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Sif – a Swedish national trade union for white-collar workers in Industry – has recognized
the importance of enhancing its service innovation processes through careful listening to its
members. This article will discuss the Design Dialogue Group (DDG) methodology that has
been developed through collaborative research between Sif and the Fenix Research Program,
in order to enhance group creativity and organizational learning. The emphasis of this paper
is restricted to the issue of enhancing group creativity, and literature and empirical data will
be used in order to discuss the factors enabling and restraining creativity. The major assump-
tion behind this study is that many factors behind group creativity can be controlled. Thus, a
careful design of the group creativity process would increase the likelihood for success since
measures to enhance creative behaviours and to avoid pitfalls can be planned and/or taken
by a group moderator. In short, the aims of this study are twofold: (1) to relate prior research
contributions to DDG experiences in order to augment our understanding concerning factors
enhancing and threatening creativity in DDG settings and (2) to systematize these findings
into a set of proposed design principles related to domain-relevant skills, creativity-related
processes, and task motivation. These propositions concern the recruitment of participants,
group characteristics, and group processes.

Researchers have found that creativity is
one critical factor among others behind inno-
vation. On a more general level, creativity is a
topic of wide scope that is important at several
levels. Creativity is relevant at the individual
level, for example in problem solving, and 
at a societal level, creativity can lead to new
scientific findings and new inventions. To
remain competitive, individuals and organiza-
tions must adapt existing resources to chang-
ing task demands (Sternberg & Lubbart, 1999).
While several definitions of creativity have
been offered (e.g. divergent thinking as
fluency (the ability to produce a large number
of ideas), flexibility (the ability to produce a
wide variety of ideas), originality (the pro-
duction of unusual ideas) and elaboration
(developing or building on other ideas) 
(Guilford 1967), we have chosen the definition
put forth by Amabile (1996) as the develop-
ment of novel ideas that are useful.

This study focuses on issues related to
group creativity and is based on the
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Introduction

Many organizations face problems related
to their innovation processes. Gathering

customers, consumers or users in order to
develop innovative ideas, to further develop
existing concepts or to refine products or 
services in different kinds of user groups has
been an important and growing practice for
some time. Sif – a Swedish national trade
union for white-collar workers in industry, has
recognized the importance of enhancing its
service innovation processes through careful
listening to its members. This article will
discuss a methodology that has been devel-
oped through collaborative research between
Sif and the Fenix Research Program in order to
enhance group creativity and organizational
learning. The emphasis of this paper is
restricted to the issue of enhancing group 
creativity, thus the literature and empirical
data will focus on factors enabling and
restraining creativity.



researcher’s prior experiences and research
related to the development and evaluation of
the Design Dialogue Group (DDG) method.
Experiences from numerous DDG settings
indicate that group results were to some extent
evaluated as being creative, group partici-
pants evaluated their contributions as being
creative and the design dialogue platform has
been subsequently been extensively used in
the organization. Thus, it makes sense to delve
into the issue of group creativity to investigate
behaviour in group settings and to develop
road maps in order to enhance group per-
formance regarding creativity. The aims of this
study are twofold: (1) to relate prior research
contributions to DDG experiences in order 
to augment our understanding concerning
factors enhancing and threatening creativity in
DDG settings and (2) to systematize these
findings in a set of proposed design principles.
After a brief presentation of the DDG method,
a model for group creativity is presented, fol-
lowed by a section where design principles for
group creativity are proposed. Lastly, conclu-
sions and managerial implications are 
presented.

The Design Dialogue Group

The development of the DDG methodology is
part of a long-term project aiming at strategic
renewal of Sif as a trade union and has been
organized in collaboration with the Fenix
Research Program. The author has been
employed by Sif for many years and is cur-
rently concluding his PhD studies in the Fenix
Program. Additionally, the author has been
involved in preparations and evaluations of all
sets of sessions and has also moderated many
DDGs. A more thorough description of
evaluation results from one particular set of
sessions aiming at developing activities for
managers has been published elsewhere
(Björkman, 2003).

In short, the DDG methodology is similar to
focus group methodology. The focus group
methodology has become popular in market
research because of its ability to produce rapid
results with high face validity and involve
many participants at a comparably low cost.
The method is friendly and respectful (Frey &
Fontana, 1993; Kreuger, 1994). The focus group
methodology originates from sociological and
mass media research during the 1940s. Merton
used the notion ‘focused interview’ for this
qualitative method for studies of attitudes,
values and complex phenomena that occurred
in social interactions in the 1950s (Merton,
Fiske and Kendall, 1990). Some properties are
common to most definitions of focus groups

(Bormann, 1972): the purpose is to collect 
qualitative data, the participants have some-
thing in common and the discussions are held
from a specific focus, e.g. a film, a specific
event, a scenario, a specific notion or an imag-
inative theme.

