovation Development and 

Head of Product Innovation who initiated the studied ideation session. Moreover, the researcher 

gained access to documents such as power points and excel charts in relation to the launch of the 

ideation session, to the idea screening and selection meeting, and to the face-to-face ideation 

workshop. Also, an audio recording of the 50 minutes idea screening and selection meeting held on 

November 4, 2016, was made available for the researcher. All these sources enabled a better 

understanding of and insights into the selected online ideation session and its context. 

Finally, and in order to get a better overview of employees engaged in the online ideation session, 

the third set of empirical material consisted of information about idea authors’ and ideators’ job titles 

as well as their functional and geographic locations. 

Analytic approach 

The analytic approach is interpretive, and the screen dumps have been analyzed applying a textual 

analysis aimed at identifying and analyzing how employees through dialogue strategies address 

uncertainty to overcome generating ideas. This part of the analysis draws on Arundales’ Face 

Constituting Theory (Arundale, 2010) that addresses how face is achieved in talk-in-interaction. Talk 

in interaction is the everyday talk among two or more participants in which they “[…] interactionally 

achieve and conjointly co-constitute both connection with and separation from others as they 

interactionally achieve and conjointly co-constitute meaning and action […] (Arundale, 2010: 2088). 

When employees generate ideas on ISM within a context of uncertainty, it is assumed that this 

uncertainty is the trouble in talk-in-interaction (Arundale, 2010) employees seek to make sense of as 

they shape their utterances in anticipating and imagining the others’ reactions. Employees’ 
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psychological insecurity and self-censorship is in that way uttered through their facework. The 

approach is different from other face theories (e.g. Goffman, 1955; Brown & Levinson, 1987) and 

understands face as the dyadic accomplishment (Arundale, 2010) that emerges through the online 

communication and interaction, because it is achieved as an integral part of the interaction among 

employees. In that sense, facework is not about achieving positive face or avoiding negative face, but 

rather about employees’ interpretations of their connectedness with or separateness from other 

persons. Arundale (2010) suggests that the interpretations of face, that is the relationship mutually 

constituted among the participants, are evaluated as either threatening, supporting or in stasis (neither 

threatened nor supported).  

The textual analysis was conducted in five steps and structured based on inspiration from the 

“pivotal act of affirmation” (Gergen at al., 2004, p. 45). Considering the affirmation act, idea authors’ 

idea suggestion has no meaning unless ideators start to react to the idea suggestion, that is to affirm 

it. Only then, it may develop into a potential for innovation. Therefore, the first step consisted in 

sorting the ideation threads in two groups, namely 1) idea suggestions and 2) reactions to the idea 

suggestions. In the second step, the reactions to the idea suggestions were sorted into three sub-

groups, namely idea support, objections, and idea developments/re-combinations/new ideas. The 

third step consisted of reading and coding the idea suggestions and the reactions to the idea 

suggestions using NVivo software in order to construct a first overview of the dialogue strategies 

facilitating the organizing of ideation on ISM, such as for instance the anticipating objections dialogue 

strategy. This led to the identification of eleven different dialogue strategies. In the fourth step, the 

identified dialogue strategies were distributed into clusters of a) idea suggestions, b) idea support, c) 

objections, and d) idea developments/re-combinations/new ideas. The fifth and last step consisted of 

categorizing the eleven dialogue strategies into seven strategy categories describing how employees 

suggest ideas, comment on the ideas and address uncertainty in order to generate ideas (for an 
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overview, see Appendix 1). Following Arundale’s (2010) suggestion, to argue for accordance with 

researcher’s interpretations and those of the participating employees, the researcher has analyzed 

specific instances of actual talk, which are the written online ideation threads. Then, the researcher 

analyzed not only how employees suggest ideas or react to the ideas, but also how they anticipate and 

interpret the others’ reactions. This will be demonstrated in analyzing the communication and 

interaction developing consequentially in a selected ideation thread titled “Replace the […] by a “[…] 

like” solution” (Idea 45). 

Findings 

It was found that employees of organization C addressed uncertainty on ISM through seven different 

dialogue strategies (see Appendix 1) when suggesting, supporting, objecting, developing or 

recombining new ideas.  First, the seven dialogue strategies applied by employees in organization C 

will be presented, followed by an in-depth analysis of the three most used dialogue strategies.  

Acknowledging dialogue strategy  

This dialogue strategy was used a few times by idea authors when suggesting ideas, and often by 

ideators when reacting to the ideas. With this strategy, an idea author seeks to stimulate the online 

multi-vocal dialogues in acknowledging the existence of other ideas when suggesting a new idea that 

may solve the same problem as existing ideas, but in another manner, such as: “This idea does not 

speak to or invalidate any of these other ideas […]” (Idea 19). Also, when supporting ideas or 

comments, ideators or idea authors may express their appreciation, such as “Cool idea [colleague 

name]” (Idea 1), and often participants’ acknowledgements and appreciations were followed by a 

condition applying the adverb “if” such as “A neat idea […] if [it] is more […] friendly” (Idea 18). 

Even when objecting to an idea, ideators often first acknowledged the idea, and then followed their 

appreciation by a concession expressed through adverbs such as “but”, “though” or “although” such 
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as “It would certainly be easy to test this idea in [… ] – although [...] may not benefit as much from 

a […]” (Idea 42).  

    Applying the acknowledging dialogue strategy idea authors and ideators seek to support and 

encourage the other participants when generating ideas under uncertainty. Suggesting ideas solving 

similar problems as existing ideas (Idea 19) may be interpreted as an indirect critique of the existing 

ideas. However, the indirect critique and the objections following the acknowledgement (Idea 42) are 

attenuated through the acknowledging dialogue strategy where they seek to achieve face connection 

(Arundale, 2010) with the other participants and to avoid that their utterances are evaluated as face 

threat (Arundale, 2010).  Hence, these idea authors and ideators seem to avoid what Gergen et al. 

(2004) term “the negative move within a dialogue” (p. 50) basically destroying or undermining the 

suggested ideas. Formulating their idea suggestions or objections carefully and sensitively, they 

acknowledged preceding ideas or comments inviting for continued online multi-vocal dialogues 

about ideas.  

Anticipating objections dialogue strategy  

The anticipating objections strategy keeps the dialogue ongoing by accommodating possible and 

imagined objections. When idea authors and ideators communicate and interact about ideas on ISM 

in organization C, it is remarkable how they anticipate possible objections or critique that may be 

evoked by their idea suggestions, e.g. “[…] maybe an idea somewhat outside “formulation””, (Idea 

35) or by their reactions to the ideas, e.g. “And maybe I’ve totally missed the boat and this model is 

already inherent in our alliance with […]”, (Idea 67). This strategy is omnipresent in the online 

communication about ideas in organization C, it is applied to a high extent, and is used to anticipate 

possible objections or critique from co-workers by carefully framing utterances in response to the 

imagined objections. These idea authors and ideators seem to address the risk of individual blame 
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(Gergen et al., 2004) for their idea suggestions or comments of which they are hold responsible. 

Hence, they tone down their utterances to take the edge of any anticipated critique or objections. In 

above example where the idea author concludes his idea suggestion with the utterance “[…] maybe 

an idea somewhat outside “formulation”” (Idea 35) he seeks to avoid the risk of achieving face 

separation (Arundale, 2010) in downplaying his idea suggestion and thereby mitigating any 

objections that may occur, and that may be evaluated as face threat (Arundale, 2010). Also ideators 

may apply the anticipating objection strategy to support, object or develop further the suggested ideas. 

As an example, an ideator demonstrates support to a previous comment in the ideation thread, where 

she anticipates possible critique to her support which she seeks to fade with the utterance “Without 

knowing what the reaction should be, I also like the concept of putting something into […]” (Idea 

64). Here, the ideator seeks to mitigate her support and in that way also the anticipated critique and 

face threat, as she may have imagined an objection about “you don’t know what the reaction should 

be.” 

The acknowledging dialogue strategy may overlap with the anticipating objections dialogue 

strategy in the sense that idea authors and ideators anticipate the others’ reactions which is why they 

try to tone down their utterances. However the acknowledging dialogue strategy differs from the 

anticipating dialogue strategy in the sense that the anticipating dialogue strategy does not cover the 

acknowledging and appreciating elements of the acknowledging dialogue strategy. 

Direct appeal dialogue strategy 

Often idea authors appeal directly to the online ideation community when suggesting ideas in that 

way seeking to foster dialogues about the ideas which they show their uncertainty about. One idea 

author appealed directly to the other participants of the online ideation community when suggesting 

an idea asking them to tell if they knew about already existing patents of the idea that she was 
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suggesting: “[…] if you know of publications around this, please shout.” (Idea 18). Also, in trying to 

support or developing further an idea, ideators sometimes appealed directly to the other participants 

prompting them to share their knowledge in relation to the idea: “Can someone from […] chip in 

about what kind of […] dispensing systems are already available […]?” (Idea 3). In directly reaching 

out to others, idea authors and ideators seek to achieve face connection (Arundale, 2010) with and to 

spur reactions from the others.  Consequently, they may avoid their previous utterances being 

evaluated as face threatening (Arundale, 2010), since they demonstrate that they are open to other 

viewpoints. In that sense they seem to foster centrifugal dialogues (Gergen et al., 2004) that seek to 

disrupt centralized forms of understanding by inviting others from across the organization to 

participate.    

Inquiring dialogue strategy  

The inquiring strategy keeps the dialogue going in setting directions by asking questions. This 

strategy has been used when idea authors suggest ideas framed as questions, e.g. “Can we add […] 

which will benefit/boost the subsequent […]?” (Idea 11), or when ideators support, e.g. “[…] might 

the market now be large enough to revive an effort?” (Idea 45) or object, e.g. “Is there a reason to go 

without […]?” (Idea 41), or when ideators further develop the ideas in asking questions, e.g. “Can 

we combine the two into one […] with […] as a carrier?” (Idea 25). It is significant that more than 

half of the suggested seventy ideas in this online ideation session in organization C are uttered as 

questions, and that reactions to these ideas formulated as questions are abundant as well. With the 

inquiring strategy, it can be said that the imagined dialogue and its orientation towards others is made 

more explicit, as idea authors and ideators anticipate or even expect reactions from other ideators 

such as “response, agreement, sympathy, objection, execution, and so forth” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 69).  
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    To utter ideas or comments as questions may indicate a more collaborative and more open style 

where the participants show their insecurity as opposed to a more direct imperative style. Applying 

this strategy, idea authors and ideators seek to achieve face connection (Arundale, 2010) with other 

participants, thus may avoid their utterances being evaluated as face threatening (Arundale, 2010).  

Nevertheless, the inquiring strategy is not only anticipatory or collaborative, in addition it may 

also point the multi-vocal dialogues into a desired thematic direction (Halvorsen, 2015). In above 

inquiring dialogue strategy quotations, idea author and ideators indicate with their questions that they 

expect reactions from the other participants, and while showing openness and willingness to 

collaborate, they also set directions for the following multi-vocal dialogues on ISM.  

Ambiguous dialogue strategy  

Idea authors and ideators applied to a limited extent the ambiguous dialogue strategy that includes 

humor, jokes, irony and emoticons when suggesting ideas or reacting to the ideas. With this strategy, 

idea authors could take the edge of any anticipated critique to their idea suggestions that may be 

evaluated as face threatening (Arundale, 2010), such as “Lots of space for branding and 4-color 

marketing fun!” (Idea 65). Hence, this strategy may to some extent overlap with the anticipating 

dialogue strategy, but differs with its ambiguous character. When used by ideators as reacting to the 

suggested ideas, the ambiguous dialogue strategy blur whether ideators actually support or object the 

idea, such as “Nothing adds to processing rates like a bump up in temperature” (Idea 50). Thus, the 

participants may interpret the ambiguous utterances at their convenience, and an eventual objection 

to an idea or to a comment may be attenuated through the use of this strategy. However, being 

ambiguous may also spark uncertainty about the meaning of an utterance. Ideator commenting on 

Idea 48 with “Very relevant, to […] environmental policies for sure” (Idea 48) seems to appreciate 

the suggested idea by the “very relevant”, but may or may not refute this appreciation with “to […] 
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environmental policies for sure”. Here it is not clear whether or not the ideator actually critique the 

idea for not being relevant to organization C, but only for the environmental policies.  

Open to other viewpoints dialogue strategy 

The strategy of opening up to other viewpoints stimulates an ongoing dialogue by showing openness 

towards new input and/or not firmly determination about own uttered viewpoints. Similar to the direct 

appeal dialogue strategy, opening up to other viewpoints may foster centrifugal dialogues (Gergen et 

al., 2004) that may disrupt centralized forms of understanding and meaning by opening up to other 

viewpoints from across the organization. Thus, the direct appeal dialogue strategy may overlap with 

the open to other viewpoints dialogue strategy, but differs in its manner of appealing directly to the 

online ideation community. When idea authors or ideators make use of the strategy, they apply modal 

verbs such as “could”, “may“,  “might”, “would” as well as utterances like “I guess”, ”perhaps”, 

“maybe” as means to indicate they are open to other interpretations or suggestions.  

The open to other viewpoints dialogue strategy was not only heavily applied when objecting to 

ideas, such as “[…] so […] might not fit.” (Idea 12). Idea authors also applied it to a high extent when 

suggesting ideas: “[…] the […] activity could potentially be significantly reduced […] but could 

immediately be regained during […] due to a shift in […]” (Idea 19), which may indicate they are not 

firmly determined or sure about their own idea suggestion. Similarly, when ideators build on 

suggested ideas to develop them further, they may express their openness to other viewpoints and 

their uncertainty about their utterance: “I guess this could be done via some kind of extrusion process” 

(Idea 29), in that way seeking to achieve face connection (Arundale, 2010) with the others and to 

avoid their utterances being evaluated as face threat (Arundale, 2010).   

Ventilating dialogue strategy  
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In few occasions, idea authors or ideators made use of the ventilating dialogue strategy where they 

did not suggest ideas or comment on the ideas, but where they conducted meta-communication about 

the ideation session. In the example “It would be great if we could have enough insight into the 

market-based decisions that plants make every day that it would enable us to develop and tailor 

products for them” (Idea 57), the ideator demonstrated some frustrations about lacking enough 

insights to be able to participate in ideation. In that sense, it can be argued that the ideator sought to 

avoid face separation (Arundale, 2010) with the others although not being able to participate due to 

lack of insights, but still showing willingness to ideate if access to these insights. Thus, ventilating 

may emerge from idea authors’ and ideators’ self-reflexivity (Gergen et al., 2004) in which they 

realize their doubts. The ideator in question sought to cope with this kind of uncertainty asking for 

more information about the ideation topic. Hence, the ventilating dialogue strategy made the idea 

authors and ideators reflect not only of themselves but also about the ideation session itself in a way 

that may ameliorate the online ideation process in organization C. 

Uncertainty and dialogue strategies unfolded in one ideation thread excerpt 

In the following, employees’ use of the three most applied dialogue strategies addressing uncertainty 

will be analyzed in detail, i.e. (1) anticipating objections, (2) inquiring, and (3) open to other 

viewpoints. They are ubiquitous in the online communication about ideas in organization C, and they 

seem to specifically foster multi-vocal online dialogues in a context of uncertainty.  

To illustrate the three dialogue strategies, excerpts of idea 45 will be presented. This idea (entitled 

“Replace the […] by a “[…] like” solution) generated ten likes, twelve followers and nine comments. 

The first two comments to the idea appeared on the same day as the idea had been suggested (on 

October 28, 2016), the remaining seven comments emerged throughout the following days, and the 

last two comments appeared on November 4, 2016. Overall, a diversity of 13 ideators across 
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departments, functions and hierarchies in USA and in Denmark engaged in the multi-vocal dialogues 

about this idea and liked, followed and/or supported it, objected to it, and developed it further.  

Anticipating Objections Dialogue Strategy. An example of the anticipating objections strategy is 

represented in Figure 4, where idea author who initiates ideation thread 45 by suggesting an idea 

concludes his idea suggestion in the following way: “Will require a ton of work on reach registration, 

but why not insist on that we can do it rather than not :-) (if it is a good idea)”. 

Figure 4. Excerpt of ideation thread 45, idea suggestion by Science Manager, October 28, 2016 

 

 

In above excerpt, three instances of anticipating objections were identified. With the utterance 

“Will require a ton of work on reach registration […]” the idea author acknowledges antecedently a 

possible objection that his suggestion will require a lot of work. In meeting such an imagined reaction 

before it actually might emerge in the following dialogue, the idea author may seek to achieve face 

connection (Arundale, 2010) with the other ideators in an attempt to tone down his idea suggestion. 

This strategy may take the edge of the not yet written objections and thereby contribute to the creation 

of an accommodating and collaborative online ideation environment encumbered with uncertainties.  



134 
 

The next instance of an anticipating objection strategy “[…] but why not insist on that we can do 

it rather than not :-)”, may anticipate that the other ideators will insist on they cannot do it, and 

therefore the idea author accommodates this possible objection in appealing in advance to the ideators 

that they can do it, followed by a smiley emoticon to soften (Skovholt, 2015) an indirect critique of 

the other ideators insinuating that they might insist on they cannot do it.   

