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Davidson College is a prestigious liberal arts college in Davidson, North Carolina. It 
enrolls approximately 1,800 students from 48 states and 47 countries. Of those 
students, 95 percent live on campus, 73 percent study abroad and about 25 percent 
participate in 21 NCAA Division I sports. The college has graduated 23 Rhodes 
Scholars.  

In 2017, led by Kristen Eshleman, Director of Innovation Initiatives, the college decided 
that although they had a way to collect and implement incremental improvements, 
they lacked a parallel transparent process that supports experimentation on riskier, 
more transformational ideas. Under her leadership, Davidson developed an 
innovation process that could intake and launch as many ideas as possible, both 
transparently and democratically and tracked their program using IdeaScale 
software. They called their crowdsourced ideas community IdeaTrek. 

They invited faculty, staff, students, and alumni to contribute ideas to into two 
campaign types with two different processes:  

An always-on innovation campaign gathers ideas across a variety of subject 
matters. General ideas follow a simplified process: 
• Intake: Ideas are submitted through the “Suggestion Box” campaign on IdeaTrek 

and received by the Innovation Team.  
• Opportunity Validation: Ideas are assessed for opportunity, feasibility, and 

value. Recommendations are shared with the idea owner and relevant campus 
stakeholders. 

• Referral/No-Go: Ideas may be referred to campus departments, other 
innovation campaigns, or determined to be “no-go” for lack of feasibility or 
value.  

For more strategic challenges, Davidson will launch short-term, deadline-driven 
campaigns using the following process:  
• Discover and define: Council + Leadership define the values, challenges, 

opportunities, and Design Teams that will guide innovation needs over the next 
3-5 years.  

• Design and develop: Cross-functional and diverse Design Teams work to 
generate ideas, validate assumptions, and decide which ideas should proceed 
to pilot by gathering ideas and feedback on IdeaScale.  

• Pilot teams: Pilot teams launch experiments approved by the Innovation 
Council. Pilots may go through multiple iterations before they are complete. 

• Go/No-Go: This is the decision phase. The Innovation Council reviews the pilot 
report and recommendations. Successful pilot results are implemented. 

The Best Outcome is the Process
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4EXPLORING CROWDSOURCING AND RISK

The whole process involves a few key groups of stakeholders: 
• The Innovation Council is responsible for defining the values, campaigns, and 

design teams that will guide innovation.  It is also  responsible for providing 
guidance to Design Teams and determining which experiments will proceed to 
pilot.  And finally, they assess the pilot results and vote on whether or not the 
idea should be implemented.  

• The Senior Leadership Team advises the Innovation Council. They are 
responsible for Davidson’s strategic vision and assist in defining the values, 
campaigns, and design teams.  At the conclusion of a pilot, the Senior 
Leadership Team also reviews and advises the Innovation Council on final 
decisions for implementation. 

• The Faculty Executive Committee is  responsible for Davidson’s academic 
governance and assists in defining the values, campaigns, and design teams.  

• The Innovation Team manages is responsible for facilitating and supporting 
cross-functional design teams and delivering updates and pilot 
recommendations to the Innovation Council.  

• The Design Teams are responsible for generating a diversity of  ideas, 
validating assumptions, soliciting community feedback, and prioritizing 
experiments. 

• The Pilot Teams are responsible for executing and iterating on tasks as 
determined by the Pilot Project Lead.  

• The Board of Trustees may be called upon to advise on ideas that carry 
significant risk. 

• The Davidson Community is engaged in the design phase by submitting their 
ideas in IdeaScale.  

When COVID hit, the innovation team was able to re-purpose the innovation process 
to generate ideas, organize assumptions, validate initial ideas, and iterate on solutions 
that were related to the COVID pandemic including opportunities to improve distance 
learning and hosting a pandemic commencement.  
  
Using this process, Davidson has launched numerous new initiatives, including: 
• Changes to programming, such as redeveloping the academic calendar from 16 

weeks to 13 weeks.  
• The development of an online wellness offering which included physical 

education, yoga, bootcamps, and more.  
• A faculty bootcamp addressing digital learning best practices that improved the 

COVID learning experience. This optional course had a 96% attendance rate.  
• Two new courses including an internship for credit and a design-your-life 

course.  
• And more! 



“Davidson’s innovation process is mission-aligned, transparent, and cost-efficient. It 
allows us to maximize the exploration and creativity of new ideas while minimizing 
costs and long-term commitment,” said Eshleman, “This enables existing governing 
committees to make more informed decisions based on evidence.” 

This process will be applied to solve new challenges in the years ahead. 


