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CHAPTER 2 | ON BOUNDARIES 

  



 26 

  



  

 27 

2.1 Introduction 

 
“One of the most important challenges that we face today is understanding how we create boundaries  

and what the social consequences of such actions are”  
(Lamont and Molnar, 1992, p. 1) 

 
The term “boundary” first entered the Oxford English dictionary in 1887, defining it as “that 

which serves to indicate the bounds or limits of anything whether material or immaterial” 

(Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). It derives from Latin and old French, and its first usage is 

estimated around the late 1500s and early 1600s, through a combination of “bound” – 

meaning “limit” – and the adjective noun word-forming element “-ary” (Online Etymology 

Dictionary, n.d.). As Zerubavel (1991, p. 2) notes, “the word define derives from the Latin 

word boundary”. Hence, “to define something is to mark its boundaries”.  

This thesis seeks to advance insight into the role of boundaries in contemporary 

organizing. It therefore addresses the research question how organizational actors enact 

boundary work to execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration. This 

question is motivated by the observation that, although the frequency with which firms 

initiate cross-boundary collaboration to execute knowledge-intensive work is increasing, 

we have yet to obtain a satisfactory answer to the question how people can foster mutual 

understanding and collaborate effectively across boundaries. Especially, the practical 

challenge of collaborating and developing shared practices across the boundaries of 

multiple overlapping practice contexts – such as in collaborations in global and other 

complex institutional settings – has not been a central concern (see Kane and Levina, 2017; 

Levina and Vaast, 2005; 2008; Mørk et al., 2012 for notable exceptions).  

In this thesis, I argue that the increased reliance of organizations on such complex 

forms of cross-boundary collaboration to execute knowledge-intensive work requires more 

fine-grained analysis of boundaries themselves, and the processes that take place around 

them. Namely, as Paulsen and Hernes (2003, p. 4) noted, there may be more subtle and 

unobtrusive boundary processes at work that require more advanced theorizing about the 

growing complexity of boundaries and their impact on organizations. Yet, whereas few 

concepts have had such widespread traction in Management and Organization studies as 

boundaries, such scholarship has left us confused about what boundaries actually comprise 

(e.g., Heracleous, 2004). To advance our understanding of the practical challenge of 

collaborating across boundaries, it is therefore necessary to first clarify what we mean when 
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we talk about boundaries. In other words, it is time to bring the diverse literatures and 

understandings of boundaries together, to take stock of this rich area of knowledge, and to 

develop a coherent framework that can help guide conceptual and empirical study of 

boundaries.  

In an effort to contribute to such an endeavor, I first examine the roots of the boundary 

concept in Sociology (2.2). I then proceed with reviewing the different streams of boundary 

scholarship that emerged in Management and Organization studies (2.3), and discuss their 

underlying perspectives of boundaries (2.4). Subsequently, the Chapter introduces a 

framework to understand how and why boundaries come to matter in cross-boundary 

collaboration (2.5). I draw on practice theory to develop a relational understanding of 

boundaries in contemporary organizing (2.5.2). Finally, I identify some of the missing 

elements of a practice-theoretical framework of boundaries (2.5.3) and conclude with 

discussing how this informed my central research question and the choices I made for this 

study (2.6).  

 

2.2 Sociological engagements with boundaries 

In her review, Molnar (2001) described how sociological interest in boundaries started 

around the early 1960s with the convergence between research on symbolic systems and 

indirect forms of power (p. 15341). Émile Durkheim was one of the first to write about 

boundaries in his work on the role of religious boundaries to structure people’s lives and to 

define, classify and organize relations in groups. For instance, in Primitive Classification 

Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1903]) explained how boundaries help to define and separate 

one entity from another: “For us, in fact, to classify things is to arrange them in groups which 

are distinct from each other and are separated by clearly determined lines of demarcation . 

. . At the bottom of our conception of class there is the idea of a circumscription with fixed 

and definite outlines” (p. 4-5). In his subsequent work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

(1965 [1911]), Durkheim used the notion of boundaries to describe the symbolic distinction 

between religious and other experiences, or between the sacred and the profane. This 

distinction, Durkheim argued, can also be extended to the universe of objects and people, 

since the status of members in a group is defined by their relationship with sacred objects.  