Finally, the utterance in brackets “(if it is a good idea)” may be interpreted as the idea author being 

engaged in evaluating face (Arundale, 2010). The idea author may project that the other ideators will 

evaluate the previous utterance as offending and as face threatening, when he anticipates they will 

rather insist on they cannot do it. The smiley emoticon in the previous utterance together with “(if it 

is a good idea)” may be an attempt to attenuate this anticipation. “(If it is a good idea)” may also 

indicate that the idea author expects reactions from the other ideators about the idea not being good 

enough. In this way, the ideator is engaged in an imagined dialogue which may facilitate and inspire 

other ideators to participate, and which may mitigate or attenuate any possible objections. The idea 

author is engaged in evaluating face in the sense that he seems to avoid that the other participants 

may evaluate their possible objections as face threatening, since he has already anticipated his idea 

might not be a good idea. To attenuate his own expectations to the idea may mitigate possible 

objections, should they arise in the following dialogue, and in that way, it will not be as face 

threatening as if the idea author had claimed “it is a good idea”. 

Inquiring Dialogue Strategy. This strategy is illustrated in comment two of ideation thread 45 (Figure 

5). 

Figure 5. Excerpt of ideation thread 45, comment two by Business Development Manager, October 
28, 2016. 
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This comment is a reaction to the suggested idea in Figure 4. The comment appeared on the same 

day as the idea suggestion, and it seems as if the ideator by this comment to the original idea opens 

up for a dialogue where he seeks other ideators’ viewpoints, evaluations, or expertise. In that sense, 

he indicates a collaborative and open interaction style. Although this ideator’s reaction may indicate 

some degree of skepticism towards the idea: “Infections in […] may still not be a compelling case for 

this […]”, the ideator seeks to accommodate and support idea author’s suggestion asking questions 

“Might the overall market have changed since we first looked at […]?”, and “[…] might the market 

now be large enough to revive an effort?”. He is engaged in an imagined dialogue where he may 

anticipate or expect reactions from the other ideators in form of critique such as “the market has not 

changed”, or “the market is not large enough”, or “it is not a compelling case”. To address this 

imagined critique, he seeks to mitigate it with his inquiring interaction strategy showing openness 

and collaborativeness. 

This kind of inquiring strategy may contribute to organize employee ideation on ISM as well as to 

set the direction of the subsequent multi-vocal dialogues. Questions about the market change and size 

as well as a suggested specific market all point into a desired direction. Additionally, the ideator 

attempts to achieve face connection as he is oriented towards the idea author, trying to find arguments 

that may support the idea author’s suggestion. In that sense, these utterances may be evaluated as face 

support.  

In the last utterance: “Infections in […] may still not be a compelling case for this, but what about 

the larger […] market?”, the ideator acknowledges that there are limits for the application of the idea 

author’s suggestion, and this skepticism may be evaluated by both the idea author and ideator as face 

threat. However suggesting another market opportunity, and formulating it as a question may be 

evaluated as face support by both participants, since the ideator is developing further the idea 

suggested by the idea author. 
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Dialogue Strategy of Opening up to Other Viewpoints. The strategy of opening up to other viewpoints 

is represented in comment three (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Excerpt of ideation thread 45, comment three by Staff Scientist, October 31, 2016 

 

Comment three is a reaction to the suggested idea (Figure 4) as well as a reaction to comment two 

(Figure 5). The comment arose two days after the idea suggestion and comment two. It has a critical 

stance to the idea, however the objections are uttered in a collaborative and open style when applying 

the modal verb ‘might’ in “[…] hence might not be favorable […]”.  

With the strategy of opening up to other viewpoints, the ideator is engaged in an imagined dialogue 

where he seeks to achieve face connection. The ideator seems to interpret an imagined evaluation by 

idea author and the ideator of comment two of his utterance“Using […] in non-medical cases falls to 

the “overuses” scope […]”  as face threat, as he does not express support to idea author’s idea, nor to 

the questions raised by the ideator of comment two. The objection is however uttered in an open and 

collaborative style, which may mitigate the content of the objection in using the modal verb “might” 

in the utterance “[…] hence might not be favorable […]” that may help avoiding idea author and the 

ideator to evaluate the utterance as constituting a threat to their relation (face). Moreover, in objecting 

and not supporting the idea, this ideator may interpret the idea suggestion of the idea author as not 

good enough (already anticipated and imagined by the idea author). In doing so, he first projects that 

an explanation about today’s trend is appropriate “The trend now is to reduce overuse or misuse of 

[…], in an attempt to slow down the […].” With this utterance, he attempts to achieve face connection 

and to avoid face threat in trying to create understanding or even support for his objection or critique 

of the suggested idea.  
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Discussion 

Based on the findings, three significant aspects of uncertainty will be discussed, first in relation to 

dialogue strategies, then as a resource for idea generation, and finally in relation to ISM. 

Uncertainty and dialogue strategies 

The study showed how employees addressed uncertainty through various dialogue strategies when 

generating ideas on ISM. Uncertainty triggered employees’ self-censorship which was unfolded in 

their facework (Arundale, 2010). Employees carefully formulated their ideas or comments because 

of a perceived risk of critical reactions or of harming others with their utterances. The seven identified 

dialogue strategies stimulated ongoing dialogues about ideas by acknowledging, by anticipating 

objections, by direct appeals, by asking questions, by being ambiguous, by being open to other 

viewpoints, and by ventilating.  

Some dialogue strategies were applied to a low extent, others more often, but particularly three 

dialogue strategies appeared to be used by employees to a high extent when addressing uncertainty 

while generating ideas. Some overlapped with others, but the dialogue strategies were still 

significantly different in how they were used to address uncertainty. However, common to most 

dialogue strategies, they sought to achieve face connection among the participating employees and to 

avoid face threat evaluations that potentially could impede further dialogues about ideas on ISM. 

Only the ambiguous dialogue strategy addressed uncertainty in a way that may or may not be 

interpreted as face connection. This strategy blurred the meaning of the utterances, and in that way 

softened idea suggestions and mitigated any support or objection. 

Employees’ psychological insecurity (Groth & Peters, 1999) was seemingly in play in relation to 

generating ideas online in organization C. Employees want to be considered competent (Danis & 

Singer 2008), and exposing themselves or others to critical comments or no reactions from known as 
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well as unknown colleagues in a visible ISM environment may intensify their psychological 

insecurity. Through the dialogue strategies, they protected not only their own self-presentation 

(Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016), but also the other participants’ self-presentation in order not to appear 

incompetent. Consequently, the identified dialogue strategies may contribute to enhance the 

collaborative construction of innovative ideas during the online ideation process in a similar vein as 

transformative dialogues (Gergen et al., 2004) facilitate the collaborative construction of new 

realities. 

Uncertainty as a resource for employee ideation on ISM 

Uncertainty is an inherent part of employee ideation where employees through facework and dialogue 

strategies continuously seek to address the shortfall in clarity, sureness or confidence about the 

suggested ideas, the comments or about their colleagues participating in generating ideas online. 

However, this study demonstrated that uncertainty represented in employees’ facework and applied 

dialogue strategies not only made them communicate carefully about ideas on ISM, uncertainty also 

constituted a resource for the ongoing dialogue about ideas. With the identified dialogue strategies, 

idea authors and ideators sought to enter into the others’ world and grasp it (Shotter, 2008), and with 

an understanding of others, the strategies of e.g. being anticipatory to imagined objections, of setting 

directions by asking questions or of opening up to other viewpoints facilitated the ongoing dialogue. 

“Conversation stoppers” like self-satisfying certainties and finalized conclusions (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996, p. 224) were avoided through idea authors’ and ideators’ facework. In that line, 

the dialogue strategies contributed to organize employee ideation on ISM (cf. Shotter, 2008), and in 

that way fostered the online ideation process. Uncertainty may be considered a resource for employee 

ideation, as it opened up for dialogue, invited to reflections and stimulated reactions to the suggested 

ideas. Dialogues, reflections and reactions are central in generating ideas, as ideas may only develop 

when they are affirmed, that is when they enter into dialogic relationships with the ideas of others 
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(Bakhtin, 1984; Gergen et al., 2004). Therefore, uncertainty is not necessarily something to be 

avoided or reduced (cf. Raupp, 2018) as it may offer open, reflective and stimulating dialogues about 

ideas for innovation, and consequently may contribute to fulfilling the strategy of organization C of 

being innovation leader.  

Uncertainty and ISM 

The study also indicated that the four affordances of ISM may intensify uncertainties and concerns 

among employees, as the multi-vocal online dialogues are visible within the organization, editable, 

stored and available at any time to organizational members, known or unknown to one another. 

However, ISM affords idea sharing and collaboration among a wide and diverse crowd of employees 

dispersed across different geographic locations, departments or hierarchical level, opportunities 

almost impossible to achieve in an offline ideation environment (Cardon & Marshall, 2015). As the 

study has shown, employees overcame the paradox of embracing intensified uncertainties, as well as 

exploiting opportunities for large scale ideation when they applied dialogue strategies. It can be 

argued that idea authors and ideators conducted responsible dialogues (Juholin et al., 2015) as they 

showed accountability to articulate their ideas and comments, but also listened and responded to the 

ideas of others. Not only did they anticipate objections, ask questions, or open up to other viewpoints 

in order to stimulate an ongoing dialogue, they were also willing to let it take place on ISM. In that 

way, a diverse crowd of employees could actually observe the communication and interaction of 

others, stored and available at any time to others. They could actually communicate and interact with 

the others when suggesting ideas, liking, following and/or commenting on the ideas or comments of 

others, and they could connect with known as well as unknown colleagues and/or ideas. In that sense, 

ISM may, together with a responsible dialogue, contribute to emphasize the importance of every 

employee as a valuable source for innovation (Linke & Zerfass, 2011). In principle all employees 

across the organization may be engaged in employee ideation for innovation since both ISM and the 
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responsible dialogue underline all employees’ duties and rights in generating ideas for innovation by 

affording to every employee the opportunity to actually participate in ideation. Moreover, and because 

of the ISM affordances, online employee ideation may enhance the organizational innovation climate 

as employee communication is stored and visible to all organizational members emphasizing an 

organization’s intention of inviting every employee to generate ideas on ISM from his or her 

individual working context (cf. Zerfass & Huck, 2007).  

Implications 

This study demonstrated how employees address uncertainty through various dialogue strategies 

when they generate ideas on ISM, and the findings have both theoretical as well as practical 

implications for strategic communication. Theoretically, this study contributes to the research field 

of strategic communication when studying the micro level processes of employee communication 

that take place in a context of uncertainty, and that are of strategic significance to one of its goals of 

being innovation leader (cf. Heide et al., 2018; Zerfass et al., 2018). The study considers uncertainty 

not necessarily as something to control or reduce, but as inherent in employee ideation on ISM, where 

idea authors and ideators seek to construct meaning out of an inherently uncertain online ideation 

context. In fact, the study showed how uncertainty may constitute a resource for the online ideation 

where idea authors’ and ideators’ dialogue strategies may foster an ongoing dialogue about ideas for 

innovation. This is a theoretical contribution which also has practical implications that organizational 

members need be aware of in order to facilitate employee ideation on ISM. Employees who 

participate in generating ideas on ISM in organization C cope with uncertainty through the identified 

seven dialogue strategies. Whether or not these employees are aware of these strategies, they cope 

with uncertainty in a manner that enable online idea generation. However, raising awareness of these 

dialogue strategies to all employees considered important innovation sources (Linke & Zerfass, 2011) 

and to managers, may also stimulate employees’ inclination or willingness to participate in ideation 
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on ISM as they become aware of the uncertainties and how to cope with them through dialogue 

strategies. Therefore, not only uncertainty, but also the dialogue strategies are considered resources 

of continuous employee ideation on ISM. Moreover, organizational members that begin to recognize 

uncertainty and dialogue strategies as a resource for ideation, may start to consider idea suggestions 

or viewpoints that at first glance might appear silly, not relevant or out of scope to constitute as much 

opportunities for innovation as apparently good ideas. This implies an understanding of ideas not as 

something to discover or including already existing opportunities for innovation. Rather, ideas should 

be considered as contingent (Görling & Rehn, 2008). It is not until after an idea starts to develop 

through the multi-vocal dialogues on ISM that opportunities for innovation may emerge.  

Limitations 

The study is a single case study primarily based on observations of employees’ online communication 

and interaction when generating ideas. It would be fruitful to expand the study to include the 

perceptions of employees and managers, and how they perceive uncertainty and the multi-vocal 

dialogues about ideas on ISM. Organization C applies a top-down approach to online employee 

ideation by inviting employees to online ideation sessions on a specific ISM platform dedicated 

particularly for employee ideation. Future research may study whether other organizational 

approaches to employee ideation on ISM such as e.g. an informal, bottom-up approach (Park, Kim & 

Krishna, 2014) may influence employees’ dialogue strategies in a different way while generating 

ideas in an online context of uncertainty. Finally, this case is an extreme case with particular good 

opportunities for employees to generate ideas on ISM, conducted in one organization within one 

specific industry in Denmark. Extending future research into other types of organizations, industries 

and/or countries would raise insights and understanding of how employees address uncertainty in 

other types of organizations offering other opportunities for communication about ideas.  
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Conclusion 

The study of multi-vocal dialogues on an ISM specifically designed for employee ideation in 

organization C is one of the first studies to demonstrate how employees address uncertainty while 

they suggest ideas or react to the ideas of others through their comments, likes or follows. Here, in 

particular three dialogue strategies were frequently applied by employees to address uncertainty: 

anticipating objections, inquiring dialogue and open to other viewpoints. Hence, the study indicates 

how employees are influenced by the inherent uncertainties of ideation, and how the ISM affordances 

may intensify these uncertainties.  

The study found that employees use at least seven different dialogue strategies to cope with 

uncertainties when they bring up and conduct multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. Clearly, the 

participating employees wanted to contribute to the ideation process while simultaneously also e.g. 

downplaying own idea suggestions or comments, acknowledging and showing respect to the other 

participants’ ideas and comments and staying open to other viewpoints. In that sense, they protected 

not only their own self-presentation, but also the other participants’ self-presentation in order to 

appear competent. Hence, uncertainty as well as the identified dialogue strategies constitute resources 

for generating ideas on ISM. Still, uncertainty will continuously constitute an inherent condition when 

generating ideas, but knowledge about dialogue strategies in online ideation processes may enhance 

employees’ as well as managers’ coping with and approach to uncertainty. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Appendix 1. Excerpt of the sorting, coding, clustering and categorization of the ideation threads 

Dialogue 
strategies 

Idea Suggestions 
Reactions  to the idea suggestions (comments) 

Idea support Objections Idea Developments, re-combinations, 
new ideas 

Description of the dialogue strategies 
Online written multi-vocal dialogues representing the dialogue strategies 

1: 
Acknow-
ledging 
dialogue 
strategy 
 

Idea author acknowledges 
the existence of other ideas.  

Ideators or idea authors appreciate and acknowledge ideas, comments or colleagues, in support of, objecting or developing 
further the ideas. 

This idea does not speak to 
or invalidate any of these 
other ideas […] (Idea 19) 

Cool idea, [colleague name] (Idea 1) 
A neat idea […] if [it] is more […] 
friendly (Idea 18) 
 

It would certainly be easy to test this 
idea in […] format - although […] may 
not benefit as much from a […]. (Idea 
42) 

Good question. To clarify, I was think-
ing that the […] would be produced 
during […], which is done […]. (Idea 
60) 

2: 
Anticipat-
ing object-
ions 
dialogue 
strategy 

Idea author anticipates pos-
sible objections to the idea. 

Ideators or idea authors anticipate possible objections in supporting, objecting or developing ideas or comments.  

[…] maybe an idea 
somewhat outside 
"formulation" […] (Idea 35) 

Without knowing what the reaction 
should be, I also like the concept of 
putting something into[…] (Idea 64) 

I therefore suggest that we do not waste 
too much time on the idea here [...]  
(Idea 28) 

And maybe I’ve totally missed the boat 
and this model is already inherent in 
our alliance with […]? (Idea 67) 

3:  
Direct 
appeal 
dialogue 
strategy 

Idea author appeals directly 
to the participants.  

Ideators or idea authors appeal directly to the participants in support of or developing the ideas or comments.  

[…] if you know of 
publications around this, 
please shout. (Idea 18) 

Can someone from […] chip in about 
what kind of […] dispensing systems 
are already available […]? (Idea 3) 

 [Colleague name] did quite a […] work 
a few years ago looking into […]. 
Check with her for further details (Idea 
28) 

4: 
Inquiring 
dialogue 
strategy 

Idea author suggests ideas as 
questions.  

Ideators or idea authors ask questions to the suggested idea indicating support, objection, or developing further the ideas.  

Can we add […] which will 
benefit/boost the subsequent 
[…]? (Idea 11) 

Might the overall market have 
changed since we first looked at […]  
[…] might the market now be large 
enough to revive an effort? (Idea 45) 

Is there a reason to go without […]? 
(Idea 41) 

 Can we combine the two into one […] 
with […] as carrier? (Idea 25) 

5:  
Ambigu-
ous  
dialogue 
strategy 

Idea author is ambiguous 
when suggesting ideas 
applying humor, irony, 
emoticons  

Ideators or idea authors are ambiguous in their support of, objections to or developing further the ideas or comments 
applying humor, irony, emoticons. 

