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• My current consulting and train-
ing activities take me predomi-
nantly into the German-spea-
king countries of Austria, Ger-
many and Switzerland. I remain 
however, as Canadian, a defi-
nite ‘outsider’ 

• It is perhaps for this reason that 
I have a particular view with the 
subject matter of this article 

• I however always try to view the 
topic ‘Idea Management’ from 
an international perspective … 
no borders … a fresh pair of 
eyes 

• A few months ago a German 
client organization called me 
and asked me to address the 
following statement: “Today 
there are three types of sugges-
tion systems”. 

Allow me in this article to state my 
opinions on the above statement 
and also to challenge idea man-
agers and suggestion system 
administrators to partake in this 
active discussion. 
 

 

 Background - Two Systems  
 

 

Fundamentally one differentiates 
between two systems: 
• the centralized suggestion sys-

tem 
• the decentralized suggestion 

system 
We should, in fact, be prepared in 
these current times to say that 
only the term Idea Management 
(IM) should exist, that seeks to 
combine all of the various idea 
channels: Suggestion System 
(SS), Continuous Improvement 
Process (CIP), Total Quality 
Management (TQM), Quality Cir-
cles (QC) … but more about that 
later. 
Under ‘centralized’ it is under-
stood that certain decisions can 
only be made centrally, i.e. cer-
tain administrative and manage-
ment decisions can only be made 
in one place. 

Under ‘decentralized’ it is under-
stood that certain decisions can 
be made locally and that certain 
management and administrative 
decisions are decentralized to the 
point of origin of the idea itself. 
There are, in reality, various prac-
tices in vogue under the terms 
centralized and decentralized: 
Centralized can mean: 
There is only one suggestion sys-
tem administrator (and that most 
likely is at corporate headquar-
ters) 
All suggestions must be centrally 
• recorded and administered 
• evaluated and approved 
• awarded and closed 
There are, however, central sys-
tems where supervisors have free 
reign to administer, evaluate and 
recognize ideas. 
Decentralized can mean: 
There is more than one system 
administrator located at various 
locations 
• recording and administration 

can happen locally 
• evaluation and approval (ac-

cording to award amount) 
• awarded and closed directly, 

that is locally 
There are, however, decentral-
ized systems that in the final 
analysis operate in a more cen-
tralized fashion than the actual 
centralized ones. 
These are in practise the most 
common configurations. 
 

 

 To the Statement: “There are  
 three types of systems” 
 

 

• Centralized Suggestion System 
(suggestion administrators are 
located centrally in the organi-
zation) 

• Decentralized Suggestion Sys-
tem (administrators are located 
in the business units) 

• Supervisory Model (supervisor 
does everything) 

This assessment has very little 
that can be deemed positive. It 
also is far from daily practise. 
The contrast between central-
ized/decentralized models and 
the supervisory model is fun-
damentally flawed. There are very 
different roles for supervisors in 
centralized and decentralized 
systems. There are centralized 
systems in which supervisors can 
do almost everything and there 
are also decentralized systems in 
which the supervisors hardly have 
a role to play. 
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For this reason we speak in our 
Global Idea Management Bench-
mark (GIMB) Report about two 
systems: 
• the classical suggestion system 

- submitting through the sug-
gestion office, assessing by ex-
ternal evaluators, awarding 
through suggestion committee 

• the supervisory model - submit-
ting through the direct supervi-
sor who in principle can: ac-
cept/decline, evaluate, imple-
ment, recognize, record and 
send results for recordkeeping 
and award payment 



• mixed model - using aspects of 
both 
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 Suggestion Nomenclature - 
 To the Point 
 

 

The differentiation in the quote 
“there are three systems” is prob-
lematic. As already stated, a 
decentralized suggestion system 
can actually be centrally driven 
(supervisor cannot make deci-
sions) or locally driven (supervisor 
can make important decisions). 
Rather than further hair splitting 
over decentralized models, we 
should rather talk about a super-
visory model – direct, ideas in 
dialogue, locally run. 
The crux of the matter is that 
whether a suggestion system 
administrator is in the corporate 
headquarters, in each country 
location, in each plant location 
and/or in each business unit does 
not, in essence, create a qualita-
tive difference in the system. The 
qualitative difference lies in the 
degree to which responsibility has 
been allocated to the suggestion 
administrator or to the supervisor. 
 

 

 The History - In Short Form 
 

 

Suggestion System 
The Suggestion System, as the 
oldest ‘idea management’ and 
employee involvement system, is 
currently negatively viewed in 
many organizations. In its central-
ized form, it is lived and practised 
as a legal end-run around the 
normal way of doing business. 
The model that’s currently suc-
cessful is the supervisory model 
which has been in vogue since 
the mid-‘80’s. 
Kaizen/CIP 
Kaizen in the Far East stands for 
change and improvement of all 
things good in all facets of life. 
Kaizen is based on culture and 
belief. CIP is based on the first 
Japanese-English translation. 
Kaizen, as such, was translated 
in word but not in the fuller sense. 
Under the term CIP, a series of 
methods and systems have been 
implemented across North Amer-
ica and Europe since the mid-
‘80’s,  primarily  to  target  the  far  

eastern success in the automo-
tive manufacturer and supplier 
industries. 
Teamwork /  
Self-Managed Work Teams 
Teamwork approaches were 
already successfully practiced in 
the1920’s mass production envi-
ronments. With the increased 
growth of shift-work and job rota-
tion, teamwork approaches have 
been the most-used form of work 
organization of the past 10-15 
years. Kaizen/CIP is a necessary 
element in the development and 
success of many team and group 
approaches. 
 