A typical focus group consists of four to
twelve participants and a moderator. The
group interview duration may vary with one
and a half to four hours as being normal
(Edmunds, 1999). Frey and Fontana (1993)
define focus groups as structured and formal,
while brainstorming groups are unstructured
with the leaders non-directing. Others claim
that the role of the moderator in a focus group
may vary from non-directing to strongly
directing. Millward (1995) claims that the
moderator may control what is discussed and
the process. What is discussed should not be
strongly controlled in a focus group. The
control over the process normally varies
during the focus group meeting.

While the majority of focus groups are
organized by market research consultants as
assignments from the organizations that will
use the results, DDGs are focus groups that are
organized by the organization to use the col-
lected data in its own developmental processes
Furthermore, the specific properties that dis-
tinguish DDGs from traditional focus groups
are the following:

• participants are invited to a session by the
organization in which they are members (or
potential members);

• the sessions are moderated by an organiza-
tional member (a Sif employee);

• the sessions are generally held on the orga-
nization’s premises;

• the sessions not only have the purpose of
bringing experiences and ideas to the
organization, but also create relations
between the participants and between the
participants and the organization;

• the sessions are video recorded and fol-
lowed on a TV-screen by a group of organi-
zational employees in order to enhance the
learning in the organization; and

• all sessions are evaluated by the 
participants.

The methodology has been used in Sif with a
wide array of purposes:

• the development of activities for managers;
• the mapping of competencies and skills

required for members in the construction
consultancy industry;

• preparations of two national negotiating
rounds;

• the development of a virtual community
platform for members; and
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• the development of tools for web-based
learning related to individual and trade
union rights and obligations in the labour
market.

There are three distinctive phases in the DDG
process: (1) recruitment of participants, (2)
execution of the group session and (3) evalua-
tion of the process results during which
research findings and results are assessed and
analysed by the engaged group participants
and internal service developers. In most cases,
the recruitment has been conducted by an
external market research firm, from directives
concerning the participants’ professional
occupation and other factors. An example of a
typical group session (in this case targeting
managers) is given to illustrate its work 
procedures.

The dialogue group meeting was held as a
two-hour session, mediated by the author. The
discussions focused on three aspects:

• ‘Being a manager’ – situation, role, oppor-
tunities, threats;

• ‘How can the managers’ role and situation
be improved’ – what kind of knowledge
and skills needed to be developed?;

• ‘What could “external parties” (such as
trade unions) do to enhance the managers’
situation?’.

Each of these aspects were described by each
participant after a short time for individual
reflection and discussed in the group. Docu-
mentation by the dialogue groups and analy-
sis of the video recordings were used to
produce a list of service ideas that had been
discussed. This service idea list was then used
in the evaluation process.

For this study, all sessions were evaluated,
with participants assessing the DDG method
very positively. Their assessments related to
group creativity and individual creative con-
tributions have also been very positive. The

assessments made by internal service 
developers have resulted in the following:

• some ideas are assessed as creative;
• many ideas are expressed at a systems level

rather than at a detailed level;
• many ideas are reproducible;
• ideas assessed as creative are evaluated as

less reproducible than other ideas; and
• the capacity in the organization to use

newly obtained ideas is a problem.

Two specific examples will be used here in
order to exhibit evaluated issues and results.
The first is from the pilot study, during which
the DDG methodology was initially devel-
oped. The participants individually assessed
the method by considering various proposals.
The results were measured on a 1 to 10 scale
where 1 = disagree and 10 = agree completely
(Table 1).

In the second example, the participants’
evaluation of 12 DDG sessions related to the
development of a virtual community platform
for members show similar results. An overall
performance index was created from items
related to assessed opportunities to make
oneself heard in the group, group involvement
in the task, group creativity, individual
involvement in the task, individual creativity,
the quality of the exchange of ideas and expe-
riences, whether it was worth the time to par-
ticipate and whether the group contributed
important ideas to Sif. The individual assess-
ments of the sessions have been strongly 
positive. Group means on the performance
index were from 7.35 to 9.21, with a group
average of 8.59. The group means of the assess-
ments concerning group creativity ranged
from 7.57 to 9.75, with a group average of 8.70,
while the group means of the assessments of
individual creativity ranged from 5.60 to 9.17,
with a group average of 8.02. The results indi-
cate that participants assess the methodology
and their contributions very positively.
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Table 1. Evaluation made by participants (managers in industry, pilot study)