[…]?! We don't need no 
stiiiiinking […]! (Idea 55) 
Lots of space for branding 
and 4-color marketing fun! 
(Idea 65) 

Very relevant, to […] environmental policies for sure. (Idea 48) 
Nothing adds to processing rates like a bump up in temperature. (Idea 50) 

Could a system like this create blends 
on the fly, e.g. combine a […] blend 
from multiple powder cartridges? That 
would be cool :-) […] (Idea 38) 
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Dialogue 
strategies 

Idea Suggestions 
Reactions  to the idea suggestions (comments) 

Idea support Objections Idea Developments, re-combinations, 
new ideas 

Description of the dialogue strategies 
Online written multi-vocal dialogues representing the dialogue strategies 

6: 
Open to 
other 
viewpoints 
dialogue 
strategy 
 

Idea author suggests the idea 
in a collaborative an open 
way using modal verbs such 
as “may improve”, “could 
be”, “maybe”.  

Ideators or idea authors object or develop further in a collaborative or open way applying modal verbs such as “may”, 
“might”, “would” as well as  “I guess”, “perhaps”, “maybe”.  

[…] the […] activity could 
potentially be significantly 
reduced […] but could 
immediately be regained 
during […]due to a shift in 
[…] (Idea 19) 

 The […] and […] are in pasty, high-
solid suspensions in need of mixing, so 
[…] might not fit. For […] particles, 
their mixing with […] might prevent 
efficient separation. (Idea 12) 

I guess this could be done via some 
kind of extrusion process. (Idea 29) 

7: 
Ventilating 
dialogue 
strategy 

Idea author do not suggest 
an idea but ventilate. 

Ideators or idea authors ventilate in support of and developing further.  

For non-experts in the field 
of […] like me, it would be 
useful for contributing to 
define: […] (Idea 31) 

It would be great if we could have 
enough insight into the market-based 
decisions that plants make every day 
that it would enable us to develop and 
tailor products for them. (Idea 57) 

 I think we need the […] and […] guys 
in US to wake-up and answer this 
question. (Idea 11) 
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7. Article 3: Employee engagement in generating ideas on internal social media: A matter of 

meaningfulness, safety and availability 

The purpose of Article 3 “Employee engagement in generating ideas on internal social media: A 

matter of meaningfulness, safety and availability” is to explore what employees perceive as enablers 

of or barriers to their engagement in communicating about ideas on ISM.  

Article 3 includes the employee perspective and the findings are based on semi-structured 

interviews with 14 employees and two managers and on the online observations of employee 

ideation on ISM from 2011 to 2018 in the single case study of organization C 

Sub-question 3 of what enables, or acts as barriers to, meaningfulness, safety and availability 

in relation to employee engagement in ideation on ISM has been answered in this article.  

The article has been co-authored together with my two supervisors with me as the first author 

(see “Declaration of co-authorship” at the end of the dissertation). The article has been submitted to 

the Corporate Communications: An International Journal and is currently under review. 
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Employee engagement in generating ideas on internal social media:  
A matter of meaningfulness, safety and availability 

 

Helle Eskesen Gode, Winni Johansen, Christa Thomsen 

 
Abstract  
Purpose - The purpose is to explore employees’ perceptions of enablers and barriers to engage in 
multi-vocal dialogues about ideas (ideation) on internal social media (ISM).  
Design/Methodology/Approach – This exploratory study is based on online observations of 
employee ideation from 2011-2018 and on semi-structured interviews with 16 employees and 
managers in 2017-2018 in a large, knowledge-intensive Danish organization. 
Findings – The study identified various enablers and barriers to engagement related to psychological 
meaningfulness, safety and availability, including managers’ communication role and importance of 
innovation, and identified specific tensions such as obligation vs. option to ideate, and employee 
influence vs. no influence.  
Research limitations / implications – Broadening interview numbers to include employees who 
decided not to participate in ideation would increase insights and nuance this study’s results.  
Practical implications – Practitioners (managers and employees) need to be aware of the 
psychological engagement conditions and balance identified enablers, barriers and tensions by 
acknowledging communication reciprocity on ISM. Not only employees, but also managers, are 
dialogue partners in employee ideation on ISM. 
Originality / value – The study is one of the first to investigate enablers and barriers to psychological 
engagement conditions in a context of internal innovation communication on ISM, and to study 
ideation from a coworker perspective. 
Key-words Employee ideation, Internal innovation communication, Internal social media, Employee 
voice, Employee engagement. 
Paper type Research paper. 
 
1. Introduction 
Employee engagement is considered a key factor of organizational success embracing productivity, 
effectiveness, innovation, competitiveness, and growth (Albrecht et al., 2015; Kahn, 1992; Ruck et 
al., 2017; Welch, 2011). Employee disengagement may on the other hand lead to less organizational 
performance and constitute a threat to an organization’s survival (Mazzei, 2018; Parry and Solidoro, 
2014). When conducting multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on internal social media (ISM), 
employees participate in the complex front end of innovation where ideas are generated, further 
developed, and finally selected or rejected (Khurana and Rosenthal, 1998). Rather than considering 
innovation a responsibility belonging only to designers, engineers or scientists, innovation is 
increasingly considered the responsibility of every employee. All employees are regarded valuable 
internal innovation sources and may therefore become involved in suggesting and developing 
innovative ideas (Bogers et al., 2017; Linke and Zerfass, 2011). Hence, they need to be engaged (cf. 
Heide and Simonsson, 2018; Monge et al., 1992; Zerfass and Huck, 2007), but what matters to 
employees when engaging in communicating about ideas on ISM? This is an important question to 
raise, since studies have shown that employee ideation on ISM often underperforms, and that 
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employee participation is low or decreasing (Beretta et al., 2018; Coussement et al., 2017, Author, 
2019). A vast research literature on employee engagement in general and on employee motivational 
factors in particular related to idea generation already exists, whereas research into employee 
engagement in relation to ISM has only just recently started to emerge. Generating ideas particularly 
through communication on ISM is a new organizational practice, and studies of employee 
engagement in ideation on ISM from a coworker perspective has still not been made.  
 
2. Literature review and theoretical framework 
Employee engagement in communicating about ideas on ISM unfolds in a context of internal 
innovation communication where managers seek to engage employees through leadership 
communication (Zerfass and Huck, 2007), and where the internal online coworker communication 
about ideas may influence or is influenced by employee engagement (cf. Heide and Simonsson, 
2018). Leadership communication in relation to employee ideation relates to what Zerfass (2005) 
terms internal innovation communication, which plays a vital role in “defining innovation goals, 
capitalizing existing knowledge, overcoming fear, enhancing motivation, and developing shared 
visions” (p. 17). Nevertheless, employees are not only passive receivers of managers’ leadership 
communication. They are active dialogue partners, who enact their engagement in employee ideation 
on ISM through interactive sensemaking processes (cf. Heide and Simonsson, 2018, Weick 1995). 
Here, an organizations’ internal communication climate is significant in relation to whether 
employees engage in communicating on ISM since self-censorship may limit their engagement 
(Madsen, 2018; Madsen and Verhoeven, 2016). 

ISM is argued to have a democratizing impact on organizational processes (Heide, 2015; Heide 
and Simonsson, 2011), such as communication (Kietzmann et al., 2011), innovation (Holtzblatt and 
Tierney, 2011), and strategizing (Aten and Thomas, 2016, Stieger et al., 2012). In relation to this, 
ISM may act as sites for or support of the constitution of employee engagement (Cardon and Marshall, 
2015; Ewing, 2019; Heide and Simonsson, 2018; Mazzei, 2014; Parry and Solidoro, 2014; Sievert 
and Scholz, 2017). ISM may facilitate knowledge sharing and collaboration among employees and is 
increasingly becoming the online platform for the generation of ideas with a wide and diverse crowd 
of employees dispersed across different geographic locations, departments or hierarchical levels 
(Beretta, 2019; Beretta et al., 2018; Dahl et al., 2011; Treem and Leonardi, 2012). According to the 
notion of affordances (Gibson, 1979), employees will perceive and use ISM in various ways rendering 
ISM affordances unique. This means that ISM may both enable and constrain employee engagement 
in ideation (cf. Flyverbom et al., 2016; Leonardi et al., 2013; Leonardi and Vaast, 2017; Majchrzak 
et al., 2013; Rice et al., 2017). Various affordances, e.g. self-presentation or meta-voicing, have been 
identified in relation to social media in general (Karahana et al., 2018). Treem and Leonardi (2012) 
identified four affordances (visibility, persistence, editability and association) of specifically internal 
social media use within organizations, and they form part of the context of employee engagement in 
ideation on ISM.  

Within the field of employee engagement in general, two research streams have been identified 
(Heide and Simonsson, 2018): the instrumental, managerial approach and the constitutive, coworker 
approach. The managerial perspective, which so far has been the dominant view, mainly focuses on 
managers’ role in engaging employees (Heide and Simonsson, 2018; Taylor and Kent, 2014). Here, 
employee engagement is seen as an instrument to achieve organizational success (Albrecht et al., 
2015; Kahn, 1992; Ruck et al., 2017; Saks, 2006; Welch, 2011). Moreover, internal communication 
is considered a separate aspect of engagement (Heide and Simonsson, 2018) and a key factor in 
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facilitating or limiting employee engagement (Linke and Zerfass, 2011; Welch, 2011; Zerfass and 
Huck, 2007). 

The second and emergent stream of research applies a coworker perspective (Heide and 
Simonsson, 2018). It involves the perspectives and roles of employees in relation to understanding 
how employee engagement is constructed and expressed, which according to Heide and Simonsson 
(2018) happens in a process where employees act as active dialogue partners. Rather than managers 
transferring strategic messages to employees, responsible dialogues take place among all 
organizational members in relation to making sense about organizations’ strategies and to create 
engagement (Juholin et al., 2015).  

Within the research field of employee engagement specifically related to idea generation, 
research has mostly focused on motivational factors, and a vast research literature already exists. This 
research mostly apply an instrumental, managerial perspective, and mainly originates from studies of 
creativity and brainstorming (Amabile, 1996; Jones and Lambertus, 2014; Litchfield, 2008; Osborn, 
1953; Paulus and Brown, 2007), innovation management (Beretta et al., 2018; Bergendahl et al., 
2015; Fairbank and Williams, 2001; Sorensen et al., 2018) and knowledge management (Hinds and 
Pfeffer, 2003; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et al., 2000; Vuori and Okkonen, 2012).  
Although employee engagement and motivation are concepts closely related to each other (Inceoglu 
and Fleck, 2010), the present study delineates employee engagement from employee motivation 
applying Kahn’s (1990) definition of personal engagement at work as “[…] the harnessing of 
organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ and express 
themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (p. 694). With this 
definition, engagement is defined as a dynamic, changeable, psychological state, and is distinguished 
from motivation as a more static state in which it is assumed that employees are either motivated or 
not, based on extrinsic or intrinsic factors (Kahn, 2010). This study applies Kahn’s theory of 
psychological engagement conditions. It contributes to the theory by embracing a coworker 
perspective in an ISM context.  
 
Psychological engagement conditions  
Kahn (1990) identified three psychological engagement conditions to be met to some acceptable 
degree for employees to engage, namely meaningfulness, safety and availability. Psychological 
meaningfulness is fulfilled when employees feel they receive “a return on investment” (Kahn, 1990, 
p. 703) of their physical, cognitive or emotional efforts, such as feeling useful, valuable, making a 
difference or not being taken for granted. Psychological safety is related to a feeling of being able to 
perform one’s tasks without concerns for negative consequences to self-image, status, or career 
(Kahn, 1990). The psychological engagement condition may be related to the organizational 
communication climate where psychological safety is a prerequisite for employees to be willing to 
voice (Detert and Edmondson, 2011; Edmondson and Lei, 2014). Finally, psychological availability 
is when employees feel ready and capable to engage at a particular moment although other 
distractions at work or outside work may compete for their attention, i.e. when they have the physical, 
emotional or psychological resources to personally engage (Kahn, 1990, p. 714). On the basis of this, 
the present study addresses the following two research questions: 
 

RQ1.  What enables meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee 
engagement in ideation on ISM in organization C? 
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RQ2:  What are the barriers to meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee 
engagement in ideation on ISM in organization C? 

3. Research design and methods 
To answer the research questions, a qualitative single case study (Yin, 2014) has been conducted in 
a large, knowledge-intensive organization (Alvesson, 2004).  
 
Case selection and description 
Organization C was selected purposively (Neergaard, 2007). The case is an extreme case (Eisenhardt, 
1989; Neergaard, 2007) where employees’ opportunities for ideating on ISM are specifically good. 
The case is rich on empirical material allowing the researchers to gain insights that other organizations 
would not be able to provide (Siggelkow, 2007). Consequently, employees’ engagement in relation 
to ideation on ISM is likely to be “transparently observable” (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

Organization C is market leader within its industry, and one of its strategic focus areas is to lead 
innovation (annual report, 2017). Approximately 7,000 employees are dispersed worldwide on 
different geographic locations. According to the organization’s annual report (2017), their employees 
are motivated by the organization’s purpose of finding industry solutions to global challenges. In 
2011, a proprietary internal social media platform was introduced exclusively in order to facilitate 
idea suggestions and idea development among employees. This platform is known among employees 
as the “collaborative online ideation” platform.  

In organization C, online employee ideation is organized in a top-down manner where a crowd 
of selected employees across business units, departments, hierarchies, and geographies are invited to 
participate voluntarily in generating ideas in various online ideation sessions launched by managers 
that may contribute to solve existing innovation challenges (Interview with Head of Innovation, 
November 19, 2015). According to management, employees generate ideas on ISM because they 
think it is fun, they are not formally assigned to do it (Interview with Head of Product Innovation, 
December 5, 2016). Hence, although all employees in the organization are expected to voice 
innovative ideas, it is optional whether they want to engage in ideation on ISM. 
 
Empirical material 
A confidential disclosure agreement between the researchers and organization C admitted one of the 
researchers to observe employees’ online ideation through gaining access via e-mail and password 
registration to the organization’s proprietary ISM for employee ideation, and to register researcher’s 
profile indicating her name in the online ideation community. A netnographic approach (Kozinets, 
2015) was applied in order to observe and analyze the communication on ISM. The empirical material 
consists of four sets of texts, based on different empirical sources. 

First, all 60 online ideation sessions including 2,420 suggested ideas, 6,558 comments, and 
3,017 likes since the implementation year in 2011 (as of January 2018) were explored in ISM. The 
visibility and persistence affordances allowed the researcher to observe both ongoing online ideation 
sessions and past multi-vocal dialogues about ideas stored and available on ISM. In order to be able 
to research employee engagement in online ideation, one ideation session “Game changing 
formulations for […]” was selected for the study because it emerged while the researcher could 
actually observe it going on. This allowed the researcher to interview selected employees about their 
engagement in online ideation while they could actually remember it. Moreover, it gave the researcher 
the opportunity for having informal conversations about the online observations with Head of 
Innovation and Head of Product Innovation who initiated the session. Screen dumps from the 
observations of the ideation threads containing employees’ idea suggestions, comments, likes, and 
follows in the selected ideation session have been downloaded and constitute the first set of empirical 
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material which contributed to the purposive selection of interviewees and to inform the interview 
guide. 

The second set of empirical material consisted of in-depth, semi-structured interviews 
(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) with 14 purposively selected (Neergaard, 2007) employees who 
participated in the above-mentioned ideation session on ISM through either suggesting ideas, and/or 
commenting, liking, and/or following ideas. From the online observations, it was possible to select 
employees based on their degree of physical engagement (Kahn, 1990; MacNiven, 2015) in the 
specific online ideation session. They were selected due to their high, medium or low degree of idea 
suggestions, comments, likes or follows. Three were highly engaged in the ideation session, seven 
medium engaged and four low engaged. Accordingly, the researchers expected nuanced employee 
perceptions of their engagement in generating ideas on ISM. Employees who entered the online 
ideation session without contributing with suggestions, comments, likes or follows are not accounted 
for in this research as they were not visible to nor identifiable by the researchers. The selected 
employees covered different technical or commercial functions across hierarchies in various 
departments from one geographic location in Denmark and three different locations in USA. Their 
tenure in the organization ranged from one to 36 years, and their ages from 27 to 66 years old. The 
interviews were carried out via Skype for Business, FaceTime or telephone, lasting 30-72 minutes.  
The interview guide informed by the theoretical framework and the online observations focused on 
five themes in order to answer research question one and two: 1) employees’ perceptions of and 
expectations to ideation on ISM, 2) employees’ perceptions of what facilitate, or 3) what limit their 
engagement, and more specifically employees’ perceptions of 4) the nature of internal innovation 
communication, and of 5) ISM. Two types of interview questions structured the interview guide. 
Open-ended questions (e.g. “What do you expect happens to the idea that you have suggested on 
ISM?”) were posed in order to encourage employees to unfold their perceptions of employee ideation 
on ISM. Critical incident questions (Downs and Adrian, 2004) (e.g. “Did that happen?”, or “Please 
give an example”) were asked offering employees the opportunity to describe both the concrete 
constituting or inhibiting factors of their engagement.  