 

 Suggestion Systems and  
 Continuous Improvement  
 Processes 
 

 

Most organizations in North 
America and Europe still have a 
traditional suggestion system. At 
some point they start to dabble 
with and introduce CIP. 
• <5% let suggestion systems run 

their course and introduce CIP 
without financial awards 

• >20% let suggestion systems 
run their course and introduce 
CIP with financial awards, how-
ever with decreased financial 
participation 

• Approximately 75% of organiza-
tions let suggestion systems 
and CIP operate together and 
ensure the methodologies and 
systems are integrated, often 
under the term Idea Manage-
ment 
o this usually means the tradi-

tional suggestion system 
transforms itself into the su-
pervisory model  

o and that CIP is built around CI 
units and teams and work-
shops for idea generation and 
problem solving 

A fundamental statement of fact 
would be: 
• suggestion systems regulate 

both the worth of ideas and the 
degree to which ideas are part 
of the job 

• CIP are the actual motor, that 
ensures more ideas and sug-
gestions are created 

That should not go so far as to 
say that CIP are simply “suppli-
ers” for suggestion systems. In 
most organizations, however, the 
amount of CIP-produced ideas 
and suggestions that flow into the 
suggestion system are within the 
daily job of the employee. 
The numbers in our benchmarks 
clearly show that in the majority of 
organizations CIP-based ideas 
are also represented in the sug-
gestion system data. Almost all 
organizations from all industry 
groups, who are in the front ranks 
and have more than one idea per 
employee per year, practise a 
combination of suggestion sys-
tems and CIP. We would go so 
far as to say that no organization, 
having any statistics of interest, 
reaches that status with purely a 
traditional suggestion system. 
 

 

 Idea Management - The Term 
 

 

Idea Management is: 
• the deliberate promotion of the 

creativity as well as the imple-
mentation and recognition of the 
idea potential of all employees 

• the coming together and coor-
dination of all systems and me-
thods in an organization that 
promote, challenge and use 
employee creativity 

• a network of tools for involving 
the employee in the business 
and the success of the organi-
zation 

• an excellent tool for the evalua-
tion of organizational culture, 
innovation potential and man-
agement performance 

• a value-based management as 
well as coaching tool  

Idea Management is an all-en-
compassing concept. It is a com-
plex process. It is differently prac-
ticed in each organization. It mo-
bilizes energy reserves. It gener-
ates an entrepreneurial im-
provement process. It is itself in 
continuous change.  
However we choose to define this 
concept, Idea Management does 
not compete with current methods 
and systems within the organiza-
tion … rather it creates an addi-
tional basis for entrepreneurial 
success.  

www.eureka-akademie.de  Seite 2/3 
 
   



 
EUREKA impulse ist eine Publikation des EUREKA e.V.   Bernie Sander: Centralized-Decentralized 
www.eureka-akademie.de  Seite 3/3 
 
   

It closes the gap between the 
planned improvements and the 
still-to-be-utilized performance re-
serves within the organization. 
 

 

 Managers / Supervisors - as 
 Actual Idea Managers 
 

 

Supervisors are the actual idea 
managers not the suggestion 
system administrators. Supervi-
sors manage employees so that 
many ideas are generated, irre-
spective of whether entitled to 
awards or not, and irrespective of 
whether ideas are a part of the 
job or not. Most important is that 
ideas are welcome. For this pur-
pose, managers use instruments 
such as suggestions systems and 
CIP to elicit the potential that is 
oftentimes underutilized or not 
utilized while doing the daily job. 
Through the independent use of 
the idea management instru-
ments we can truly speak of a 
decentralized system. Managers 
are helped in their task by spe-
cialists: moderators, coordinators, 
consultants, administrators, and 
other gatekeepers.  
If, however, a manager does not 
independently use the idea man-
agement tools but the organiza-
tion wishes these instruments to 
be used, administered and 
trained, then organizations pro-
vide these services through enti-
ties going by names such as idea  

coach, internal process consult-
ant, idea manager or even sug-
gestion system administrator.  
 

 

 The Road Ahead 
 

 

Knowledge management uses 
the very same instruments as 
idea management to delve into 
the knowledge reserves of our 
employees. We, as idea manag-
ers, will be challenged to further 
define, differentiate and integrate 
these definitions.  
Globalization and internationaliza-
tion will provide even more pro-
vocation. The goal will be to de-
velop, organize and utilize a 
transparent and seamless plat-
form of employee knowledge to 
create communities of practise 
and interest. Lessons learned, 
both national and international, 
will be channelled through inter- 
and intranet chat rooms and dis-
cussion forums. 
Our idea management has a long 
way to go. What help and what 
service will we have to offer? How 
will we seek, manage, implement 
and recognize ideas, suggestions 
and solutions across national 
borders? 
Perhaps we should immediately 
cease and desist with the rather 
trivial arguments and discussions 
over central versus decentral and 
“how many systems” and concen-
trate on the more important ques-
tions at hand. 

 

 

 Conclusion 
 

 

The actual difference lies in the 
task at hand:  
Tactical - the task of finding, 
evaluating, evaluating, imple-
menting and recognizing ideas 
should be part of every front-line 
supervisor’s daily work 
Strategic - development of the 
system: recognition strategies, 
goal-setting, targeted campaigns, 
marketing, communication vehi-
cles, benchmarking, network 
development, training concepts, 
software support, checks and 
balances and internationalization 
should be part of a centralized 
idea management role … this 
would, in my opinion, be value-
add. 
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