1. It is not easy to find the time to participate in this kind of meeting 7.7
2. It has been easy to understand how to work in the group 7.1
3. The work in the group has not been too strongly moderated 7.6
4. It has been easy to make oneself heard in the group 9.4
5. The group has been engaged in its task 9.2
6. The group has been creative 9.0
7. I have been engaged in the group 8.7
8. I have been creative in the group 8.4
9. I have participated in an interesting exchange of ideas and experiences 8.7

10. It was worth the time to participate 8.7
11. The group has contributed important ideas to Sif 7.7



A Model for Group Creativity

Individual traits, behaviour and backgrounds
have been in focus in the majority of creativ-
ity studies (Williams & Yang, 1999). In this
study, a basic creativity model (Figure 1) has
been developed from Amabile’s (1996) com-
ponents of creative performance. Her basic
model has been modified in order to include
contributions from focus group theory, 
the group creativity literature and the creative
climate model, developed by Ekvall 
(1996). The notions derived from the literature
have then been adapted to the DDG setting,
whereupon the model has been developed.
The purpose of the model is to exhibit 
and operationalize factors that need to be 
considered in the design dialogue context. 
The creativity components in the model 
will be discussed, developed and refined
below.

Domain-relevant Skills

The role of domain-relevant skills in the pro-
duction of creative work has received scant
attention from researchers, but there is some
evidence that exposure to a wide array of
information in a domain can enhance creativ-
ity (Amabile, 1996). Special domain-relevant
talent, which has been discussed by Amabile
as an outstanding level of skills, shows resem-
blance to domain-relevant expertise. In the
DDG setting, the moderator may be an expert
on the issues to discuss, an expertise perhaps
also shared by some participants. However, it
can be debated whether expertise enhances
creativity. Recent research has shown that
experts may contribute fewer original ideas
than average users (Magnusson, 2003).

Creativity-related Processes

The focus group literature and research related
to brainstorming methodologies discuss the
matter of group size. Research has shown that
groups consisting of eight people produced
more ideas than groups consisting of four
people, but that smaller groups generated
more ideas per participant (Fern, 1982). Com-
parisons on brainstorming methodology used
by individuals and by groups have shown that
individual performances may be more pro-
ductive than group performances (Rickards,
1999). Other factors related to group composi-
tion refer to the familiarity between the par-
ticipants – with one suggestion being that in
the ideal situation, none of the participants
know each other – and the homogeneity of
ages and sex (Greenbaum, 1998, 2000).

Group creativity is related to the design of
the group sessions, and in the DDG case, to the
skills and actions taken by the moderator. 
In the DDG setting, work procedures are
developed before each set of group sessions.
Creativity is enhanced by a cognitive style
characterized by a facility in understanding
complexities and an ability to break sets during
problem solving (Amabile, 1996). A DDG typ-
ically consists of people with different individ-
ual cognitive styles. The challenge is to create
a form of interaction between the participants,
thereby enhancing creativity through the
mixture of cognitive styles (Paulus, 2000).
Focus group theory suggests that the interac-
tion in focus groups is less artificial than in
more elaborate experimental situations. 
Group interviews are often considered to be
enjoyable and interesting – the participants
share experiences (Hylander, 2001). The 
group enables the individuals to open up
(Kreuger, 1994). Attitudes are created in inter-
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1. Domain-relevant skills 
Includes: 
∑ knowledge about the      

domain 
∑ requisite technical 

skills  
∑ special domain-

relevant ‘talent’ or 
expertise 

Depends on: 
∑ the participants 
∑ the moderator 
 

2. Creativity-relevant 
processes 
Includes: 
∑ appropriate cognitive     

style 
∑ implicit or explicit 

knowledge of 
heuristics for 
generating novel ideas 

∑ conducive work style 
Depends on: 
∑ group composition 
∑ work procedures 
∑ the moderator 
 

3. Task motivation 
Includes: 
∑ attitudes towards the 

task 
∑ perceptions of one’s 

own motivation for 
undertaking the task 

Depends on: 
∑ intrinsic motivation 

toward the task 
∑ abilities to control 

extrinsic motivation 
factors 

∑ the creative climate 

Figure 1. Creative Components in a Design Dialogue Group Context: a Basic Model



action with others, thus the focus group
method becomes isomorphic with natural 
attitude creation processes. Moreover,
thoughts and feelings may be easier to describe
and express after listening to others 
(Morgan, 1997). Theories of group creativity
express similar experiences. Utterances of
members may contain task-related stimuli 
that elicit new ideas from other members 
(Pinsonneault et al., 1999). Members can learn
from and imitate best performers, hence
increasing group productivity (Pinsonneault et
al., 1999). Working in groups stimulates indi-
viduals to perform better (Pinsonneault et al.,
1999). Novel associations may be created
through the mutual stimulation of associa-
tions, increasing the chances that one will come
across ideas or categories one would not have
thought of in a solitary session (Paulus, 2000).