The third set of material consisted of semi-structured interviews with Head of Innovation 
responsible for employee ideation on ISM, and with Head of Product Innovation initiator of the 
ideation session “Game changing formulations for […]”, and several informal conversations with 
these same persons.  

Finally, the fourth set of empirical material consisted of documents, such as power points and 
excel charts related to the launch of the ideation session, to an idea screening/selection meeting, where 
twelve of the seventy ideas were selected to be further developed, and to a following face-to-face 
ideation workshop in which one of the twelve ideas was selected to continue in an R&D project. 
Moreover, an audio recording of the idea screening/selection meeting was made available for the 
researchers. The third and fourth set of empirical material enabled a better understanding of and 
insights into the selected online ideation session and its context. 
 
Analysis 
The analytic approach is interpretive, and all interviews with employees were audio-recorded and 
transcribed cf. written style (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). First, the analysis of each interview 
transcript consisted in reading, coding in NVivo, and interpreting into different themes. In total, 136 
thematic codes were constructed. Second, the thematic codes were read horizontally in order to find 
patterns and links between employees’ statements (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). During this step, 
the thematic codes were categorized into 45 descriptive categories of employees’ perceptions of and 
expectations to ideation on ISM, of what they perceive facilitate or limit their engagement, and of 
their view on the internal innovation communication in relation to ideation and of ISM. Third step 
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involved sorting these categories into clusters of 1) enablers of psychological engagement conditions 
and 2) barriers to psychological engagement conditions. During this step, some categories were 
absorbed by other categories, new categories emerged, and other categories were no longer relevant. 
In total 12 categories were finally distributed into a) meaningfulness, b) safety and c) availability 
within each of the two clusters: enablers and barriers.  
 
4. Findings  
Key findings of this study are presented in the following sections in order to provide answers to 
research questions 1 and 2. 
 
RQ1: What enables meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee engagement in 
ideation on ISM in organization C?  
 
The interviewed employees reported about a variety of conditions enabling their engagement. 
 
Enablers of psychological meaningfulness 
Five elements were found to be important for meaningfulness about ideation on ISM. 

Obligation of employee ideation on ISM. Almost all interviewed employees found generating 
ideas specifically on ISM constituted an important supplement to other ideation activities in 
organization C, such as face-to-face ideation workshops. Although framed as voluntary by 
management, all interviewed employees displaying high or medium physical engagement found 
participation in generating ideas on ISM was an obligation: “I am invited, and then it is my job here 
at [the company] to be innovative and get new ideas, […], so I feel a certain obligation” (Iz). These 
employees felt responsible not only because they had been invited into the specific ideation session, 
but also due to their role. 

In contrast, only the low engaged employees felt generating ideas on ISM as an option. 
Interestingly, and although physically low engaged, some of these employees indicated high cognitive 
engagement as they saw ISM for ideation as a learning and development opportunity: “I learned a lot 
by looking at how people with more experience thought about the problems” (In). Hence, these 
interviewed employees perceived they learned from following and observing the online, visible and 
stored communication about new ideas 

Innovation opportunity. All interviewees said they participated in online ideation, because they 
believed when communicating about ideas on ISM, they had the opportunity to contribute to the 
creation of innovation: “So it is really about trying to find new ways and really innovate compared to 
what is up there already” (Io). Thus, it can be reasoned that these employees felt useful and making 
a difference through generating ideas on ISM.  

Collaboration opportunity. All interviewed employees also found they now had the opportunity 
to collaborate on a large scale with colleagues across functions, geographies and hierarchies in a 
global ideation community: “You have several different opportunities to meet experts from other 
parts of the world simultaneously, and that is strong. Because we are a very global company with 
experts dispersed in the different regions” (Iw). This may indicate, that the interviewees found it 
valuable and useful to communicate about ideas online, as they were able to connect and collaborate 
with experts across the large organization. 

Opportunity to be listened to and to make ideation more widespread in the organization. Almost 
all interviewees stated they hoped to “[…] guide managers a little bit on the decisions […]” (Io), and 
they hoped “[…] it will inspire someone” (Ix). Moreover they thought it as a “[…] much more equal 
presentation of ideas” (Ip) or a “fair process” (Is) and to: “[…] get all of that discussion from a wide 
range of people to really get some impartiality, and also to get voices heard that never get heard” (Is). 
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Hence, these employees reported about conditions contributing to a feeling of making a difference 
when generating ideas on ISM. 

Clear communication of purpose and goal of ideation processes (management innovation 
communication). Many employees found when managers, who launch the ideation sessions, clearly 
communicate the purpose and the scope of the ideation sessions, employees are more likely to 
participate: “It is super critical that people know why they are invited, and why they are asked to 
spend their time on it, what the expected outputs are from it” (Ix). Employees do not engage unless it 
makes sense to them, i.e. the overall goal and the strategy behind the launch of a session need to be 
communicated.  
 
Enablers of psychological safety 
The nature of the ISM platform of organization C and the tone of voice when communicating on this 
platform were seen as enablers of psychological safety. Many employees liked the “Scientific 
Facebook (Im)” atmosphere, where they could give or receive acknowledgement, appreciation and 
support to and from their colleagues both in written comments and through likes and follows: “I 
contributed with both ideas and comments, and I also rated the ideas, there was this kind of thumbs 
up stuff, so it was, I think, very nice. I like scientific Facebook […]” (Im). Two employees (Ir, Iw) 
even contrasted ideation on ISM with Facebook, saying “It did not turn into Facebook” (Iw) meaning 
the tone of voice was “nice, polite, professional and factual” (Ir, Iw), and several interviewees 
reported about an atmosphere of “enthusiasm” (In, Is), “politeness” (Io), “humor” (It), “collaboration” 
(It) “support and encouragement” (In, Is). Thus, considering the platform to be serious and scientific, 
and to present, discuss and comment in a proper tone of voice made employees feel safe on ISM.  
 
Enablers of psychological availability.  
The availability condition appeared from the interviews with a specific focus on the opportunity for 
reflection and sharing. Many employees felt that in the online ideation session they had the 
opportunity to reflect more on the ideas both when suggesting and when commenting the suggested 
ideas: “[…] you are in your environment with your pace just posting any ideas, so you have a little 
more time, I guess, to present your ideas in a kind of casual way. And that is what I liked” (Il).  
As employees did not feel a pressure for immediately reacting to a suggested idea or comment, they 
appreciated the possibility of doing some research before communicating on ISM. Also, when 
employees felt their expertise and experience were relevant and that they could make a contribution, 
they engaged in online ideation to share their competences: “[…] whenever there is an ideation 
campaign theme that I think that I can make a contribution to, I just pull out of my ideas or thoughts 
[…]” (Iq). Thus, these employees told about conditions contributing to a felt availability in relation 
to an opportunity for time for reflection and sharing competences when generating ideas on ISM. 

 
RQ2: What are the barriers to meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee 
engagement in ideation on ISM in organization C? 
  
The interviewees not only talked about enablers, they also reported about a range of conditions acting 
as barriers to their engagement in ideation on ISM.  
 
Barriers to psychological meaningfulness 
Two important barriers to meaningfulness of ideation on ISM were related to the nature of the 
generated ideas and lack of management innovation communication. 

Nature of the generated ideas. All interviewed employees reported they did not consider the 
generated ideas to be “blockbusters of ideas” (Iw) that would be further developed into innovations. 
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Some employees welcomed all the ideas and comments, whether they were “good or bad” (Iy), “very 
outlandish” (It) or “very scattered” (Iz). However, a few felt it “frustrating” (Iw) and as “wasting each 
other’s time” (Iw).  

Lack of supportive management innovation communication. Although many interviewees 
found management innovation communication meaningful when launching an ideation session, 
others found that scope and purpose were not clearly communicated by management. Additionally, 
they mentioned a need to “encourage [more employees] to participate” (In), to “appreciate the 
employee initiatives” (Iq) and to follow-up from management about what ideas were selected for 
further development, as: “I should not feel that my ideas are going into a black hole” (It). 
Consequently, employees sometimes felt their efforts were in vain.  

Barriers to psychological safety 
Among the findings, particularly anticipating critical reactions from other organizational members 
acted as a barrier to psychological safety. Although many interviewees described an atmosphere 
among the participants of enthusiasm, politeness, humor, collaboration, support and encouragement, 
they also reported they carefully considered whether they should suggest an idea or comment an idea 
or not, and if they did, they communicated carefully on ISM. They anticipated what their colleagues 
or managers would eventually think of them, and they imagined how organizational members would 
react negatively to their online contributions. Consequently, they applied a “filter” (Il), since it was 
important that the suggested ideas were not ”something embarrassing if it really was not a good idea 
[…] and it stays there posted forever” (Il). “Sometimes, you are making yourself vulnerable to a very 
broad community when you put a thought out. So I think twice before putting a thought out. Because 
it matters to me what other people think of me” (It). These employees reported about their concerns 
for generating ideas on ISM and possible risks related to their self-image, status or career constituting 
a barrier to feeling safe and to their engagement in ideation on ISM. 
 
Barriers to psychological availability.  
According to the interviewees, specifically two conditions acted as barriers to psychological 
availability: Lack of time and lack of competences.  

Time. Most of the interviewed employees stated that the main barrier for not participating in 
generating ideas online was that they did not have the time due to other priorities: “If you have a time 
pressure, it becomes a barrier, because then you are quickly preoccupied with something else” (Ip). 
Moreover, they also felt their colleagues were too busy to engage because of achieving their own 
goals. It was a matter of prioritizing between ideation or finishing their own projects, and since 
employees did not have an allocation for ideation on ISM, they chose to focus on their own 
deliverables. Some also mentioned that to be able to participate in online ideation, they deliberately 
booked or reserved time for it or they generated ideas after work or in their spare time: “I am doing 
it off office time, of course I have to finish my daily task” (Iq). 

Competences. Many employees also chose not to participate in online ideation when they 
perceived they did not have the right competences related to the ideation topic: “[…] sometimes when 
you feel that you have less to contribute. So it is basically considering the value of spending the time 
on it” (Ix). 
Thus, as it appears, these employees did an internal calculus about the value of their contributions 
and whether it was worth spending time participating in online ideation vs. finishing own tasks. When 
not feeling ready or capable at a particular moment, it acted as a barrier to the psychological 
availability and to the engagement in ideation on ISM.  
 
5. Discussion  
Main enablers and barriers 
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One of the main enablers of psychological meaningfulness was employees’ expectations to and hopes 
for innovation, collaboration and influencing or inspiring others and guiding management in relation 
to decision-making. Hence, the findings confirm how employees’ desire to impact may promote 
employee voice as suggested by Morrison (2011) and how being listened to may enable engagement 
(Ewing et al., 2019), thereby fostering multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. Through the 
association and visibility affordances, organizational members, inclusive managers, have the 
opportunity to follow, and to be influenced, inspired or guided by the online employee ideation where 
multiple employee voices enter into dialogues about suggesting ideas, improving, and developing 
these ideas. In addition, many interviewees found management innovation communication in relation 
to the launch of the ideation session to foster their engagement when it clearly defined the scope and 
purpose of the ideation session. The association affordance allows a broad and diverse crowd of 
employees to connect with one another and with the content, and to generate ideas about a managerial 
pre-defined ideation topic not necessarily well known to every employee. Thus, clear managerial 
innovation communication was key to the interviewed employees to help understand how their roles 
fit with the strategic scope and purpose of the ideation session (cf. Welch, 2011).  

In contrast, insufficient management innovation communication may act as a barrier to 
meaningfulness in employee ideation on ISM. Although the interviewed employees generated ideas 
with their coworkers, most of them also expressed a need for management to encourage and 
appreciate their efforts and to follow up on the results of the ideation sessions. This finding is 
consistent with previous research confirming that employee participation in ideation may decrease 
over time due to lack of feedback, incentives and transparency in the ideation process (see review in 
Beretta et al., 2018). The interviewed employees expected management to be the persons able to take 
appropriate action on their idea suggestions and comments (cf. Morrison, 2014). The study 
demonstrated the significance of communication reciprocity stressed by Johnston (2018), and 
indicates that employees as active communicators and dialogue partners in ideation processes on ISM 
expect mutuality and reciprocity not only among their peers but also between themselves and 
managers responsible for or involved in ideation on ISM. Furthermore, employees perceived ISM as 
a way to democratize participation in idea generation and as an equal opportunity to voice their ideas 
and to be listened to (cf. Aten and Thomas, 2016; Heide, 2015; Stieger et al., 2012). Although 
managers actually did listen to employees and selected one of the seventy ideas for further 
development in an R&D project, this was not transparent to most of the participating employees who 
felt a lack of listening. Consequently, managers have to take the whole process of ideation into 
account, including communicating about the end results, as employees are likely to consider also 
managers as dialogue partners in the online ideation process. The study showed that exposed to 
insufficient management innovation communication, the expected mutuality breaks down, and 
employee engagement suffers. 

Psychological safety in form of a climate of enthusiasm, politeness, humor, collaboration and 
support among the participating employees in combination with a platform considered to be a 
“Scientific Facebook” was likely to engage the interviewees in ideation on ISM. Accordingly, the 
association affordance allowed the many employees to connect and collaborate whereas the 
editability affordance made it possible for employees to like, follow or edit ideas or comments. The 
supportive and collaborative employee communication was observable by all organizational members 
across geographies, functionalities and hierarchies through the visibility affordance thereby spreading 
the potential for engagement to all employees. Thus, while employees both enacted and constructed 
engagement through their online multi-vocal dialogues, they showed concern for and willingness to 
contribute to an open communication climate as also found by Heide et al. (2018) in their study of 
managers and coworkers as communicators. Inevitably, the findings confirm one of the results from 
Shaufeli and Bakker’s (2004) study that supportive interactions among employees may lead to 
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engagement, and that not only advice and guidance from managers, but also from competent 
colleagues is supportive as suggested by Blom and Alvesson (2014 in Heide and Simonsson, 2018).  

Despite the enabling nature of the ISM affordances, they also acted as barriers to psychological 
safety. The association affordance provided the opportunity for employees to connect with a crowd 
of employees in organization C, unknown as well as known. Not knowing all organizational members 
in a large organization, and who will engage in the online multi-vocal dialogues, employees not only 
imagined their audiences (Madsen, 2018), they also anticipated the not-yet-said (Shotter, 2008) 
specifically in form of possible critical reactions (Groth and Peters, 1999) from the imagined 
audiences. In addition, conducting online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas is an uncertain and risky 
act (cf. Zerfass and Huck, 2007), since future scenarios for solving problems are addressed, and 
predicting the future is difficult. In organization C, employees’ concern for negative consequences to 
self-image, status or career seem to constitute a barrier for psychological safety (Kahn, 1990). This 
concern was intensified by the visibility and persistence affordances of ISM making employee 
communication and interactions permanently visible and public across the whole organization 
connected in the online community via the association affordance. The findings showed that 
employees wanted to be perceived as competent and to present a positive self-image (cf. Danis and 
Singer 2008; Madsen, 2018), and therefore censored their communication on ISM and restricted their 
engagement. 

Psychological availability was likely to engage employees when they could suggest ideas, 
comment, like and follow at their own pace and without time pressure, and when they felt their 
expertise and competences were relevant for the ideation session. It can be argued that the persistence 
affordance provided the opportunity for employees to reflect more and to better prepare their idea 
suggestions or comments, as all the written, online multi-vocal dialogues were stored and accessible 
at any time. In that sense, employees were not constrained by synchronous or spontaneous 
interactions on ISM (Rozaidi et al., 2017). In contrast, not feeling available because of prioritizing 
other tasks or no match between competences and ideation topic may hinder employee engagement 
in ideation on ISM. When employees are not offered enough time or freedom to ideate, they might 
not engage (Litchfield, 2008), as they believe it takes significant time from their own projects (cf. 
Simonsson, 2002 in Heide and Simonsson, 2018). 
 
Tensions 
Tensions constitute an inherent part of organizations (Heide and Simonsson, 2018). Interestingly, 
while enacting their engagement in online ideation, it appeared that employees coped with various 
tensions such as feeling obliged to participate although participation had been framed as voluntary 
by management, or experiencing an open communication climate while simultaneously anticipating 
critical reactions. Tensions refer here to the “clash of ideas or principles or actions and to the 
discomfort that may arise as a result” (Stohl and Cheney, 2001, p. 353). Lewis (2000) suggests that 
tensions indicate two sides of the same coin. They are cognitively or socially constructed polarities 
obscuring the simultaneous coexistence of conflicting truths. In particular, one tension seems 
significant in relation to employees’ engagement in ideation on ISM. This tension emerged between 
employees’ felt opportunity to be listened to, to make a difference and to influence management 
decisions when at the same time they felt excluded due to lack of transparency in managers’ final 
decisions about the suggested ideas. Such tension of influence vs. no influence may be related to a 
paradox of responsibility (Stohl and Cheney, 2001, p. 370) in which employees take responsibility 
in influencing managers’ decision-making while simultaneously it is not transparent to these 
employees if or how their idea suggestions made a difference. Additionally, ISM may amplify this 
tension among employees, as the interviewees seem to perceive the use of ISM for ideation as a 
democratizing tool of participation, allowing equal opportunity for all employees to voice innovative 
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ideas and to be listened to by management. Hence, when employees do not experience they are being 
listened to, they may perceive their participation in ideation on ISM as purely symbolic (Johnston, 
2018; Stohl and Cheney, 2001). 
 