Boundaries were also used in sociological studies of power and status, such as the 

work of Weber, Veblen, and Elias describing how hierarchical and status boundaries can 
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lead to social inequalities between groups, and the mechanisms that produced them. In 

Economy and Society (1978 [1922]), Weber explained how people are in constant 

competition over scarce resources and may discriminate towards other groups on the basis 

of their cultural characteristics. They create status boundaries between groups and 

establish rules for group access and membership. People may invoke their higher status to 

justify the monopolization of resources. Thereby, Weber explained how cultural 

understandings about status boundaries can have a strong impact on people’s access to 

resources and social positions. In A Theory of the Leisure Class (1979 [1899]), Veblen further 

advanced our understanding of the mechanisms that produce status boundaries. He 

identified our inclination to classify and demarcate things as central to the production of 

status boundaries. Such habits of thought are often organized around notions of superiority 

and inferiority, and have consequences for the development of class distinctions between 

groups. Norbert Elias described in The Civilizing Process (1982 [1939]) the emergence of 

hierarchical boundaries between groups based on their ideas of appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviors in public and private life. He explained how transformations in 

standards of behavior, feelings, and in personality structures can vary across hierarchical 

groups, and are key to the exercise of power.  

But probably the work of Fredrick Barth, Mary Douglas, and Pierre Bourdieu have 

contributed most to the popularity of boundaries as an analytical concept in sociology, 

describing how boundaries between groups emerge and are maintained, and its relation 

with social identification, social structure, and symbolic classification. Fredrick Barth (1969) 

described the construction of ethnic group boundaries, viewing boundaries as constructed 

dichotomizations between members and outsiders. Barth described the various ways in 

which boundaries between ethnic groups were maintained and their consequences for 

social identification processes. Instead of viewing ethnicity as shared culture, Barth and 

others addressed the fundamental question why there were discrete ethnic groups despite 

them belonging to a larger encompassing social system. To study what constitutes ethnic 

groups, Barth argued, one should not study the internal constitution and history of groups 

but focus on how boundaries are maintained, and how this affects social identification 

processes. Mary Douglas (1966; 1970) described the relation between rituals and symbolic 

boundaries in creating social structure and order. Boundaries are viewed as symbolic lines 

that mark social structures, such as hierarchy and groups, and bring order into experience. 
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Douglas explained how the presence of symbolic boundaries is the very basis of social 

order. They can create meaning structures through which people relate to one another and 

realize their purposes. Pierre Bourdieu (1984 [1979]) described how class-related 

distinctions extend into the realm of taste and lifestyle. Such symbolic classifications based 

upon people’s cultural practices, he argued, shape people’s social positions and play an 

essential role in the reproduction of class privileges, whereby dominant groups shape the 

cultural categories of classifications, while concealing its underlying power relations. In 

relation to boundaries, Bourdieu (1996, p. 316) explained how group boundaries are always 

somewhat artificial since members of a particular social group never possess all the 

properties that define that group as such. He therefore concluded that “the boundary of a 

group . . . is an imaginary line (or surface) such that the density of individual bodies . . . is 

above a certain value on one side, and below it on the other”.  

These literatures have been influential in shaping contemporary sociological work on 

boundaries, such as that of Zerubavel, Abbott, and Lamont and Molnar. For instance, 

Zerubavel (1991, p. 3-4) explained that creating and maintaining boundaries is part of how 

people simplify and make sense of the world around them. They symbolically carve up 

reality into ‘islands of meaning’ that form the basis for what they do. Understanding the 

actual processes by which people establish boundaries is critical for understanding social 

structure and order. However, in doing so we often face the challenge of boundaries 

becoming invisible and taken for granted. Therefore, to make them more visible, we should 

suspend our usual concern with what they separate and instead focus on the process by 

which people make distinctions. Abbott (1995) made a similar claim, arguing that we should 

start with boundaries and investigate how people create entities since entities only come 

into existence when actors create and tie boundaries together in certain ways (p. 860). 