Knowledge and the use of heuristics is
another important creativity-relevant compo-
nent (Amabile, 1996, p. 89). A heuristic can be
defined as ‘any principle or device that con-
tributes to a reduction in the average search to
solution’ (Newell, Shaw and Simon, 1962, 
p. 78). The use of heuristics/methods enabling
creative performance may be explicit (the
overt application of a specific method) or
implicit (embedded in the moderating activi-
ties). Brainstorming techniques (Osborn, 1963)
and other specific techniques aiming at
enhancing creativity (see de Bono, 1992) may
be examples of usable heuristics as well as
more general problem-solving methodologies,
such as SWOT-analyses.

A work style conducive to creative produc-
tion has several features, such as an ability to
concentrate effort and attention (Amabile,
1996; Campbell, 1960; Hogarth, 1980; Prentky,
1980), an ability to abandon unproductive
search strategies and temporarily put aside
stubborn problems (Simon, 1966), a persis-
tence in the face of difficulty (Roe, 1953;
Walberg, 1971), and a high energy level, a 
willingness to work hard and an overall high
level of productivity (Amabile, 1996; Bergman,
1979; Bloom, 1956; Davis & Rimm, 1977;
Simonton 1980; Wallach & Kogan, 1965).

So far, we have not discussed difficulties
related to group creativity. However, there are
several factors related to group interaction and
work style that may be detrimental to creativ-
ity, such as evaluation apprehension, free
riding/social loafing, production blocking,
compliance and pressure for cognitive unifor-
mity/conformity. Evaluation apprehension
relates to the risk that productivity is impaired
when members fear expressing ideas because
of potential retaliation (Amabile, 1996; Paulus,
2000; Pinsonneault et al., 1999). Free-riding
refers to the motivated, intentional with-

drawal of efforts. Members might limit their
efforts and contributions by relying on others
to accomplish the task because of: (1) per-
ceived dispensability of one’s effort; (2) dif-
fused responsibility or (3) social and cognitive
loafing, i.e. to be less motivated when indi-
vidual contributions are combined as a group
product (Paulus, 2000; Pinsonneault et al.,
1999). Production blocking occurs in groups as
only one can talk at a time, and ideas may be
forgotten while waiting for the moment to
express them (Paulus, 2000). Being unable to
express ideas as they occur impairs produc-
tivity because ideas become irrelevant, people
forget their ideas and people rehearse ideas to
avoid forgetting ideas, which may prevent
them from generating new ideas 
(Pinsonneault et al., 1999). Compliance occurs
when participants give the answers the mod-
erator is assumed to want (Albrect, Johnsson
and Walther, 1993; Kelman, 1961). Lastly, pres-
sure for cognitive uniformity/conformity
indicates that members may feel pressure 
to remain within group or social norms 
(Pinsonneault et al., 1999).

Task Motivation

Motivational variables in creativity have been
given some attention by theorists. Intrinsic
motivation arises from the individual’s posi-
tive reaction to qualities of the task itself: 
interest, involvement, curiosity, satisfaction,
and positive challenge (Amabile, 1996). A
person is said to be intrinsically motivated to
engage in an activity if that person views such
engagement as an end in itself and not as a
means to some extrinsic goals (deCharms,
1968; Deci, 1975; Lepper & Greene, 1978).
Extrinsic motivation arises from sources
outside the task itself: evaluation, contracted-
for rewards, external directives etc. (Amabile,
1996). The importance of intrinsic motivation
and a freedom from extrinsic constraints has
been expressed by theorists working within
philosophy, humanistic psychology and social
psychology (Amabile, 1996; Crutchfield, 1962;
Koestler, 1964; Rogers, 1954).