Theoretically, this study contributes to Kahn’s theory by applying a coworker perspective (Heide and 
Simonsson, 2018) in an ISM context as discussed above. The implications of studying employee 
engagement from a coworker perspective have opened up for considering employees as active 
dialogue partners who through complex interactive sensemaking processes enact their engagement in 
ideation on ISM. Therefore, this paper suggests that not only employees, but also managers are 
considered active dialogue partners in online ideation in which communication reciprocity among 
employees and managers is expected.  

Multiple and diverse goals and interests exist in organizations, and tensions are inherent in 
organizational life. Also, when employees enacted their engagement in online ideation, the study 
showed that certain tensions played out and were intensified by employees’ perceptions of ISM for 
ideation. This has practical implications for employee engagement in generating ideas on ISM. 
Managers need to be aware of tensions inherent in employee ideation on ISM as this study shows. 
Stohl and Cheney (2001) proposed various strategies for dealing with paradoxes, of which one was 
to live with or within the paradox. This implies explicitly acknowledging the imperfections and 
imbalances of employee ideation on ISM (cf. Stohl and Cheney, 2001). Therefore, rather than seeking 
to suppress or ignore tensions, they should be explored (Heide and Simonsson, 2018). Thus, managers 
must create awareness of the tensions and be able and willing to foster meta-communication among 
organizational members about the identified tensions to seek to balance enablers and barriers of 
employee engagement. In addition, employees as active dialogue partners are considered responsible 
to act and communicate in a manner that produces and reproduces an open communication climate 
(Heide and Simonsson, 2018), which may reduce self-censorship among employees. Consequently, 
this paper suggests that, in order to balance enablers and barriers of employee engagement, it is also 
the responsibility of employees to spark meta-communication about barriers and tensions as they 
become aware of them. Communicating about ideas on ISM calls for the right balancing of enablers 
and barriers of employee engagement. 

Although the possibilities for employees to participate in ideation on ISM were especially good 
and encouraged since 2011 in this knowledge intensive organization, and the researchers were able 
to construct a large amount of relevant empirical material from four different sources, making this 
qualitative study a very valuable first study giving new insights into employee engagement in ideation 
on ISM, the study also has its limitations. The study did not include the perspectives of employees 
who did not participate in the communication about ideas on ISM, but who were invited into the 
online ideation session. Broadening the study to include these employees would increase insights and 
understanding of particularly barriers to employee engagement.  
 
6. Conclusion  
This study is one of the very first to investigate how employees perceive their engagement in 
communicating ideas on ISM. The study has identified central enablers and barriers to idea generation 
on ISM and showed that communication reciprocity not only among employees, but also between 
employees and managers is highly important in producing employee engagement. Furthermore, this 
research also demonstrated that when generating ideas on ISM, employees coped with tensions, of 
which the influence vs. no influence tension was significant and intensified by the ISM platform 
forming further barriers for engagement. Rather than managing employee engagement and 
suppressing or ignoring tensions, facilitating meta-communication among organizational members 
about the identified tensions may contribute to balancing enablers and barriers of psychological 
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meaningfulness, safety and availability, thereby creating better conditions for employee engagement 
in ideation on ISM to emerge. 
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8. Discussion  

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss key findings in terms of four themes covering central 

dynamics emerging from the theoretical framework, the empirical material and the three articles. 

The first theme is employee ideation on ISM: balancing expectations, which aims at creating 

an understanding of what to expect of employee ideation on ISM. The second theme is internal 

innovation communication: employees are active communicators, and it seeks to expand the 

understanding of internal innovation communication. The third theme is managers are active 

dialogue partners in employee ideation on ISM, and the attempt is to shed light on the importance of 

communication reciprocity in employee ideation on ISM. The fourth theme, ISM is an arena for 

constructing ideas through multi-vocal dialogues, seeks to constitute ISM as an arena for the 

construction of ideas.  

8.1. Employee ideation on ISM: Balancing expectations 

From the studies, it was found that most organizations do not fully benefit from employee ideation 

on ISM mainly due to lack of employee participation. Although they offered employees an ISM 

platform specifically for generating ideas and sought to stimulate employee ideation through the 

launching of ideation events, employee participation still lagged behind in most organizations. To 

explain this lack in employee participation, managers reported that their way of organizing the 

online ideation process and their lack of communication and support worked as barriers. This is 

consistent with previous research, which has shown that when not offered enough time or freedom 

to ideate, employees might not engage (Litchfield, 2008) and that employee engagement in 

generating ideas is likely to decrease due to absence in management feedback or follow-up and 

transparency in the ideation process (Beretta et al., 2018; Birkinshaw, Bouquet & Barsoux, 2011). 
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Add to this that the employees in organization C also reported of lack of time and supportive 

communication from management as two main barriers for their engagement in ideation on ISM, it 

may indicate that there is a tendency in organizations to take employee participation in online idea 

generation for granted. However, the studies showed that it cannot be expected that offering ISM 

for ideation without facilitating the process is enough to stimulate employee ideation. A new media 

in itself does not necessarily change the way employees usually ideate (cf. Heide, 2016), since 

online ideation may for some employees not be their “[…] preferred way of working” (iG) as stated 

by one of the interviewed managers from one of the ten organizations in the explorative study. 

Thus, the study has added a new aspect by indicating that also within ideation on ISM employees’ 

behavior and habits do not necessarily change as fast as does the technology.  

Additionally, it was found that inconsistencies in managers’ apparently overly optimistic or 

pessimistic expectations to employees’ willingness to join the ideation process, to their courage to 

voice ideas online and to the generated ideas may constitute further obstacles for employees to 

generate ideas online. Furthermore, it was found that employees coped with several tensions during 

the online ideation process. The situations in which employees feel an opportunity for influence 

while also feeling excluded from influencing due to absence of transparency, management feedback 

and follow-up may act as a significant barrier to employees’ engagement. Employees should not 

experience that their ideas “are going into a black hole”, as one employee (It) put it. Consequently, 

they will see their contributions as being in vain and their participation as purely symbolic 

(Johnston, 2018; Stohl & Cheney, 2001). Tensions constitute an inherent part of organizations 

(Heide & Simonsson, 2018), and previous research have shown that various tensions also play out 

in an innovation process from the idea generation phase to the phase of idea implementation 

(Bledow, Frese, Andersson, Erez & Farr, 2009; Gebert, Boerner & Kearney, 2010; Perry-Smith & 

Manucci, 2017; Stetler & Magnusson, 2015). This dissertation adds a new and important dimension 
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in showing how employee engagement and participation specifically within the idea generation 

process are linked to tensions and inconsistencies. Tensions and inconsistencies related to the 

employee ideation process are likely not to be eliminated. Organizations are complex, multi-vocal 

and quite messy entities and organizational members have different interests and objectives in 

which tensions and inconsistencies may emerge. Therefore, organizational members should expect 

to live with and within these tensions and inconsistencies in the process of online ideation (Stohl & 

Cheney, 2001). 

Of the ten organizations participating in the explorative study, one organization had 

abandoned online ideation with employees mostly due to lack of employee participation. Another 

organization was not sure about whether or not to continue offering employees the opportunity to 

generate ideas on ISM as they were about to evaluate the initial results from the online ideation 

process. However, and despite the identified barriers, inconsistencies and tensions, most managers 

still found employee ideation on ISM to be worthwhile.  Among key contributions of this 

communicative practice, managers experienced that they were now able to listen to the organization 

and that employee collaboration across the organization was strengthened. Although managers did 

not expect to find the large golden egg in the ideas emerging from online ideation, the online 

observations of employees’ communication about ideas in organization C showed that ideation was 

actually going on. Among the many constructed ideas, some ideas also found their way to be further 

developed during a face-to-face ideation workshop and one idea ultimately turned into an R&D 

project. Hence, and as one manager expressed it “When adding all those [gold nuggets] together, 

you have a lot of value […]” (iF), ISM is likely to be the arena in which all these “small grains of 

sand” (iF) may come together from across the organization constituting potentials for the 

construction of valuable ideas. Without ISM, this would have been difficult to achieve (cf. Cardon 

& Marshall, 2015; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). However, also employees did often not find the ideas 
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to be “blockbusters” (Iw) that would be further developed into innovations. A few employees 

sometimes even found the generated ideas to be “wasting each other’s time” (Iw). Thus, it can be 

expected that both managers and employees perceive the generated ideas on ISM to be rather 

insignificant, although some also saw the value in the small grains of sand or in the “very 

outlandish” (employee It) or “very scattered” (employee Iz) ideas. These findings may indicate that 

the somewhat low or ambiguous expectations that managers have to the generated ideas may in fact 

enact an ideation environment that confirms such low expectations (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). 

Björk, Karlsson and Magnusson (2014) suggest that since many ideas emerging in an ideation 

process will never be implemented, it is important to clarify and carefully manage the expectations 

in order to stimulate the energy, engagement and culture of continuous innovation over time. This 

dissertation adds a new and important detail of specifically managerial expectations and their 

implications for employee participation in generating ideas when they are overly optimistic or 

pessimistic. Moreover, as the understanding of ideas in this dissertation is that they are socially 

constructed, it shifts the focus of the online ideation process as leading to fixed ideal ideas to a 

focus on the online process itself and the opportunities for innovation in the ideas suggestions and 

comments. Hoping for the one and only idea in an online ideation process may lead to 

disappointments among organizational members (cf. Due, 2014). As stated by one of the ten 

interviewed managers “[…] if all you are looking for is finding the big, large golden nugget, you 

will probably be disappointed” (iF).  

If expectations become more balanced to employee ideation on ISM among managers as well 

as among employees, organizations may enhance the conditions for this practice to prosper. The 

findings indicate that the employees in organization C who participated in online ideation actually 

appreciated this way of generating ideas. They felt that they now had the opportunity to contribute 

to innovation, inspire others and influence management decision-making. They liked the interactive 
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and reflective nature of the ISM platform and the tone of voice on ISM. Although they anticipated 

critical reactions to their idea suggestions and comments on ISM that acted as a barrier to 

psychological safety, employees addressed this uncertainty through seven dialogue strategies, which 

actually stimulated their multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. Moreover, generating ideas 

online should be considered a supplement to the palette of other ideation processes in organizations 

such as face-to-face ideation workshops or hackatons. The strength of generating ideas specifically 

on ISM, and consequently complement other ideation processes in an organization, is its reach 

across organizational boundaries embracing the multiple voices of the organization, and its 

affordances of offering employees the opportunity to communicate about ideas in an interactive, 

asynchronous, reflective and non-spontaneous way (cf. Rozaidi et al, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 

2012). 

8.2. Internal innovation communication: Employees are active communicators 

As shown in Article 1, managers perceived challenges in their innovation communication with 

employees. This is consistent with the managerial view on innovation communication (Zerfass & 

Huck, 2007) in which it is assumed that the communicative challenges that managers face in 

relation to innovation communication are high, due to among other things the novelty and 

complexity of innovations and the unknown consequences they will entail. However, not only 

managers face challenges when communicating in relation to ideation. As the single case study in 

organization C showed, employees in an online context of uncertainty also struggle or face 

challenges when they seek to explain to their colleagues and management in what way their idea 

suggestions or comments will be beneficial to the organization. This was demonstrated in the 

identified dialogue strategies applied by employees to address uncertainty by mitigating interactions 

imagined to be face threatening. These findings have contributed to extending the scope of 

innovation communication (Pfeffermann, 2017; Zerfass, 2005; Zerfass & Huck, 2007) to also 
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include employee communication. The findings demonstrated how employees’ dialogue strategies 

stimulated the online multi-vocal dialogues among employees according to which ideas emerged 

from suggestions, agreements, objections, developments or re-combinations and that may be of 

strategic significance to organization C.  Moreover, previous research of uncertainty in relation to 

employee ideation has focused mainly on managing or reducing uncertainty (Carson et al., 2012; 

Herstattet al., 2004; Fox et al., 1998). Hence, this study adds an important employee dimension to 

internal innovation communication by showing how employees are actually key actors in 

addressing uncertainty through their internal innovation communication. Moreover, it has shown 

how coworkership (Heide & Simonsson, 2018) plays out when employees generate ideas in a 

context of uncertainty. 

According to almost all interviewed managers, their organizations still did not fully benefit 

from online ideation, since a sufficient number of employees still did not participate in the 

communication about ideas on ISM. In that sense, the study showed that there is a managerial 

recognition of employees and the importance of their online communication.  This finding supports 

previous research with a focus on the importance of employee communication and employees as 

active communicators (Heide & Simonsson, 2011; Juholin et al., 2015; Mazzei, 2014; Madsen, 

2018a). It also strengthens previous research, as the online observations of employees’ actual 

communication about ideas on ISM in organization C showed how employees unfold their 

coworkership. They formulated ideas and commented on ISM, made critical interpretations of the 

others’ idea suggestions and comments, and sought to influence colleagues and managers to 

respond to their idea suggestions or comments (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2011). 

Furthermore, it can be argued that the findings in the single case study displayed how these 

active communicators took responsibility in workplace communication in organization C (cf. 

Juholin et al., 2015). As reasoned in Article 2, employees seemingly conducted responsible 
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dialogues (Juholin et al., 2015) as they displayed accountability to formulate their ideas and 

comments, and listened and responded to the ideas of others. One of the findings in the single case 

study of employees’ engagement in generating ideas on ISM was that most of the employees who 

generated ideas on ISM had a felt obligation to do so. Thus, they felt responsible to communicate 

about ideas on ISM. Hence, these findings strengthen the concept of responsible dialogues 

formulated by Juholin et al. (2015). Even for those employees who enacted low physical 

engagement (Kahn, 1990; MacNiven, 2015) in online ideation in organization C, it can be claimed 

that they are also key actors in the online ideation process. These employees displayed high 

cognitive engagement in ideation on ISM, as they saw it as a learning and development opportunity. 

Thus, their cognitive engagement was unfolded in their interest in the ideation topics on ISM (cf. 

Johnston, 2018). Although their physical engagement in generating ideas was low, they actively 

listened to the online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas. Active listening to others is a prerequisite 

for conducting responsible dialogues (Juholin et al., 2015) and these findings enhance this 

understanding by showing that even a low physical engagement may contribute to the online 

ideation process.  

Active listening in relation to online ideation is enhanced by the affordances of ISM that 

render the communication visible, permanent and observable by others. Consequently, although 

being physically low engaged in generating ideas on ISM, active listening on ISM may increase 

employees’ meta-knowledge in the organization (Leonardi, 2015), that is employees’ awareness of 

who knows what and whom. One of the contributions of meta-knowledge in organizations is that as 

employees become aware of who knows what and whom, this may ultimately strengthen their 

ability to recombine existing ideas into new ideas or innovations (cf. Majchrzak, Cooper & Neece, 

2004). Thus, they may apply this meta-knowledge in other contexts, but this cannot be shown in the 

studies of this dissertation. However, the findings of active listening by employees in an online 
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ideation setting adds a new dimension in internal innovation communication, which mainly has a 

managerial focus and seeks to define innovation goals, capitalize existing knowledge, overcome 

fear, enhance motivation, and develop shared visions (Zerfass, 2005). 

When employees conducted the responsible dialogues on ISM about innovative ideas, it also 

implied their rights to speak and to be listened to by others (cf. Juholin et al., 2015). The findings 

from studying employees’ engagement adds to this understanding by showing that employees felt 

they had the opportunity to do so, and that it was unfolded in an online environment of support and 

collaboration among their peers. However, they felt a lack of being listened to by management, 

which acted as a barrier to the psychological engagement condition of feeling meaningfulness.  

The concept of the responsible dialogue (Juholin et al., 2015) can be related to employee 

communication responsibility as introduced by Andersson (2019). That employee ideation on ISM 

is increasingly being adopted in organizations (Beretta et al., 2018) does not only indicate that all 

employees are considered valuable innovation sources (Linke & Zerfass, 2011; Zejnilovic et al., 

2012), but also that all employees are increasingly urged to take responsibility for the internal 

innovation communication about ideas (cf. Andersson, 2019). In that sense, the dialogue strategies 

identified in the online observations of employees’ actual communication about ideas on ISM in 

organization C (Article 2) can be seen as employees’ manifestation of taking communication 

responsibility. Thus, the employees participating in generating ideas on ISM in organization C can 

be said to have acknowledged and internalized the organization’s encouragement to take 

communication responsibility. Hence, the study supports the concept of employee communication 

responsibility (Andersson, 2019). However, it adds a new aspect by further offering insights into 

how this communication responsibility is actually unfolded in the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas 

on ISM. 
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8.3. Managers are active dialogue partners in employee ideation on ISM 

As the findings from the explorative study showed, managers believed that their insufficient 

support, feedback and follow-up constituted important barriers to employee ideation on ISM. 