Lamont and Molnar (2002), in turn, introduced a distinction between social and symbolic 

boundaries. Whereas symbolic boundaries are the conceptual distinctions people make to 

categorize objects, people, practices, and even time and space, social boundaries are 

objectified forms of social differences between people that are manifested in their unequal 

access to, and unequal distribution of, resources and social opportunities (p. 168). When 

widely agreed upon, leading to identifiable patterns of social exclusion and segregation, 

symbolic boundaries can become social boundaries.  

In sum, from this review of selected sociological writings on boundaries we learn that 
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people construct boundaries for various reasons, for instance because they have a natural 

inclination to classify and demarcate things (Veblen) but also because they are in 

competition over resources (Weber). Symbolic boundaries can comprise religious, status, 

hierarchical, ethnic and other group boundaries. Different means can be used to demarcate 

a boundary, such as people’s relations with objects (Durkheim), their behaviors (Elias), or 

their cultural practices such as taste and lifestyle (Bourdieu). Furthermore, boundaries are 

constructed as a means towards different ends, for instance to simplify and make sense of 

the world (Durkheim; Douglas; Zerubavel); to create social order and structure (Douglas; 

Zerubavel); to classify people and define status relations (Durkheim); to exercise power 

(Elias); or to justify the distribution of resources (Weber). It is important to understanding 

why and how people create and maintain boundaries because it shapes people’s social 

identification processes (Barth) and leading to social and class inequalities (Weber; Veblen; 

Bourdieu). Lamont and Molnar argue that in those situations where symbolic boundaries 

lead to social exclusion and segregation, symbolic boundaries become social boundaries. 

However, to refine our understanding of boundary-related processes, requires greater 

integration and systematization of literatures on boundaries (Lamont and Molnar, 2002, p. 

168; 175). In an effort to contribute to this endeavor, I will now review how boundaries have 

been used in Management and Organization studies.  

 

2.3 Uptake of boundaries in Management and Organization studies  

Boundaries have been a central concept in Management and Organization (M&O) studies 

since its infancy (see Table 2.1 below). This is not surprising since the concept’s concern with 

grouping activities, actors, processes, resources, and intentions make boundaries the very 

basis of organizing (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, p. 10). Figure 2.1 visualizes a Web of Science 

search (conducted 19-10-2017) on the uptake of the boundary concept since the 1960s in 

Management and Organization studies (the black line), compared with sociology (the 

dashed line).  

Scholars of organizations have studied boundaries and boundary-related activities 

since the late 1950s, when an open systems perspective on organizations gained in 

popularity (Yan and Louis, 1999, p. 25). Until the 1990s, only a few publications adopted 

boundaries as a theoretical concept. Initial interest in the concept predominantly focused 

on the boundaries of organizations (Brown, 1966; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967) but quickly  
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FIGURE 2.1 | Uptake of boundary concept in Sociology and M&O1 

 

moved towards analysis of organizational structures that span organizational boundaries 

(Thompson, 1967; Kochan, 1975), as well as the boundary-spanning roles that people inside 

these structures adopt (Aldrich and Reiss, 1972; Leifer and Huber, 1977). Scholars have 

explained the nature and challenges of fulfilling boundary-spanning roles (Adams, 1976), 

the characteristics of boundary spanners (Allen and Cohen, 1969), and how they influence 

the decision outcomes of other organizational members (Spekman, 1979). Yet, probably the 

work of Tushman and Scanlan (Tushman, 1977; Tushman and Scanlan, 1981a; 1981b) 

contributed most to popularizing the boundary-spanning concept and extending its 

application to the study of knowledge processes inside organizations (see Table 2.1).  

Over the years, organizational scholarship on boundaries has developed in three 

streams of literature that each furthered our understanding of boundaries in their own way. 

