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By DORIAN BENKOIL |  Innocentive’s impassioned community

helps solve some of the world knottiest problems, from identifying a

genetic marker for Lou Gehrig’s disease to finding new ways to clean

up arctic oil spills, to more commercial projects such as devising

methods to inject fluoride into toothpaste or preserve the aroma of

coffee.

Almost a decade ago, scientists from Eli Lilly realized that even with

some of the best scientific minds, their R&D operation had a finite

amount of experience and expertise. Using the Internet to ask a

wider community for answers, they got solutions they hadn’t con-

sidered to problems they wanted to solve. In the process they dis-

covered the potential power of crowdsourced science. In 2001, the

company’s venture capital arm founded Innocentive and opened up

the model to all. Any institution can apply to become a “seeker” and

have a problem solved by Innocentive’s community of more than

165,000 people around the world. Anyone with Web access can

become a “solver” and vie for the incentives that seekers offer. 

The awards start at a few thousand dollars, and by the time the We

Media conference ends, Innocentive plans to have announced its

first million-dollar award, to a group that has a way to find a marker

for Lou Gehrig’s disease, formally known as ALS. The technique can

help cure the neurological disorder. Through Innocentive, the

Rockefeller Foundation is  offering a $150,000 for identification of

an AIDS virus marker that would be a significant step in devising a

vaccine. The not-for-profit group SunNight Solar awarded an elec-

trical engineer in New Zealand $20,000 to help devise a solar-pow-
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ered light for African villages that serves as both a lamp and a

flashlight. “Bright minds want to engage in the big social and

business issues of the day, and they’re doing it through us,” says

Innocentive VP of sales Jon Fredrickson. “We’ve got the biggest

R&D lab in the world,”  

Perhaps not surprisingly, the best solvers often come from outside

the community most involved in an issue. The government-fund-

ed Oil Spill Recovery Institute (OSRI) was looking for a way to

remove oil from frigid Alaskan waters without it freezing, some-

thing oil recovery experts had looked at many times. John Davis, a

chemist in Illinois, received $20,000 from OSRI for proposing a

method that mimics techniques he’d seen in construction to move

cement, pushing the oil through vibrating tubes to keep it from

freezing, while avoiding contact with metal. “The Innocentive

process allows us to step outside the box, and look at more cre-

ative solutions,” says OSRI research  program manager Scott

Pegau, adding that more than half their challenges have been met.

“Sometimes you look at [a solution] and slap your head and say,

‘Why didn’t I think of that?’ ” The process, he says, is much more

effective than the typical method of circulating an RFP (request-

for-proposal) to a known bunch of industry experts.

Innocentive has received supplemental rounds of venture funding

from a few sources and earns revenue through

membership and listing fees from seekers, plus

40 percent of any award given by companies like

Procter & Gamble, Janssen and Colgate-

Palmolive, which posted the fluoride challenge.

Not-for-profits like Rockefeller and OSRI are

given a break on the fees. Still, as with many of

our Game Changers, there’s not always a clear demarcation

between a for-profit goal and contributing to the social good.

Current challenges include ones to preserve the color of fruit, to

devise non-commercial organic acids, and to improve testing of

genome analysis. “Whether it be socially focussed or business

oriented, they have equal impact and are  equally important for

us,” says Fredrickson, who joined the company in part because his

mother died of ALS some 15 years ago. “It’s hard to separate

where social ends and where business ends and begins.”

The Innocentive site opens
with a call to “solvers” 
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An “open innovation community”

founded in 2001, Innocentive

applies “the wisdom of the

crowd” to re-invent how 

pharmaceutical, computer 

science, IT and other science-

based basic research is done.

Innocentive connects “seekers”

and “solvers.” The seekers —

companies and organizations

with specific research needs —

broadcast their needs to a global

network of solvers. Some are

chemists with traditional pedi-

grees. Some are talented citizen

scientists. Individual solvers earn

cash for their work.