Amabile (1996, p. 119) has formulated ‘The
Intrinsic Motivation Principle of Creativity’:
Intrinsic motivation is conducive to creativity;
controlling extrinsic motivation is detrimental to
creativity, but informational or enabling extrinsic
motivation can be conducive, particularly if initial
levels of intrinsic motivation are high. The mech-
anisms of positive extrinsic factors have thus
been described as extrinsics in service of intrin-
sics and the motivation-work cycle match
(Amabile, 1996, p. 118). Extrinsics in service of
intrinsics are defined as extrinsic factors that
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support one’s sense of competence or enable
deeper involvement with the task, without
undermining one’s sense of self-determina-
tion. The motivation-work cycle match notion
suggests that extrinsic motivation may work
in synergy with intrinsic motivation during
those specific phases in the creative process,
where the novelty of the outcome is of less
importance. Thus, successful problem identifi-
cation and response generation phases may
require intrinsic motivation that is unencum-
bered by significant extrinsic motivation.
Amabile has also identified general social-
environmental influences on creativity. 
Positive influences that are likely to have a
direct impact on intrinsic motivation are
autonomy/sense of control, importance/
urgency in one’s work, optimal challenge and
task matched to interest. The other positive
influences that are likely to serve as 
synergistic extrinsic motivators are sufficient
resources, recognition/reward that confirms
competence, reward that enables intrinsically
interesting work and sufficient task structure
to support competent performance. Negative
influences emanate from threatening critical
evaluation connoting incompetence, expecta-
tion of critical evaluation, surveillance, 
contracted-for reward-connoting, restricted
choice/constraint control, arbitrary/unrealis-
tic deadlines and competition with 
co-workers.

Dimensions related to organizational
climate for creativity and innovation, as devel-
oped by Ekvall (1996), imply further factors to
be explored. He has found ten dimensions,
which will be used and discussed in the 
next section: challenge, freedom, idea support,
trust/openness, dynamism/liveliness, play-
fulness/humour, debates, conflicts, risk-
taking and idea time.

The Developed Creativity Model

In the section above, the concepts of the earlier
exposed basic model for group creativity in
the DDG context were further developed. The
discussion is summarized in Figure 2.

Designing for Group Creativity – a Matter
of Balance and Control

Empirical data and theory indicate that 
creative actions and results are to a high extent
dependent on process design and control.
Experiences from DDG sessions have indi-
cated the importance of design features such
as careful recruitment of participants, prepa-
ration of the moderator and design of work
procedures while shortcomings related to

recruitment errors, insufficiently prepared
moderators or poorly designed work proce-
dures have resulted in less successful group
performances. In this section, the creativity-
related factors in the model will be discussed
in the DDG context. DDG experiences will
hence be used in order to propose specific
design principles.

Organizing Domain-related Skills

During the recruitment process, the selection
of participants with domain-related skills is
facilitated by the potential participants since
they must confirm that they belong to the tar-
geted group (e.g. managers). Nevertheless, in
a typical dialogue design group, the partici-
pants differ strongly along several dimen-
sions, such as experience and industry/sector
background. Thus, it is important that there is
a balance between the diversity among the
participants and the task to be executed. Task
design and group design can thus not be exe-
cuted separately.

There is strong evidence that domain-
relevant skills are essential while highly spe-
cific expertise may not always be required. The
recruitment model used for the DDGs has
resulted in groups where few highly specified
experts at the group task have been identified,
which may be due to the relatively wide-
ranging group tasks.

Opportunities for selecting moderators with
domain-relevant skills are more evident. Inter-
nally recruited moderators have the advan-
tage of familiarity with the domain. Another
advantage is embedded in his or her relation-
ship with the participants since it is more
likely that an internal moderator will be seen
as genuinely knowledgeable and interested in
the issues discussed.

Two kinds of moderators have been used:
those who have been familiar with the task
and those who are experts. Even though no
specific assessment has been made, it seems
that moderators who are experts at the task
may have a small advantage. This advantage
may be explained as being related to a better
ability to explain the task to the participants
and to delve into the most interesting issues
during the group sessions.

Arising from theoretical considerations and
our experience, the following design princi-
ples are proposed:

A1 If potential participants are given suffi-
cient target group and task information,
their pre-assessment of their own domain-
relevant skills will contribute to the selec-
tion of individuals with such skills.
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A2 Participants with high levels of domain-
relevant skills (experts) may be detrimen-
tal to creativity since they tend to produce
ideas of less originality. Rather, their ideas
may be easier to use in the development
of new activities, services and products.

A3 Internally recruited moderators have an
advantage in comparison with external
consultants as they are more familiar with
the domain and are perceived by the par-
ticipants to be familiar with and engaged
in the task.

A4 Internal moderators, who are experts at
the task, may have an advantage in 
the interaction with participants and in
terms of focusing discussions on impor-
tant issues.