Moreover, the results from the single case study in organization C demonstrated that employees 

missed supportive management innovation communication and that this constituted a significant 

barrier to psychological meaningfulness. These findings are consistent with the identified positive 

relationship between immediate supervisor communication (e.g. give feedback, communicate clear 

objectives, support daily work) and employees’ predisposition towards taking communication 

responsibility (Andersson, 2019). Moreover, they confirm previous research in employee ideation 

stating that employee participation in ideation may decrease over time due to lack of feedback, 

incentives and transparency in the ideation process (Beretta et al., 2018; Birkinshaw et al., 2011).  

This indicates that organizations cannot take employees’ participation in online ideation for granted. 

Employees have a close and complex psychological relationship with their employer organization 

(Frandsen & Johansen, 2011), and this seemingly influences their communication and interaction on 

ISM while they generate ideas. In fact, it was found that employees are likely to consider managers 

as dialogue partners in the online ideation process. Not in terms of managers participating in 

generating ideas, but in the sense of facilitating and supporting the process. Much is at stake for 

employees such as their concern about critical reactions from other organizational members, known 

as well as unknown, about not being seen as competent or not presenting a positive self-image (cf,. 

Danis & Singer, 2008; Groth & Peters, 1999; Madsen, 2018a). Moreover, the uncertainties and 

tensions identified in employee ideation on ISM do not render employees’ psychological 

relationship with their organization less complex, which may increase the importance of supportive 

management innovation communication. The dialogue perspective adds a new dimension to internal 

innovation communication at the micro level in organizations that traditionally has a focus on 
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leadership communication aimed at employees (Zerfass & Huck, 2007). One of the characteristics 

of dialogue is to appreciate and seek to understand others’ viewpoints (Juholin et al., 2015). 

Another is to affirm in the sense of validating the importance of others’ viewpoints (Gergen et al., 

2004), and to enter into the others’ world to seek to comprehend it (Shotter, 2008). The findings 

from the single case study showed that for employees to engage in generating ideas on ISM, they 

needed interactions and mutuality not only with their peers, but also with managers. When 

emphasizing the dialogue dimension in managers’ leadership communication in relation to 

innovation communication, the study supports the emergent shift in strategic communication from 

communicating to to communicating with (Heath et al., 2018).  

Considering dialogue and communication reciprocity or mutuality as a new dimension in 

internal innovation communication leads to reflecting on the communicative leadership (Johansson 

et al., 2014) of innovation managers and other middle managers involved in ideation. 

Communicative leadership and its processes of responsiveness and dialogue indicates a relation to 

employee engagement and empowerment in creating mutual understanding and communicating 

clear objectives and expectations, and giving voice to employees by involving them in dialogue and 

listening to their experience and to enhancing creativity. Therefore, dialogue, communication 

reciprocity, support and responses are considered important as shown in both the explorative study 

and the single case study in organization C. Thus, communicative leadership seems to be a 

significant competence to hold and to be nurtured or developed with innovation managers 

responsible for employee ideation on ISM. 

8.4. ISM is an arena for the construction of ideas through multi-vocal dialogues  

In chapter three, employee ideation on ISM was conceptualized as complex internal employee 

communication processes. As earlier defined, these complex communication processes embrace the 
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multi-vocal dialogues among a crowd of employees that take place across an organization on an 

internal web-based communication platform which may allow or constrain employees to suggest 

ideas, and/or to react to the ideas of others by agreeing to, objecting to, developing, re-combining, 

or creating new ideas potentially beneficial to their workplace. Moreover, ISM for ideation is 

understood as constitutive of the employee ideation process in the sense that it offers employees the 

opportunity to conduct multi-vocal dialogues about ideas, but also constrains employee 

communication about ideas (cf. Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). The online observations of employees’ 

actual idea generation on ISM in organization C showed how employees applied seven dialogue 

strategies to foster ongoing multi-vocal dialogues among employees on ISM. Therefore, in this 

dissertation it is argued that ISM for employee ideation constitute an arena for constructing ideas 

through multi-vocal dialogues. As reasoned for in Chapter 3, ideas are socially constructed and they 

may only emerge in the dialogic relationship among employees. Consequently, ideas are constituted 

in the complex multi-vocal communication processes among employees, and ISM offers the arena 

in which these multi-vocal dialogues may, or may not, unfold. These findings add to previous 

research of ISM and its importance for internal communication (Falkheimer & Heide, 2015; Huang 

et al., 2013; Madsen, 2018a; Madsen & Verhoeven, 2016; Treem & Leonardi, 2012) and to an 

understanding of ISM as constituting an arena for multi-vocal dialogues and the construction of 

ideas. Moreover, the findings constitute ISM as being an integrated part of the internal ideation 

process and its integration into the internal communication of organization C (Ewing et al., 2019; 

Madsen, 2018b).  

It can be argued that the online observations of employees’ communication and interaction 

about ideas on ISM in organization C showed how the affordances and constraints of ISM were 

constructed and how they shaped the communication process about ideas in organization C (cf. 

Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). On the one hand, the results from the online observations showed how 
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ISM afforded opportunities for employees to suggest ideas, and to react to the ideas of others in 

order to improve the ideas (cf. Majchrzak & Malhotra, 2016) by agreements, objections, 

developments and re-combinations. These employees were connected through the association 

affordance; their ideas and comments were visible to one another; their ideas were stored which was 

assured through the persistence affordance; and the editability affordance made it possible to 

suggest ideas and to comment on the suggested ideas. Consequently, many employees in 

organization C appreciated the interactive and reflective nature of ISM. They had the opportunity to 

reflect on the ideas both when suggesting ideas and reacting to these ideas. As shown in Article 2, 

an idea thread could develop over long stretches of time, such as idea 45, which had a time span of 

eight days from initiating it with an idea suggestion to the last comment.  Thus, the observations of 

employees’ idea generation in organization C confirm previous research on how ISM may afford 

employees to communicate in an asynchronous and non-spontaneous way (Rozaidi et al, 2017; 

Treem & Leonardi, 2012). However, this study adds new aspects by offering a deeper 

understanding of how the editability and persistence affordances were actually constructed.  

On the other hand, the study also demonstrated that the opportunities for ideation afforded by 

ISM may constitute constraints to generating ideas, since it was theoretically reasoned that the four 

affordances were also sources of uncertainty. This theoretical argument was supported in the study 

of employees’ engagement in online ideation, as many employees reported about anticipating 

critical reactions to their online communication from other organizational members, and this 

concern was intensified by the visibility and persistence affordances of ISM rendering their 

communication visible and permanent across geographical, functional and hierarchial boundaries in 

organization C. In that sense, the single case study of employees’ actual communication on ISM in 

organization C also demonstrated how visibility, persistence, editability and association may 

intensify employees’ psychological insecurity (Groth & Peters, 1999). In that way it contributed to 
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shape the dialogue strategies applied by employees to address uncertainty and to overcome 

generating ideas. The findings of the online observations in organization C are consistent with 

previous research of ISM affordances as both providing opportunities for certain actions and 

constraining other appropriate actions (Gibbs, Rozaidi & Eisenberg, 2013; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; 

Majchrzak et al., 2013). Moreover, it deepened insight into and an understanding of how 

affordances in combination with the inherent uncertainty of generating ideas actually shaped 

employees’ multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. 

With an approach to ISM as constituting an arena for the construction of ideas through multi-

vocal dialogues, insights into the complexities of selecting or rejecting the generated ideas for 

further development is extended. Beretta (2019) found that in an employee ideation process on ISM, 

the ideas exposed to mainly critical comments during the online ideation process were most likely 

to not be selected for further development. However, even ideas potentially beneficial to the 

organization may be exposed to mostly critical reactions and thereby to a higher risk of being 

rejected. Similarly, Rozaidi et al. (2017) found that ideas receiving more likes and few comments, 

and thereby few critical reactions, were more likely to be accepted. Nevertheless, ideas receiving 

mainly positive comments or many likes may not necessarily be beneficial to the organization (cf. 

Beretta, 2019). In that sense, there is a risk that ISM may act as an echo chamber leading to 

groupthink (Leonardi et al., 2013) among those who are going to select the ideas as the likes, 

follows and either positively or negatively framed comments are visible. Hence, they may be 

inclined to disregard idea suggestions with critical reactions and select the ideas, which received the 

mainly positively framed reactions or the many likes (Beretta, 2019; Rozaidi et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, as ISM constitute an arena for constructing ideas through multi-vocal dialogues, it 

adds to the above research of employee ideation on ISM that ideas are socially constructed in the 

dialogic interactions among employees. Ideas are not only results of mental activities (van den 



184 
 

Ende, 20152) since ideas may only emerge in the multi-vocal dialogues that interact with one 

another (cf. Bakhtin, 1984). These multi-vocal dialogues are nurtured through the seven identified 

dialogue strategies. Therefore, all reactions to the suggested ideas, whether supportive or critical 

and whether a few or many likes or follows, constitute potentials, since, and as argued for in Article 

2, it is not until after an idea starts to develop through the multi-vocal dialogues on ISM that 

opportunities for innovation may emerge. Thus, the concept of ISM as an arena for the construction 

of ideas through multi-vocal dialogues may not simplify the idea selection process, but it may direct 

the focus to the importance of and the value in the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas, and not only 

the idea suggestion in itself. 
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9. Conclusion and implications 

This study is one of the first to explore employee ideation on ISM from a communicative 

perspective (Aten & Thomas, 2016; Coussement et al., 2017). The overall research purpose of the 

dissertation was to empirically explore and enhance the understanding of employee ideation on ISM 

taking into account a managerial perspective, a dialogue perspective and an employee perspective in 

order to create insights into the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM from a communication 

perspective. In order to fulfill the overall research purpose three sub-questions were asked, namely 

1) what do managers expect of employee ideation on ISM, and what do they perceive as 

contributions of and/or barriers to employee ideation on ISM?, 2) how do employees through 

dialogue strategies address uncertainty in order to generate ideas on ISM? and 3) what enables and 

what acts as barriers to meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee engagement 

in ideation on ISM? 

Theoretically, the dissertation has contributed to the research field of strategic communication 

by offering a new theoretical framework that has deepened the understanding of employee ideation 

on ISM. Moreover, it has developed the strategic communication research area in terms of focusing 

on the micro-level processes of middle manager and employee communication, which has shown to 

be strategically significant to an organization (cf. Heide et al., 2018; Zerfass et al., 2018).  

The dissertation builds on a social constructivist approach and has been framed within the 

strategic communication perspective inspired by the CCO approach. Theories from four sets of 

components have informed the theoretical framework of the dissertation. The theoretical 

components included 1) internal strategic communication covering internal innovation 

communication in terms of leadership communication and coworker communication, 2) open 

innovation and employee ideation on ISM, 3) ISM affordances, and 4) psychological 
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communication dimensions embracing theories of uncertainty, imagined dialogues and 

psychological engagement conditions. 

Empirically, the dissertation has contributed with a large amount of relevant empirical 

material from four different sources of two conducted qualitative studies. The first study consisted 

of an explorative study in ten different organizations across various industries and comprised ten 

semi-structure interviews with managers. The next study was a single case study in organization C 

and included semi-structured interviews with 14 employees and two managers, online observations 

of the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas in organization C as well as archival material. Thus, the 

dissertation provides valuable empirical insights into not only what employees or managers account 

for through the conducted interviews, but also how employees actually communicate and interact 

about ideas on ISM through the online observations. The dissertation has been written based on the 

results from the two studies. The two studies have led to creating insights into central dynamics of 

employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective.  

The findings of the explorative study showed that the majority of the organizations struggled 

with low employee participation in online ideation. Although these organizations offered an ISM 

platform specifically dedicated for ideation and sometimes ran ideation campaigns, it was not 

always enough to facilitate employee participation (cf. Beretta et al., 2018; Heide, 2016).  As it 

appeared from the discussions in chapter 8, the central dynamics are key in employee ideation on 

ISM, as they emerge from and influence the online ideation. These dynamics have been centered on 

four themes related to balancing expectations to employee ideation on ISM, employees are active 

communicators in internal innovation communication, managers are dialogue partners and ISM is 

an arena for the construction of ideas through multi-vocal dialogues.  
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In regards to balancing the expectations to employee ideation, the findings showed the 

following: 1) employee participation in ideation on ISM is likely to be taken for granted and may 

contribute to constituting barriers for online ideation to emerge in organizations, 2) inconsistencies 

in managers’ expectations and tensions related to employees’ engagement constitute an inherent 

part of the online ideation process and 3) often organizational members do not expect much from 

the generated ideas.  

The findings that showed that employees are active communicators in internal innovation 

communication are the following: 1) employees’ online dialogue strategies addressing uncertainty, 

2) employees’ responsible dialogues and active listening, 3) employee communication 

responsibility, 4) employees’ expectations of communication reciprocity, 5) psychological 

engagement conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability, and 6) employees’ perceptions of 

management innovation communication, of peer communication and of the ISM affordances. These 

dynamics have been found to matter to the employee ideation process on ISM, and they emerged 

from and played out in interactions of both fostering and limiting the online ideation process. 

Furthermore, it was found that the central dynamics constituting managers as dialogue 

partners and that matter to the employee ideation process on ISM are 1) supportive management 

innovation communication, 2) communicative leadership and 3) communication reciprocity. These 

dynamics have shown to be important in fostering employee engagement and participation in 

ideation on ISM. Nevertheless, it was shown in Article 1 and in Article 3 that to a large extent they 

were perceived to be absent. 

The dynamics found in relation to constituting ISM as an arena for the construction of ideas 

through multi-vocal dialogues are: 1) the ISM affordances and constraints of visibility, persistence, 

editability and association, 2) the multi-vocal dialogues of idea suggestions and reactions to the 
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suggested ideas such as agreements, objections, idea developments, idea re-combinations and new 

ideas and 3) the interactive and reflective nature of ISM. In terms of the dialogue strategies, 

employees addressed uncertainties and mitigated interactions, which they imagined to be face-

threatening, thus fostering open, reflective and stimulating multi-vocal dialogues about ideas. 

The views of managers and employees as well as the dialogue perspective of the dissertation 

have enhanced insights into and an understanding of employee ideation on ISM and of its dynamics 

from a communication perspective. Several dynamics played out and mattered when employees 

communicated and interacted about ideas on ISM, and this has both theoretical and practical 

implications. 

9.1. Implications for theory 

A central proposition of this dissertation is to extend internal innovation communication to include 

also the views of employees, since one of the key insights from both the explorative study and the 

single case study in organization C have contributed to understanding employees as key actors of 

innovation communication. Hence, within internal innovation communication studies there is a 

need to focus more on employees and their actions as well, in order to create a deeper and more 

holistic understanding of strategic communication in general and of internal innovation 

communication in particular. Employees’ interpretations, communication and interactions 

contribute to the construction of innovative ideas and innovation (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2011), 

and their communication, views and thoughts need to be reflected in studies within internal 

innovation communication as well.  

 In this dissertation, the following theoretical concepts and theories contributed to extending 

the understanding of innovation communication. First, the concept of coworkership and coworker 

communication (Heide & Simonsson, 2018) contributed with an approach to employees as active 
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communicators who interact in complex sensemaking processes when they generate ideas on ISM. 

Second, uncertainty theories (Raupp, 2018; Weick, 2001) and the concept of the imagined dialogues 

(Bakhtin, 1984) provided insights into how employees addressed uncertainties through dialogue 

strategies thereby nurturing open, reflective and stimulating multi-vocal dialogues about ideas. 

Thus, applying the employee perspective in innovation communication contributes to considering 

uncertainty not as something to be managed or reduced, as is the dominant view on uncertainty 

within innovation communication and employee ideation (Zerfass & Huck, 2007; Carson et al., 

2012; Herstatt et al., 2004; Fox et al., 1998), but as a resource for employee ideation on ISM. Third, 

the theory of the psychological engagement conditions (Kahn, 1990) contributed to understanding 

employees’ engagement in generating ideas as enacted in complex interactive sensemaking 

processes. Consequently, applying the views of employees contribute to the understanding of how 

engagement is not only enacted from top-down but also how it is constituted from bottom-up in 

work-related interactions and relationships (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2018). 

In regard to managers’ view on innovation communication, there has been a focus on 

leadership communication aimed at employees (Zerfass & Huck, 2007). A second suggestion is to 

understand communication reciprocity as a significant and strategic dimension to embrace, since it 

was found that employees expected not only their peers, but also managers, to be active dialogue 

partners in the online employee ideation process. Some of the key findings of the single case study 

was that dialogue strategies and communication reciprocity are key in enabling the multi-vocal 

dialogues about ideas as well as enabling the employee engagement condition of psychological 

meaningfulness. Hence, understanding communication reciprocity in employee ideation on ISM 

may be of a similar strategic value as is the mutual recognition between management and 

employees in terms of being acknowledged. It is not only to see managers, but also that employees 

experience that they are being seen by management (Heide et al., 2018).  
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The communicative approach to employee ideation on ISM contributed to an understanding 

of communication reciprocity in generating ideas in terms of understanding ideas as socially 

constructed in the dialogic interactions and relationships among employees. Moreover, the theory of 

the psychological engagement conditions (Kahn, 1990) contributed to understanding 

communication reciprocity as a key enabler of employee engagement in generating ideas on ISM, 

since employees expected communication reciprocity both among their peers and with managers. 

