
InnoCentive: More Than Just a
Mental Exercise for Organic
Chemists

The brightest brains are not always
found around the corner, but rather
spread all over the world. In order to
take advantage of this brain pool for
economic purposes, Eli Lilly & Co.
founded an ideas marketplace in the
™global village∫. At the InnoCentive
web site (Figure 1), companies can pres-
ent current chemistry problems an-
nouncing a cash reward that usually
ranges from 2000 to 100000 US$.

The InnoCentive web site is well
organized and easy to use. Modem users
are not slowed down by high-resolution
graphics or applets. In short, it is easy to
use and fully functional.

Let×s have a look at the current
problems and click on ™InnoCentive
Challenges∫. In general, there are about
8 ± 12 current problems, most of which
involve organic synthesis. Analytical
chemists will not make a fortune here.

However, a higher fraction of
analytical problems and chal-
lenges from further areas is
strived for.

One of these problems catch-
es our attention: a cyclic glycine
derivative. ™Well, that×s sim-
ple∫, every advanced student
thinks and quickly develops a
ring-closing metathesis ap-
proach from diallylglycine. A
50000 US$ problem solved in-
stantly ∫while conducting Mo-
zart with a celery stick∫ as
described in the InnoCentive
advertisement? Of course not.
You only get access to the exact problem
specifications after registration as a solv-
er. Besides developing an optimized few-
step synthetic strategy without any toxic
materials which is amenable for large-
scale production, you also have to supply
a highly pure multigram sample and all
available spectra. Just a good written
suggestion will not fulfill the require-
ments in this nor in most other cases.

Which target groups is InnoCentive
aiming at? Chemists in industry are
usually not allowed to support compet-
ing companies. Moreover, small compa-
nies will not be attracted to solve even
small problems for a reward of only
50000 US$. So actually, the target group
are advanced students or university staff,
who know a solution to the key step from
their own studies or recent publications.
But it is a utopian idea that those who
have a good idea will also have the
laboratory infrastructure and time to
verify this idea experimentally. There-
fore, many promising ideas will never be
proposed short of a sample.

So, although it is
quite understandable
that solution seekers
require a sample,
pure ™paper chemis-
try∫ problems are cer-
tainly more likely to be
solved. No wonder that
the majority of rewards
was given in the
™paper chemistry∫ sec-
tor, though this type of
problem is a small mi-
nority. The most im-
portant part of a solu-
tion is the brilliant
idea, and that brilliant

idea should be rewarded by more than
just 2000 US$.

Let×s wait and see if time has come for
a company like InnoCentive. I think it is
a good idea because all the parties are
winners. But if the project is to succeed
in the long run, a much higher number of
solution seekers apart from Eli Lilly,
problem challenges, potential solvers,
and last but not least rewarded solutions
will be necessary for prestige reasons.
Especially the number of paper chem-
istry problems and their rewards should
be increased to attract potential solvers.
The percentage of solved problems and
rewarded solutions is very small so far.

Maybe InnoCentive should ask their
solution seekers to offer two rewards for
each synthetic problem: a standard re-
ward for paper proposals and a higher
reward if a sample is actually supplied.

InnoCentive surely is worthwhile
spending some mouse clicks, even if
you are just looking for mental exercise.
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Suggest a web site or submit a review:
angewandte@wiley-vch.de

For further information visit:

http://www.innocentive.com
or contact

info@innocentive.com
Figure 1. InnoCentive home page.

Figure 2. Sample problem: several grams required.