Organizing Creativity-related 
Processes

The creativity-related skills of the participants
cannot be controlled in advance of the DDG
setting. Thus, the usage of these skills is a
matter of how the creativity-related processes
are designed and controlled. In the model, this
depends on three factors: (1) group composi-
tion, (2) the design of the work procedures for
the group session, and (3) the skills obtained
by the moderator. The first specific design
factor is related to group size and composition.
In the Sif case, the DDG size has varied from
three to nine people. No specific differences in
the participants’ assessment of the group ses-
sions could be related to group size. The
nature of the group tasks has not called for
homogenous groups related to age or sex. On
the contrary, the recruitment has aimed at
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1. Domain-relevant skills 
Includes: 
∑ knowledge about the 

domain 
∑ requisite technical 

skills  
∑ special domain-

relevant ‘talent’ or 
expertise 

Depends on: 
∑ the participants and 

their level of expertise 
∑ the moderator and his 

or her level of 
expertise 

 
 
 
 
  

2. Creativity-relevant 
processes 
Includes: 
∑ appropriate cognitive 

style 
∑ implicit or explicit 

knowledge of 
heuristics for 
generating novel ideas 

∑ conducive work style 
Depends on: 
∑ group composition 
∑ size 
∑ sex and age 
∑ work procedures 
∑ conduciveness to 

appropriate cognitive 
and work styles 

∑ use of heuristics 
∑ the moderator 
∑ conduciveness to 

appropriate cognitive 
and work styles 

∑ knowledge of 
heuristics 

3. Task motivation 
Includes: 
∑ attitudes towards the task 
∑ perceptions of one’s own 

motivation for undertaking the 
task 

Depends on: 
∑ intrinsic motivation toward the 

task 
∑ interest, involvement, curiosity, 

satisfaction and positive nature of 
challenge 

∑ abilities to control extrinsic 
motivation factors 

∑ possible enabling factors: 
sufficient resources, 
recognition/reward that confirms 
competence, reward that enables 
intrinsically interesting work and 
sufficient task structure to support 
competent performance 

∑ negative factors: threatening 
critical evaluation connoting 
incompetence, expectation of 
critical evaluation, surveillance, 
contracted-for reward-connoting, 
restricted choice/constraint 
control, arbitrary/unrealistic 
deadlines and competition with 
co-workers 

∑ the creative climate 
∑ the degree of challenge, freedom, 

idea support, trust/openness, 
dynamism/liveliness, 
playfulness/humour, debates, 
conflict, risk-taking and idea time 

Figure 2. Creative Components in a Design Dialogue Group Context: an Extended Model



securing an equal participation of women and
men in the groups. Another design factor is
related to the relations between group
members. In general the participants have
either not known each other in advance or
have they were not colleagues, but in a few
cases some of the participants were colleagues
– in one case all of them were colleagues. We
have not observed inferior results from these
groups consisting of colleagues, but the data
are not sufficient for drawing any conclusions.
However, we feel that the very open-minded
reflections on personal issues in groups con-
sisting of managers are unlikely to have taken
place if the managers had been colleagues.

In brief, the design of work procedures is
always carried out by a group consisting of the
project manager for the project in which the
results will be used (or the project group), 
at least one experienced moderator, other
moderators who are going to participate and
a DDG administrator. New moderators are
carefully selected by the project manager and
the experienced moderator. Although the
selection criteria have never been clearly
stated, open-mindedness and a conduciveness
towards inquiry rather than advocacy
(Argyris, Putnam and McLain Smith, 1995) are
important individual traits. New moderators
are given information about the method and
they are obliged to follow at least one DDG
session before they act as moderators. In
general, a set of groups (4–12) is conducted
within a project. The first group is moderated
by an experienced moderator. If necessary, the
work procedures are redesigned after the first
session and thereafter continuously between
the group sessions.

In DDG settings, an appropriate cognitive
style (Amabile, 1996) has an impact on task
motivation and results. The specific challenge
lies in the creation of cognitive stimulation
(Paulus, 2000) and synergy through group
interaction. Thus, the positive properties of
this form of group interactions, which are
related to the sharing of experiences in an
interesting and enjoyable manner, are used
(Hylander, 2001). The group enables people to
open up (Kreuger, 1994) as attitudes and ideas
are created in interaction with others. Experi-
ences and ideas are contributed by individual
participants or by smaller groups and then
discussed in the group as a whole.

In the work procedures developed in
advance, different kinds of creativity-related
heuristics are important elements. As dis-
cussed later, typical work procedures include
a mixture of individual assignments and
group exercises. Methodologies such as
SWOT-analyses (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats) and the grouping

of experiences and ideas into families/groups
are regularly used.