When employees were exposed to insufficient management innovation communication, the 

expected reciprocity broke down and their engagement in generating ideas online suffered. 

Consequently, this dissertation emphasizes that understanding dialogues and reciprocity among 

managers and employees are key in order for employee ideation on ISM to emerge (cf. Juholin et 

al., 2015).  

A third implication for theory is to understand ISM as an arena for the construction of ideas 

through multi-vocal dialogues. This dissertation has drawn on Bakhtin’s dialogic relationship 

approach to ideas (Bakhtin, 1984) and it has contributed to the understanding of ideas as emerging 

in the dialogic relationship among multiple voices and as being socially constructed. Thus, the 

dissertation applies a multi-vocal approach to idea generation on ISM and to innovation 

communication and has been inspired by the concept of the rhetorical arena within crisis 

communication (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017), which applies a multi-vocal approach to interactions 

among voices in the arena. Hence, it is suggested that ISM for ideation is understood as an arena for 

the construction of ideas through the multiple voices of employees. In addition, the theory of the 

four affordances (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) has contributed to understanding the characteristics of 

ISM as a multi-vocal arena for the construction of ideas. The affordances offer the potentials for the 

multi-vocal dialogues to meet and interact across geographies, functionalities and hierarchies 

(association affordance), to suggest ideas and to react to these ideas through agreements, objections, 
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developments, re-combinations and new ideas (editability and visibility) as well as to reflect and 

interact in a non-spontaneous way (persistence and visibility). Employees’ interactions with ISM 

(the materiality) and their colleagues (the social dimension) constructed affordances or constraints 

on the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas (cf. Faraj & Azad, 2012; Robey et al., 2012). From these 

interactions, dialogue strategies emerged in the arena that fostered open, reflective and stimulating 

dialogues about ideas in a context of uncertainty. 

9.2. Implications for practice 

Implications for managers. In this dissertation, it has been found that the strength of generating 

ideas specifically on ISM is its reach across organizational boundaries embracing the multi-vocal 

voices of the organization, and its affordances of offering employees the opportunity to 

communicate about ideas in an interactive, asynchronous, reflective and non-spontaneous way (cf. 

Rozaidi et al, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). However, the study found that organizations still do 

not fully benefit from the potentials of this multi-vocal online arena for the construction of ideas. 

Organizations cannot take for granted that employees participate in ideation just because they are 

offered an ISM specifically for idea generation. Therefore, if organizations want to embrace 

employee ideation on ISM, it entails several practical implications at the managerial level. 

In Article 1, it was suggested that innovation managers and other middle managers 

responsible for or involved in employee ideation on ISM were trained by communication 

professionals in order for them to recognize their own important communication role and to become 

facilitators acting as sense-givers of employee ideation on ISM ultimately nurturing the emergence 

of online employee ideation. Consequently, managers can guide and enable the sensemaking 

process in online ideation. In doing so, they need to be able to balance their expectations to the 

ideas generated on ISM and to employees’ willingness and courage to generate ideas online. 
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Moreover, managers need to clearly communicate the purpose of online ideation and to facilitate 

the time and opportunities for employees to engage in generating ideas on ISM (Johansson, 2018). 

Finally, and as communication reciprocity has been found to be key in fostering dialogues about 

ideas on ISM among employees, managers must encourage, give feed-back and follow-up before, 

during and after the online ideation process. 

As managers become aware of their role as active dialogue partners in employee ideation on 

ISM, and of the importance of communication reciprocity, they may strategically use dialogues to 

embrace listening and response to enhance online employee ideation (cf. Johansson, 2018). 

Therefore, communicative leadership (Johansson et al., 2014) is an important competence to 

hold and to nurture among innovation managers and other middle managers responsible for 

employee ideation on ISM, since it embraces a dialogue perspective. Furthermore, communicative 

leadership includes a competence aspect and can therefore be learned or developed through 

communication awareness, acquaintance, attitude and ability (Johansson et al., 2013). It is 

important that the communicative leadership conducted by managers focus on creating awareness of 

the inherent uncertainties of generating ideas on ISM and of the seven identified dialogue strategies 

applied to address uncertainty. This may enhance employees’ willingness and courage to voice 

ideas online as they become aware of the uncertainties and how to cope with them through dialogue 

strategies. In a similar vein, managers need to create awareness of the identified inconsistencies and 

tensions. They need to be able and willing to foster meta-communication among organizational 

members about these inconsistencies and tensions, and thereby seek to balance the inconsistencies 

in managers’ expectations and in the tensions that emerged from exploring enablers and barriers of 

the psychological engagement conditions of employees. Thus, communicative leadership can 

provide employees with the kind of managerial support they are asking for when engaging in 

ideation on ISM.  
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Implications for employees. The study showed that employees appreciated the interactive and 

reflective nature of ISM when generating ideas and they liked the tone of voice among the 

participating employees. However, and despite the open communication climate on ISM, employees 

anticipated critical reactions to their idea suggestions and comments on ISM. Hence, psychological 

safety is under pressure, and barriers for engagement such as psychological insecurity and self-

censorship among employees who generate ideas are unfolded. While organizations seek to enhance 

the conditions for employee ideation on ISM to emerge, it also entails several practical implications 

for employees if they are to embrace ideation on ISM. 

It is important that employees hold a dialogic orientation (Lane & Kent, 2018) when they 

engage in generating ideas on ISM. The dialogue strategies applied by employees to address 

uncertainty have been found to be resources for open, reflective and stimulating multi-vocal 

dialogues about ideas on ISM. These dialogue strategies relate to the characteristics of a dialogic 

orientation in the sense that it reflects a person’s willingness to enter into a dialogue with others on 

a topic of mutual interest, to encourage the participation of others, to accept the diverse 

contributions of others, and to take the time to listen, reflect and respond. 

As the study has shown, the dialogue strategies constitute resources for fostering the multi-

vocal dialogues about ideas in a context of uncertainty. Thus, in a similar vein as self-censorship 

strategies can be perceived as social media skills that employees may acquire over time in order to 

navigate the risks of e.g. harming personal reputation when they communicate on ISM (Madsen & 

Verhoeven, 2017), it can be reasoned that the dialogue strategies can be considered important ISM 

ideation skills, since they are key in nurturing the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM. 

Therefore, as employees embrace the dialogic orientation, and become aware of the inherent 

uncertainties of online ideation and of the seven identified dialogue strategies applied to address 

uncertainty, the potentials for internalizing such ISM ideation skills are likely to be enhanced. 
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Within an online employee ideation context, employees must understand that they are all 

considered valuable innovation sources (Linke & Zerfass, 2011; Zejnilovic, 2012), and that they are 

increasingly urged to take responsibility for the internal innovation communication about ideas (cf. 

Andersson, 2019). Therefore, it is important to raise awareness about how not only the experts’ 

communication but all employees’ communication about ideas contribute to the innovation process 

in the organization. This awareness is likely to enable employees to become active communicators 

(cf. Andersson, 2019). In addition, awareness among employees must be raised in relation to ISM 

as a multi-vocal arena for the construction of ideas. With the awareness of the value of the multi-

vocal dialogues and ideas as emerging in the dialogic relationship of these multiple voices, 

employees will be better prepared to embrace the opportunities for the construction of ideas through 

multi-vocal dialogues offered by the ISM arena. 

As the study has shown, employees took responsibility in communicating on ISM in a manner 

that produced and reproduced an open communication climate (cf. Heide & Simonsson, 2018). An 

open communication climate enhances psychological safety, and although self-censorship cannot be 

eliminated, the potentials for reducing it are enhanced in an open communication climate. Thus, 

when communicating about ideas on ISM, employees need to conduct responsible dialogues for the 

multi-vocal dialogues to emerge and develop and for the construction of ideas. 

9.3. Limitations and future research 

Although it was possible to conduct both interviews and online observations from which a large 

amount of relevant empirical material have been constructed, the two conducted studies also have 

limitations. 

The single case study in organization C did not include the views of employees who did not 

participate in the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM, but who were invited into the online 
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ideation session. Therefore, it is important to recognize that employees’ may have been engaged, 

but their dialogues about ideas may have been conducted in other settings within the organization 

than on ISM. Future research could explore the engagement of these employees who, although they 

have been explicitly invited by the organization into the ISM arena for constructing ideas, did not 

participate in terms of suggesting ideas or reacting to these ideas online. It could be interesting to 

explore whether these employees were cognitively engaged (Kahn, 1990). Would these employees 

be inspired by and learn from the online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas by actively listening to 

the ongoing dialogues (Leonardi, 2015) in a similar vein as the physically lowly engaged employees 

in this study? Future research could explore whether their meta-knowledge would be enhanced from 

actively listening to the online multi-vocal dialogues about ideas and ultimately nurture their ability 

to recombine existing ideas into new ideas or innovations (cf. Majchrzak et al., 2004).  

Next, future research could also explore if the lack of participation among these employees is 

an expression of employee engagement in terms of resistance towards managerial initiatives (Heide 

& Simonsson, 2018). Often, it is taken for granted that employee engagement is aligned with 

managerial or organizational interests, but employee engagement may also be enacted through 

resistance towards employee ideation on ISM, for instance if employees perceive their contributions 

to be in vain. 

Moreover, the single case study did not include an exploration of which ideas from the online 

ideation process were finally implemented in organization C. It could be interesting to study 

whether there is a relation between the dialogue strategies argued to constitute resources for 

employee ideation and the ideas that were selected for the face-to-face ideation workshop or to the 

one idea that was selected to be further developed in an R&D project in organization C. Previous 

research have found that the likelihood for ideas to be selected in ideation sessions on ISM are 

related to whether or not they receive critical feedback or many likes (Beretta, 2019; Rozaidi et al., 
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2017). Furthermore, future research could contribute with a study of which of the seven identified 

dialogue strategies are likely to contribute to the construction of the ideas that have been selected 

for further development. 

Finally, the single case study is an extreme case with particularly good opportunities for 

employees to generate ideas on ISM. Although it is not possible to generalize the findings of this 

study, analytical generalization is possible (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Yin, 2014). The findings 

may contribute to an informed assessment of what may emerge in similar studies of other 

organizations. Therefore, future research could explore whether similar findings would occur in 

other organizational settings. 

This dissertation has explored employee ideation on ISM and created insights into its dynamics 

from a communication perspective. Research within employee ideation on ISM is new and 

emerging, and the communicative approach applied in this dissertation has enhanced the 

understanding of this practice. As employee ideation is communication, the hope is that future 

research of employee ideation on ISM will be inspired by the communicative approach of this 

dissertation. 
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10. Summaries 

10.1. English summary 

Employee ideation on internal social media (ISM) is a new way of communicating about ideas 

among employees, and is being adopted more and more, particularly in large organizations. Thus, 

all employees in an organization may be invited to suggest and develop innovative ideas on ISM, as 

all employees are regarded as valuable internal innovation sources. However, and although ISM is 

assumed to facilitate idea sharing and collaboration among employees, employee ideation on ISM 

often suffers from low employee participation. This dissertation suggests that ideation is 

communication. Hence, communication constitutes an important dimension of employee ideation 

on ISM, but it has only attracted little attention in the research literature of online employee 

ideation.  Therefore, the purpose of the dissertation is to empirically explore and enhance the 

understanding of employee ideation on ISM from a managerial, a dialogue and an employee 

perspective in order to create insights into the dynamics of employee ideation on ISM from a 

communicative perspective. 

In order to fulfill the overall research purpose three sub-questions were asked, namely 1) what 

do managers expect of employee ideation on ISM, and what do they perceive as contributions of 

and/or barriers to employee ideation on ISM?, 2) how do employees through dialogue strategies 

address uncertainty in order to generate ideas on ISM? and 3) what enables and what acts as barriers 

to meaningfulness, safety and availability in relation to employee engagement in ideation on ISM? 

The dissertation builds on a social-constructivist approach and is framed within the strategic 

communication perspective inspired by the Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO) 

approach. The theoretical framework of this dissertation draws on research literature from open 

innovation (Chesbrough, 2003), employee ideation on ISM (Beretta et al., 2018; Rozaidi et al., 
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2017; Stieger et al., 2012; van den Ende et al., 2015), internal innovation communication (Patsch & 

Zerfass, 2013; Pfeffermann, 2017; Zerfass, 2005; Zerfass & Huck, 2007), and coworker 

communication (Heide & Simonsson, 2011) in order to shed light on employee ideation on ISM 

from a communication perspective. Moreover, four sets of theories have been applied in this 

dissertation. They are theories related to ISM affordances (Faraj & Azad, 2012; Leonardi & Vaast, 

2017; Robey, Raymond & Anderson, 2012; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), uncertainty (Raupp, 2018; 

Weick, 2001), imagined dialogues (Bakhtin, 1984; Shotter, 2008) and the psychological 

engagement conditions (Kahn, 1990). 

The empirical material is based on two qualitative studies. The first study is an explorative 

study conducted with ten large and knowledge-intensive organizations across different industries in 

Denmark. The second study is a single case study conducted in one large knowledge-intensive 

Danish organization (organization C). The three articles of the dissertation are based on the findings 

from the two studies each representing the three different perspectives on employee ideation on 

ISM. 

The first article “Employee ideation on internal social media: Balancing managerial 

expectations” embraces the managerial perspective, and its purpose is to explore managers’ 

expectations of employee ideation on ISM and their perceptions of the contributions and barriers of 

this new way of generating ideas online. Managers responsible for employee ideation on ISM from 

ten large and knowledge-intensive organizations across different industries were interviewed. It was 

found that not only managers’ overly optimistic but also overly pessimistic expectations to 

employee ideation on ISM may hinder managers in unravelling barriers for employee ideation on 

ISM to prosper because of either disregarding critical signals due to the optimistic expectations or 

enacting an environment which confirms the low expectations. The article suggests that the 

managerial expectations become more balanced as managers responsible for employee ideation on 
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ISM become aware of their important communication role in employee ideation and start to act as 

communication facilitators and sense-givers in the online ideation process. 

The second article “Employee Ideation on Internal Social Media: Addressing Uncertainty 

Through Dialogue Strategies” explores from a dialogue perspective how employees through 

dialogue strategies address uncertainty when they generate ideas on ISM. In order to create deeper 

insights into and understanding of how multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM unfold in a 

context of uncertainty, online observations of employee communication about ideas were conducted 

in organization C. One ideation session of 70 ideas, including 263 comments, and 340 likes was 

selected for a more detailed analysis of employee communication when generating ideas on internal 

social media. The study found that employees addressed uncertainty through seven dialogue 

strategies to mitigate communication imagined to be face threatening. The article concludes that 

uncertainty and dialogue strategies are resources for online employee ideation. Uncertainty may 

offer the opportunity for open, reflective and stimulating dialogues, and the dialogue strategies may 

enhance online ideation. 

The third article “Employee engagement in generating ideas on internal social media: A 

matter of meaningfulness, safety and availability” covers the employee perspective, and it explores 

employees’ perceptions of enablers and barriers to engage in multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on 

ISM. Based on online observations of the employee ideation and on semi-structured interviews with 

14 employees and two managers in organization C, the study identified various enablers and 

barriers to engagement related to psychological meaningfulness, safety and availability. In 

particular, employees’ perceptions of management innovation communication, peer 

communication, ISM affordances and of feeling an opportunity for contributing to innovation were 

found to be significant enablers or barriers of employee engagement. Furthermore, the study 

identified specific tensions when employees engage in generating ideas on ISM such as obligation 
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vs. option to ideate and employee influence vs. no influence, which may constitute further barriers 

for employees to engage in online ideation. The article suggests that acknowledging communication 

reciprocity in employee ideation on ISM is key in enabling employee engagement, and that not only 

employees, but also managers, are dialogue partners in employee ideation on ISM. 

Based on the findings of the two qualitative studies, the insights created into the dynamics of 

employee ideation on ISM from a communication perspective have been found to be related to four 

themes. These themes have been centered on 1) the balancing of managers’ and employees’ 

expectations of employee ideation on ISM, 2) employees are active communicators in internal 

innovation communication, 3) managers are dialogue partners and 4) ISM is an arena for the 

construction of ideas through multi-vocal dialogues.  

The overall contribution of the dissertation is the theoretical framework and its contribution to 

the research field of strategic communication. The study is one of the first to explore employee 

ideation on ISM from a communicative perspective, and it has developed the strategic 

communication research area in terms of focusing on the micro-level processes of middle manager 

and employee communication in relation to ideation on ISM. For theory, this implies at least three 

propositions. First, the dissertation suggests extending the understanding of internal innovation 

communication to also embrace the employee perspective. Next, it is suggested that communication 

reciprocity both among employees and among managers and employees is understood as key to 

enabling the multi-vocal dialogues about ideas on ISM and employee engagement. The third 

implication for theory is an understanding of ISM as an arena for the construction of ideas through 

multi-vocal dialogues. Main implications for practice at a managerial level are that managers 

acknowledge their important role as dialogue partners in employee ideation on ISM and that they 

learn or enhance their communicative leadership skills in relation to employee ideation on ISM. 

