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In this article prof. Edenius discusses how diversity and 
interaction across disciplines influence innovation. 

 

 

Innovation happens at the boundaries of disciplines. 

 

Most innovation happens at the 

boundaries between disciplines or 

specializations. It is when people 

meet across the boundaries that 

new knowledge is generated or 

integrated and new innovations 

comes up. We know 

this, but we also 

know the relative 

complexity to 

manage innovative 

processes at a given 

boundary. The 

researcher Carlile has spent a lot 

of time in many papers to explore 

and investigate this complexity. 

We argue that by understanding 

this complexity we might be able 

to better manage these processes. 

 

Carlile proposes that we should 

shed light on three different 

properties of knowledge at 

boundaries; difference, 

dependence and novelty (Carlile 

and Rebentisch 2003, Carlile 

2004). Differences in knowledge 

refer to a difference in the amount 

of accumulated knowledge. And 

this is a dilemma. Creating a 

complex service (i.e. innovation), 

for example, often requires 

differences in the amount and type 

of knowledge. At the same time, 

practically, it means that different 

actors have different experiences, 

different 

terminologies, 

different incentives, 

etc. Furthermore, every 

actor has to re-learn. 

This might have a 

negative impact of the 

willingness of an actor to 

participate in an innovative 

process. Nevertheless, these 

processes need to be overcome. 

 

The second relational property of 

knowledge at a boundary is 

dependence. To be able to manage 

innovative processes we need to 

take into account how different 

actors and their activities are 

dependent on each other. As 

Carlile (2004: 556) points out - 

“Without dependence, difference is 

of no consequence”.  
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 Dependence can, for example, be 

described in political terms, i.e. 

are actors willing to participate in 

innovative processes because of 

situated dependence? 

Furthermore, how will innovative 

processes change dependence 

between actors or processes? 

 

The third relational property of 

knowledge at a boundary is how 

novel the circumstances are. As 

Carlile writes; “… the most 

challenging aspect of the 

relational nature of knowledge at 

a boundary is that for each actor 

there is novelty to share with 

others and novelty to assess from 

others.” To be able to manage 

innovative processes we must be 

aware of that when novelty arises 

there is often a lack of common 

knowledge to adequately share an 

assess knowledge at a boundary. 

An innovative thought might, for 

example, be regarded with 

suspicion and insecurity, not 

because the idea is not of great 

value, but that there is a lack of 

language to catch the innovation 

with. 

 

Our approach and analysis may 

indeed be regarded as complex 

and abstract. However, by 

illuminating what happens at the 

boundaries between disciplines 

and specializations may help us to 

understand and develop an 

innovative climate in our 

organizations. By focusing on the 

three properties of boundaries we 

may open a window to further 

understanding about how the flux 

and flow of organizational 

processes can be arrested in 

concepts and translated into 

pragmatic use. What could be 

more instrumentally usable? ¶ 
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Open Innovation 
From the Open Innovation Forum’s perspective open innovation involves all aspects of 
creating new business opportunities by engaging end-users in co-creative activities. Web 
2.0 technologies has caused electronic collaboration to evolve, hence paving the way for 
companies to invite customers and employees to be involved in the refinement of their 
offerings. Ideally open innovation will create win-win situations where users get services 
that are more oriented to their needs and organizations will offer services that are more 
desired by the market. 
 
The Open Innovation Forum 
The Open Innovation Forum aims at being a knowledge hub and rallying point for user-
oriented open innovation, where innovation experts and researchers can collaborate on 
improving theories and practices, while open innovation novices are invited to follow, or 
take active part, in the development of the area. 

 
www.openinnovationforum.com 
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