The work procedures are designed in order
to induce a work style conducive to creative
production in the DDGs. This means that
problems related to ideas created are not dis-
cussed, because idea evaluation is not con-
ducted during the sessions. Each individual
assignment or group exercise is strictly limited
in time: generally five to fifteen minutes are
consumed per assignment/exercise. This, in
combination with the division of tasks into
sub-tasks and clearly formulated rules for
presentation of results, enhances the opportu-
nities for the creation and maintenance of a
high energy level and a high level of produc-
tivity. Another important moderator role is to
enhance productivity through appreciative
behaviour towards the participants, express-
ing an interest in the experiences and ideas
they bring into the discussion.

However, creativity may be hampered by
factors related to group interaction and work
style, and these factors need to be controlled.
Threatening factors mentioned in the model
discussion included evaluation apprehension,
free riding/social loafing, production blocking
and groupthink. It should be made clear to the
participants that their ideas will not be evalu-
ated during the session and that they are par-
ticipating anonymously – the experiences
expressed and ideas created will not be related
to them as individuals or to a specific DDG
during the evaluation and idea-refinement
processes following the group sessions. There-
fore, evaluation apprehension does not seem
to be a major obstacle. Free-riding or social
loafing may occur during the sessions. The
moderator has an important role in listening
to all participants and in asking questions to
the quieter participants in order to make them
active. It should be clearly stated at the begin-
ning that the group effort as well as the indi-
vidual experiences and ideas is important. The
individual responsibility is evident during the
individual assignments. Taken together, free-
riding is handled, but may still be a problem.
Production blocking could be a major problem
in group processes. However, the mix between
individual assignments and group exercises
makes the problem less evident than if the
whole sessions were organized on a group
basis. Groupthink may be addressed through
challenging questions from the moderator, but
it may still occur as a problem. Generally,
several DDGs are organized around a specific
theme. Thus, the risk of overall results being
blurred by groupthink is reduced.

Thus, arising from theoretical considera-
tions and our experience, the following design
principles are proposed:
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B1 The mixture of individual assignments
and group exercises enhances participants’
involvement and results in a broader
description of experiences as well as in
more ideas than if individual assignments
are not used.

B2 Evaluation apprehension may be con-
trolled when guarantees are given that the
results will not be traced to individuals or
to specific groups.

B3 Group productivity tends to be high when
tasks are divided into specific sub-tasks
which are dealt with under strict time
limits and result-presentation rules are
clearly stated.

B4 The moderator’s ability to engage all par-
ticipants is a critical factor in the DDG
setting.

Organizing for Task Motivation

Three notions related to task motivation have
been used in the theory section: intrinsic moti-
vation, extrinsic motivation and climate.
Intrinsic motivation relates to the individuals’
reaction to qualities of the task itself: interest,
involvement, curiosity, satisfaction and 
positive challenge (Amabile, 1996). Extrinsic
motivation originates from sources outside
the task itself, while climate factors may affect
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.

The propensity for high intrinsic motivation
among the participants in DDG is relatively
high. In most cases, the participants are
members of the organization, paying a
monthly fee and at least occasionally using
services offered. People who are not initially
interested in the task do not participate. The
method aims at involving participants on the
basis of their own experiences and wishes. As
the task is not precisely specified during the
recruitment process, participants tend to be
curious in relation both to the task and the
group process itself. The moderator initially
expresses the task in order to present positive
challenges to the participants. In most cases,
the task and the division into sub-tasks, which
needs to be conducted in only a few minutes,
keep the levels of energy and interest high.
However, the time limits may put too great a
pressure on participants, thus reducing their
intrinsic motivation. This and other threaten-
ing factors will be dealt with later in this
section.

The enabling climate factors found by
Ekvall (1996) are related to both intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation. A motivating culture pro-
vides challenge. Participants in DDGs are com-
mitted and the goals for the session are known
and accepted. In most cases, everyone feels

that his or her contributions are important.
Freedom is in many ways limited for the par-
ticipants in DDGs. However, no one is forced
to participate, and there is a freedom to
express attitudes and ideas. The moderator
has an important role related to idea support.
Novel ideas and thoughts are openly accepted
since the creation of these is the major purpose
of the sessions.