Consequently, they can strategically use dialogues to embrace listening and response in order to 
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foster employee engagement and participation in online ideation. At an employee level, the main 

implication is that employees embrace a dialogic orientation when they generate ideas. With a 

dialogic orientation, employees are likely to apply dialogue strategies to address the inherent 

uncertainties of employee ideation on ISM and to foster open, reflective and stimulating multi-vocal 

dialogues about ideas on ISM and thereby ultimately increase the potentials for constructing ideas 

on ISM. 
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10.2. Dansk sammendrag 

Idégenerering der foregår på interne social medier (ISM) blandt medarbejdere er en ny måde at 

kommunikere om idéer på. Idégenerering blandt medarbejdere foregår i stigende grad på ISM og 

især store organisationer benytter sig af denne mulighed. Det er således muligt, at alle medarbejdere 

i en organisation kan blive inviteret til at foreslå og udvikle idéer på ISM, eftersom alle 

medarbejdere i den kontekst betragtes som værdifulde interne innovationskilder. ISM anvendes for 

at facilitere, at idéer deles, og at der samarbejdes på tværs blandt medarbejderne, men ofte lider den 

online idégenerering under manglende medarbejder deltagelse. Denne afhandling betragter 

idégenerering som kommunikation. Kommunikation udgør såldes en væsentlig dimension i 

idégeneringen på ISM. Kommunikationsdimensionen har dog kun haft lidt opmærksomhed i den 

litteratur, der forsker i medarbejdernes idégenerering på ISM. Det overordnede formål med 

afhandlingen er således empirisk at undersøge og styrke forståelsen af medarbejdernes 

idégenerering på ISM fra et ledelsesperspektiv, et dialog perspektiv og et medarbejderperspektiv 

med henblik på at skabe indblik i idégenereringens dynamikker på ISM fra et 

kommunikationsperspektiv.  

For at indfri det overordnede formål er følgende tre sæt af forskningsspørgsmål blevet stillet: 

1) hvad forventer ledelsen af medarbejdernes idégenerering på ISM, hvad mener de, det bidrager 

med, og hvad mener de udgør barrierer for idégenerering på ISM?, 2) på hvilken måde adresserer 

medarbejdere usikkerhed gennem dialogstrategier for at kunne generere idéer på ISM? og 3) hvad 

fremmer og hvad hindrer medarbejderengagement i idégenerering på ISM relateret til 

medarbejdernes opfattelse af meningsfuldhed, sikkerhed og tilgængelighed? 

Afhandlingen bygger på en socialkonstruktivistisk tilgang. Den tager afsæt i et strategisk 

kommunikationsperspektiv, og den er inspireret af Communicative Constitution of Organization 
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(CCO) tilgangen. Afhandlingens teoretiske ramme trækker på forskningslitteratur fra åben 

innovation (Chesbrough, 2003), medarbejder idégenerering på ISM (Beretta et al., 2018; Rozaidi et 

al., 2017; Stieger et al., 2012; van den Ende et al., 2015), intern innovationskommunikation (Patsch 

& Zerfass, 2013; Pfeffermann, 2017; Zerfass, 2005; Zerfass & Huck, 2007) og medarbejder 

(coworker) kommunikation (Heide & Simonsson, 2011) med henblik på at kaste lys over 

medarbejder idégenerering på ISM fra et kommunikationsperspektiv. Endvidere har der været 

anvendt fire sæt af teorier i afhandlingen. De er relateret til ISM affordances (Faraj & Azad, 2012; 

Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Robey, Raymond & Anderson, 2012; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), 

usikkerhed (Raupp, 2018; Weick, 2001), forestillede dialoger (Bakhtin, 1984; Shotter, 2008) og de 

psykologiske betingelser for medarbejderengagement (Kahn, 1990). 

Det empiriske materiale er baseret på to kvalitative studier. Det første studium er et 

eksplorativt studium i ti store videntunge organisationer i Danmark på tværs af forskellige brancher. 

Det andet studium er et casestudium i en enkelt stor videntung organisation i Danmark, kaldet 

organisation C. Afhandlingens tre artikler er baseret på resultaterne fra de to studier. Artiklerne 

repræsenterer hver især de tre forskellige perspektiver på medarbejdernes idégenerering på ISM.  

Den første artikel “Medarbejder idégenerering på interne sociale medier: balancering af 

ledelsens forventninger” dækker ledelsesperspektivet. Formålet er at undersøge ledelsens 

forventninger til medarbejdernes idégenerering samt deres opfattelser af, hvad denne ny måde at 

generere ideer på bidrager med, men også hvilke barrierer ledelsen ser hæmmer idégenereringen. 

Ledere, der var ansvarlige for idégenerering på ISM fra de ti organisationer blev interviewet. 

Undersøgelsen viste bl.a., at ikke kun ledelsens over optimistiske forventninger, men også deres 

pessimistiske forventninger til medarbejdernes idégenering på ISM kan forhindre lederne i at 

reducere de barrierer, der hæmmer idégenereringen på ISM, enten fordi de overser kritiske signaler 

på grund af deres optimistike forventninger, eller fordi omgivelserne begynder at bekræfte de lave 
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forventninger. Artiklen foreslår, at ledelsens forventninger balanceres i forbindelse med, at lederne 

bliver opmærksomme på deres vigtige kommunikationsrolle som facilitatorer og meningsgivere i 

medarbejder idégenereing på ISM. 

Den næste artikel “Medarbejder idégenerering på interne sociale medier: håndtering af 

usikkerhed gennem dialog strategier” undersøger fra et dialog perspektiv, hvordan medarbejdere 

gennem dialog strategier håndterer usikkerhed, når de genererer idéer på ISM. Med henblik på at 

skabe dybere indsigt i og forståelse for, hvordan multivokale dialoger på ISM udfoldes i en kontekst 

af usikkerhed, blev der foretaget online observationer i organisation C af medarbejdernes 

kommunikation om idéer på ISM. Én idegenereringsession, som bestod af 70 idéer, 263 

kommentarer og 340 likes, blev udvalgt til en mere detaljeret analyse af medarbejder 

kommunikationen på ISM. Studiet fandt frem til, at medarbejdere håndterer usikkerhed gennem syv 

dialog strategier, der afbøder den kommunikation, som de forestiller sig kan være ansigtstruende. 

Artiklen konkluderer, at usikkerhed og dialog strategier udgør ressourcer for online idégenerering. 

Usikkerhed skaber nemlig mulighed for åbne, refleksive og stimulerende dialoger, og dialog 

strategierne er således med til styrke den online idégenerering.  

Den tredje artikel ”Medarbejderengagement i idégenerering på interne sociale medier: et 

spørgsmål om meningsfulhed, sikkerhed og tilgængelighed” dækker medarbejderperspektivet. 

Artiklen undersøger medarbejderes opfattelser af, hvad der fremmer og hæmmer deres engagement 

i de multivokale dialoger om idéer på ISM. Baseret på online observationer af medarbejdernes 

idégenerering og semistrukturerede interviews med 14 medarbejdere og to ledere i organisation C, 

blev der i studiet identificeret forskellige dynamikker, som styrkede eller hæmmede 

medarbejderengagement, og som kunne relateres til psykologisk meningsfuldhed, sikkerhed og 

tilgængelighed. Især medarbejdernes opfattelse af ledelsens innovationskommunikation, deres 

kollegers kommunikation, af ISM og af muligheden for at kunne bidrage til innovation er centrale 
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dynamikker, der kan styrke elle hæmme medarbejderengagement. Ydermere identificerede studiet 

konkrete spændingsfelter, når medarbejdere genererer idéer på ISM så som forpligtelse til vs. 

mulighed for at idégenerere og medarbejder indflydelse vs. ingen indflydelse. Disse spændingsfelter 

kan bidrage til yderligere barrierer for engagementet i den online idégenerering. Artiklen foreslår, at 

det er vigtigt at anerkende, at gensidighed i kommunikationen er betydningsfuld i forhold til at 

styrke medarbejderengagement i idégenerering, og at ikke kun medarbejdere, men også ledere er 

dialog partnere i medarbejdernes idégenerering på ISM. 

Resultaterne fra de to kvalitative studier har skabt indsigt i den online idégenererings 

dynamikker fra et kommunikativt perspektiv. Disse dynamikker kan relateres til fire temaer, nemlig 

at ledere såvel som medarbejdere balancerer deres forventninger til idégenereringen på ISM, at 

medarbejderne er aktive kommunikatører i den interne innovationskommunikation, at ledere er 

dialog partnere i idégenereringsprocessen, og at ISM er en arena til skabelse af idéer gennem 

multivokale dialoger.  

Afhandlingens overordnede bidrag er den teoretiske ramme og bidrager til forskningsfeltet 

inden for strategisk kommunikation. Studiet er et af de første, der undersøger medarbejdernes 

idégenerering på ISM fra et kommunikationsperspektiv, og det har udviklet forskningsfeltet inden 

for strategisk kommunikation ved at fokusere på mellemlederes og medarbejderes 

kommunikationsprocesser på mikroniveau i forbindelse med idégenerering på ISM. Afhandlingen 

bidrager teoretisk ved for det første at foreslå at udvide forståelsen af intern 

innovationskommunikation til også at omfatte et medarbejderperspektiv. Dernæst foreslås det, at en 

forståelse af gensidighed i kommunikationen både blandt medarbejdere men også mellem ledere og 

medarbejdere som væsentlig i at styrke de multivokale dialoger om idéer på ISM samt 

medarbejderengagementet. Endelig foreslås det, at ISM forstås som en arena til skabelse af idéer 

gennem multivokale dialoger.  
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Afhandlingen bidrager til praksis ved at foreslå, at ledelsen anerkender deres vigtige rolle som 

dialog partnere i medarbejdernes idégenerering på ISM, og at de lærer eller styrker deres 

kommunikative lederskabskompetencer i relation til idégenerering på ISM.  Ledelsen vil således 

strategisk kunne anvende dialoger til at favne både det at lytte og at svare med henblik på at styrke 

medarbejderengagementet og deltagelsen i online idégenerering. På medarbejder niveau foreslås 

det, at den dialogiske orientering er en væsentlig dimension, som medarbejdere kan udvise, når de 

genererer ideer på ISM. Dermed vil der åbnes op for, at medarbejderne kan anvende dialogstrategier 

til at håndtere den online idégenererings iboende usikkerheder og følgelig stimulere åbne og 

refleksive multivokale dialoger om ideer, som i sidste ende kan styrke potentialet for skabelse af 

ideer på ISM.  
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Appendix 1. Overview of interviewed employees and degree of their physical engagement in the 
online ideation session “Game changing formulations for […]” 

In
te

r-
vi

ew
ee

 Function Department Area Physical 
engagement 
degree  

Amount of: 

Ideas Comments Likes Follows

L  Specialist Product Innovation DK Medium 3 3 5 6
M  Specialist Product Innovation DK Medium 3 2 10 7
N  Specialist Development Center USA1 Low 1 0 0 0
O  Specialist Pilot Plan Dvlp. DK Low 0 0 1 0
P  Manager Product Innovation DK High 8 12 24 27
Q Specialist Artificial Evolution USA2 High 2 31 54 57
R Specialist Product Innovation DK Medium 2 8 24 21
S 
 

Business 
Dvlp. 
Manager 

Global Marketing USA1 High 7 29 28 35

T 
 

Business 
Dvlp. 
Manager 

Business 
Development 

USA1 Medium 3 4 5 5

U  Sr. Manager R&D USA3 Low 0 0 1 0
W  Specialist Product Innovation DK Medium 3 13 8 16
X  Director R&D USA1 Medium 1 5 7 5
Y  Specialist Commercial Dptm. USA1 Low 1 0 0 0
Z Sr. Manager Product Innovation DK Medium 3 16 11 19
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Appendix 2. Excerpt of the coding, categorization and sorting into clusters of interview 
transcriptions 

Descriptive 
categories of the 
thematic codes 

Descriptions of the thematic codes Interview citations representing the 
thematic codes 

Enablers of psychological meaningfulness 
Obligation of 
employee 
ideation on ISM 

The feeling of importance of online ideation 
and the feeling of obligation enabled 
psychological meaningfulness.  

“I am invited, and then it is my job here at 
[the company] to be innovative and get 
new ideas, […], so I feel a certain 
obligation.” (Iz)  

Learning 
opportunity 

Psychological meaningfulness was enabled as 
employees felt they had a learning and 
development opportunity 

“It is a development opportunity” (In). 
“I think it is just nice because you learn a 
lot of new things” (Io). 

Innovation 
opportunity 

Psychological meaningfulness was enabled as 
employees felt they had an opportunity to 
contribute to innovation. 

“So it is really about trying to find new 
ways and really innovate compared to 
what is up there already”. (Io) 

Collaboration 
Opportunity 

Psychological meaningfulness was enabled, 
as employees perceived they had the 
opportunity to collaborate – on a large scale – 
with colleagues across geographies, 
departments, hierarchies and functionalities 

“You have several different opportunities 
to meet experts from other parts of the 
world simultaneously, and that is strong. 
Because we are a very global company 
with experts dispersed in the different 
regions.” (Iw) 

Opportunity to be 
listened to and to 
make ideation 
more widespread 
in the 
organization 

Perceiving an opportunity to be listened to, to 
inspire someone, to guide managers to make 
decisions, to democratize participation in 
ideation enabled psychological 
meaningfulness 

“[…] guide managers a little bit on the 
decisions […].” (Io) 
“[…] it will inspire someone.” (Ix) 
 “[…] get all of that discussion from a 
wide range of people to really get some 
impartiality, and also to get voices heard 
that never get heard.” (Is) 

Clear communi-
cation of purpose 
and goal of idea-
tion processes 
(management 
innovation 
communication) 

Psychological meaningfulness was enabled 
through clear management innovation 
communication 

“It is super critical that people know why 
they are invited, and why they are asked to 
spend their time on it, what the expected 
outputs are from it.” (Ix). 

Barriers to psychological meaningfulness 
Nature of the 
generated ideas 

Employees perceive that ideation on ISM 
does not generate “blockbusters of ideas” that 
can be developed further into innovations. 
Employees perceive the quality of the 
generated ideas to vary, but in general, 
employees welcome all kind of idea qualities. 

I think some were interesting and some 
were wild shots (Il). 
It becomes frustrating because […] 
suggesting such an idea where somebody 
tells that it is not possible at all […]. Then 
I think we are wasting each other’s time 
(Iw). 
I think that anybody willing to put an idea 
up there – good or bad – is beneficial to 
the corp (Iy). 

Lack of 
supportive 
management 
innovation 
communication 

Employees perceive it a barrier to 
psychological meaningfulness when 
managers do not communicate clearly about 
background, purpose and scope of the 
ideation session or when they do not give 
feedback or follow-up on the generated ideas. 

 “I should not think that my ideas are 
going into a black hole.” (It). 

Enablers of psychological safety 
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Descriptive 
categories of the 
thematic codes 

Descriptions of the thematic codes Interview citations representing the 
thematic codes 

The nature of the 
ISM platform and 
the tone of voice 

Psychological safety is enabled as employees 
perceive that ISM for ideation is 
collaborative, supportive and interactive and 
that there is a proper tone of voice 

“I contributed with both ideas and 
comments, and I also rated the ideas, there 
was this kind of thumbs up stuff, so it was, 
I think, very nice. I like scientific 
Facebook […].” (Im) 
 “It did not turn into Facebook.” (Iw) 

Barriers to psychological safety 
Anticipation of 
critical reactions 
from other 
organizational 
members 

Employees anticipated or imagined how 
colleagues or managers would react 
negatively to their online contributions, 
which made them consider whether or not to 
suggest ideas or comment on suggested ideas, 
and which made them communicate carefully 
on ISM 

“Sometimes, you are making yourself 
vulnerable to a very broad community 
when you put a thought out. So I think 
twice before putting a trough out. Because 
it matters to me what other people think of 
me.” (It). 

Enablers of psychological availability 
Opportunity for 
reflection and 
sharing 

Psychological availability is enabled as 
employees feel they have an opportunity to 
reflect more on the ideas and comments, and 
when they feel their expertise and 
experiences are relevant for sharing on ISM. 

“[…] you are in your environment with 
your pace just posting any ideas, so you 
have a little more time, I guess, to present 
your ideas in a kind of casual way. And 
that is what I liked.” (Il). 
[…] whenever there is an ideation 
campaign theme that I think that I can 
make a contribution to, I just pull out of 
my ideas or thoughts […]” (Iq). 

Barriers to psychological availability 
Time A feeling a lack of time or not having the 

right competences in regard to the ideation 
topic is a barrier for employees to engage in 
ideation on ISM. 

“If you have a time pressure, it becomes a 
barrier, because then you are quickly 
preoccupied with something else” (Ip). 
[…] Sometimes when you feel that you 
have less to contribute. So it is basically 
considering the value of spending the time 
on it” (Ix).  
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