Whereas literatures on boundary spanning focused on the role of actors in enabling 

collaboration and knowledge sharing across groups from different practice contexts, 

literature on boundary objects focused on the role of artefacts in this process. A third stream 

of literature on boundary work has focused on the efforts of actors to negotiate boundaries 

and how it impacts cross-boundary interactions and outcomes. 
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TABLE 2.1 | Early studies of boundaries and organizations 
Authors Findings about boundaries 
A. Boundaries of organizations 
Brown (1966) Develops a systems framework to aid in analyzing problems related to the flow of 

information across organizational boundaries 
Lawrence and 
Lorsch (1967) 

Describes that boundaries of organization will not always coincide with legal boundaries 
since organizations respond to environmental pressures by creating subsystems and 
some institutions encompass several organizations 

B. Boundary-spanning structures of organizations 
Thompson 
(1967) 

Describes that organizations establish boundary-spanning structures to deal with 
boundary-spanning matters  

Kochan (1975) Identifies factors (e.g., the legal environment) that affect how power is concentrated in 
organizations’ boundary-spanning units that engage in collective bargaining 

C. Spanning organizational boundaries  
Allen and 
Cohen (1969) 

Describe how technological gatekeepers in R&D labs are capable of effectively bridging 
the organizational boundary to provide ideas into the lab. These gatekeepers will be (1) 
the people to whom others in the lab most frequently turn for technical advice and 
consultation, (2) better exposed than others to scientific and technological literature, 
and (3) maintain a greater degree of informal contact with members of the 
scientific/technological community outside their own laboratory 

Aldrich and 
Reiss (1972) 

Boundary-spanning roles provide a connecting link through which information flows 
among organizations, affecting groups' beliefs and attitudes towards each other and 
towards other groups 

Adams (1976) Describes the nature and challenges of boundary-spanning roles in the sales context 
Leifer and 
Huber (1977) 

Boundary spanners interpret environmental conditions and relay that information to 
organizational decision-makers. The study shows that boundary-spanning behavior is an 
intervening variable between organization structure and perceived environmental 
uncertainty 

Spekman 
(1979) 

Examines the power of boundary spanners to influence the decision outcomes of other 
organizational members and concludes it is highest under high perceived 
environmental uncertainty 

D. Spanning other boundaries 
Tushman 
(1977) 
 

Investigates the existence and characteristics of boundary-spanning roles for innovative 
organizations to deal with cross-boundary communication across organizational and 
intra-organizational boundaries, their distribution and impact on subunit performance 

Tushman and 
Scanlan 
(1981a) 

Describes how informational boundary spanning across knowledge boundaries is best 
accomplished by individuals who are well connected internally and externally, are 
technically competent and able to connect with external areas 

Tushman and 
Scanlan 
(1981b) 

Identifies the characteristics and orientations of boundary spanners inside organizations, 
which were found to be contingent on the work task at hand, and the knowledge 
boundary spanned 

 

Table 2.2 compares how these three streams of boundary scholarship evolved in 

Management and Organization studies with sociology. When we look at the number of 

articles in the respective fields, we see that Management and Organization studies has paid 

more attention to boundary spanning (M&O 10.4%; SOC 0.9%) and boundary objects (M&O 

7.4%; SOC 1.6%). Literature on boundary work is represented more strongly in sociology 

(M&O 2.7%; SOC 5%). I will describe how these three streams of literature evolved in 

Management and Organization studies in more detail below.  
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TABLE 2.2 | Publication of boundary articles in M&O and in Sociology (1960-2016) 2 
 Management and Organization  Sociology 
Total number of published 
research articles on boundaries 

626  2134 

Articles addressing boundary 
spanning 

65 (10.4) 20 (0.9%) 

Articles addressing boundary 
objects 

46 (7.4%) 34 (1.6%) 

Articles addressing boundary work 17 (2.7%) 107 (5%) 
 

2.3.1 Boundary spanning 

Since the 1990s, organizational scholars have studied boundary spanning across 

organizational, team, knowledge, and regional contexts (see Table 2.3). However, 

depending on the type of boundaries their research focused on, researchers have held 

different conceptions of boundary spanning. For instance, in inter-organizational settings, 

boundary spanning refers to the role of actors that represent the organization externally 

and link the organization with its environment and other organizations by identifying, 

translating, and processing outside information (e.g., Huang et al., 2016; Perrone et al., 

2003). In studies of teams, boundary spanning refers to the actions of team members that 

cross team boundaries such as contracting, transacting, or facilitating interactions with 

outside people (e.g., Ancona and Caldwell, 1992; Fleming and Waguespack, 2007). A 

comprehensive definition of the concept can be found on studies that focus on boundary 

spanning in global settings, defining boundary spanning as the activities that facilitate 

interaction and contribute to the combination of diverse knowledge and interests of groups 

that are separated by boundaries (e.g., Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014; Kane and Levina, 

2017; Rosenkopf and Nerkar, 2001).  