It can at first be perceived as difficult to
establish trust and security in a group where the
participants do not know each other. The expe-
rience from DDG sessions is the opposite,
which may be explained by the fact that the
participants are not dependent on other par-
ticipants or on the group results. This enables
the creation of a common sense of trust and
security. Obviously, the moderator is impor-
tant, because his or her presence is a critical
factor in this respect. Dynamism and liveliness
indicate that new issues and methods are con-
tinuously introduced. This is definitely the
case during the DDG sessions. The atmos-
phere during the sessions is, in spite of time
pressures, designed to be relaxed, which
opens up possibilities for playfulness and
humour. There are, however, big differences
between different groups in this respect and
between moderators. Debates are not equally
lively in all groups. A specific problem has
been identified in large groups (seven people
or more). On the one hand, individual assign-
ments are very important in these groups in
order to let everyone have his or her say. On
the other hand, the exposition of results from
many participants tends to reduce the avail-
able time for debate and dialogue. Risk taking
may in this setting refer to one’s ability to step
outside the limits set by the work procedures
decided upon. It may be the case that the 
moderators have been too rigid in not letting
interesting discussions continue. Lastly, the
DDG method is problematic considering idea 
time. The time format is limited, often to two
hours and attempts to collect participants’
reflections after the sessions have not been
successful so far. From this brief discussion
concerning enabling climate factors in the
DDG setting, an important experience is
related to the methodology’s ability to create
trust and security among people who do not
know each other.

Other useful positive influences that are not
covered by Ekvall have been derived from
Amabile’s (1996) general socio-environmental
influences on creativity. One factor is sufficient
resources in cases where the DDG participants
may meet problems due to lack of time, the
absence of tools and insufficient background
information. Recognition that confirms compe-
tence is continuously given by the moderator,
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while rewards confirming competence and
enabling intrinsically interesting work are lacking
– a small gift is given to everyone after the
session, but this has not been known by the
participants in advance. As discussed above
the sessions are organized in order to provide
a sufficient task structure to support competent
performance.

Among factors having a negative impact on
creativity, Ekvall (1996) refers to conflict. So far,
this has seldom shown to be a problem in
DDGs. Amabile (1996) discusses threats
related to expectations of critical evaluation. As
shown above, this is not problematic in the
DDG setting either. Surveillance could be
threatening creativity, and the presence of a
moderator – and people following the session
on a TV monitor – could be a problem. When
the moderator leaves the room during group
exercises, discussions often tend to be more
engaged. Participants are not contracted for a
reward, which could have been problematic.
Certainly, there are problems related to
restricted choice/constraint control and unrealistic
deadlines. Competition with co-workers may also
be a problem because the time for expressing
ideas and opinions is limited.

Thus, arising from theoretical considera-
tions and our experience, the following design
principles are proposed:

C1 Voluntary participation enhances task
motivation.

C2 Participants who are members of the
organization and thus having a relation-
ship with the session organizer are more
task-motivated than non-members.

C3 A DDG climate characterized by trust and
security is more likely to be established if
participants have no former relations with
each other.

Conclusions and Practical 
Implications

Based on theoretical studies and experiences
from DDGs, a number of design principles
have been proposed in three areas: domain-
relevant skills, creativity-related processes and
task motivation. These design principles
include propositions concerning recruitment
of participants, group characteristics and
group processes.

The aim of this paper has not been to
propose a comprehensive list of design princi-
ples. Many more principles could be formu-
lated and the proposed design principles may
be developed and refined. Through additional
research and testing of the principles, their
scope and limitations could be explored and

expressed further. Findings up to this point
indicate that the issue of organizational learn-
ing and action-taking based on learning from
group participants may be even more impor-
tant than the issue of enhancing group 
creativity, at least in the organizational 
context studied. Hence, a study of organiza-
tional learning is in progress.

A careful design of the group creativity
process increases the propensity for success
since measures in order to enhance creative
behaviours and to avoid pitfalls can be planned
and/or be taken by a group moderator.

The main practical implication is that 
organizations involved in a high level of
market interaction could successfully organize
customer/user/member involvement in
developmental processes on their own. This
may be an opportunity for organizations with
long-term relationships with their target
groups, because it is likely that existing rela-
tions enhance performance in the processes
where involvement takes place. Moreover, the
process itself enhances the relationships
between the organization and the participants.
Below is some brief advice to those who
would like to experiment with this:

• Tell the potential participant what you
want, and he/she will then know if he/she
can contribute.

• Try to assemble groups in which the partic-
ipants do not know each other in advance.

• Do not only use participants who are
experts.

• Try to involve volunteers and members/
users/clients who have close relation-
ships with you since these individuals are
generally more task-motivated.

• Use your own moderators.
• Mix individual assignments with group

exercises and divide tasks into sub-tasks.
• Promise that results will not be traced to

individuals or specific groups.
• Enable all participants to talk.

The scope of this study has been on involving
users in DDGs. However, the proposed design
principles may have potential in other con-
figurations, such as on the employee-
organization level. When carefully applied,
the proposed design principles may well
result in group creativity in many different set-
tings. The other major strength of the method-
ology – that it tends to create involved and
satisfied participants – is also of interest.
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