Related to spanning organizational boundaries, Bartel’s (2001) study of the Pillsbury 

Company explained how the performance of boundary-spanning roles by organizational 

members is related to how organizations construe their identity and how its members 

identify with the organization. Studies of organizational boundary spanning have also 

revealed the relation between the autonomy of boundary spanners and perceived 

organizational support (Perrone et al., 2003), as well as the relation between perceived 

organizational support and the stress experienced by organizational members in boundary-

spanning roles (Stamper and Johike, 2003). Further, scholars also found that personal ties 

between actors in boundary-spanning roles are positively associated with relationship 

quality, conflict resolution, and collaboration (Huang et al., 2016).  
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Related to spanning team boundaries, Ancona and Caldwell (1992) explained how the 

performance and long-term success of teams is largely based on their ability to span 

external team boundaries. In their famous study of new product teams, team members 

engaged in boundary spanning to mold views of top management, coordinate work and 

obtain feedback from external parties, and to scan the environment. Studies further 

explained how spanning team boundaries is not necessarily performed by one team 

member (e.g., Friedman and Podolny, 1992), and how team members may differentially 

engage in boundary-spanning activities, depending on their levels of organizational and 

team identification (Richter et al., 2006). This is a welcome finding since individual boundary 

spanning can lead to role overload, thereby negatively impacting team viability, yet this can 

be significantly reduced by team-level boundary spanning (Marrone et al., 2007). Fleming 

and Waguespack (2006) explained how people that make strong technical contributions 

but are also good at social brokerage and boundary spanning often became leaders in their 

study of open innovation communities.  

Few studies have focused on boundary spanning across multiple boundaries. In their 

study of new product development in the optical disk industry, Rosenkopf and Nerkar 

(2001) explained how the impact of knowledge exploration across organizational 

boundaries is most beneficial for developing existing products, while exploration across 

both organizational and technological boundaries is highest for developing next 

generation products. The question how boundary spanners can enable knowledge sharing 

and collaboration in a global context have mostly been studied from a practice perspective. 

For instance, in their study of global boundary spanning in information systems 

development, Levina and Vaast (2005) introduced a distinction between nominated 

boundary spanners and boundary spanners-in-practice to explain how fulfilling boundary-

spanning roles in practice requires actors to become a legitimate but peripheral participant 

in the practices of different practice contexts, have legitimacy as negotiators between 

contexts, and have an interest to span the boundaries between those contexts. Further, to 

enable collaboration, requires them to transform their practices to accommodate the 

interests of their counterparts. In their 2006 study, the authors furthermore distinguished 

between embodied forms of boundary spanning that primarily relied on personal 

relationships and objectified forms of boundary spanning that relied on the exchange of 

objects, such as project management tools.  
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TA
B

LE 2.3 | Exam
ple studies of boundary spanning (1990-present) 

A
uthors 

M
ain m

ethodology 
Em

pirical context 
Findings about boundary spanning 

A. O
rganizational boundaries 

Bartel (2001) 
Repeated surveys, 
interview

, and observation 
data 

Pillsbury Com
pany  

Explains how
 inter- and intra-group com

parisons that em
phasize differences betw

een 
groups, and sim

ilarities w
ithin groups, change the w

ay m
em

bers construe organizational 
identity and organizational identification, leading to higher interpersonal cooperation and 
w

ork effort. 
Perrone et al. 
(2003) 

A
rchival data 

Buyer-supplier 
relationships 

D
escribes that granting boundary spanners greater autonom

y enhances the trust that 
external parties have in them

.  
Stam

per and 
Johike (2003) 

Q
uestionnaires 

Boundary-spanning 
salespeople 

Perceived organizational support has strong effects on boundary spanners' role stress – as 
w

ell as their w
ork attitudes – but is not related to w

ork outcom
es. 

H
uang et al. 

(2016) 
Surveys and interview

s 
M

anufacturer-
distributor dyads in 
China 

Personal ties betw
een boundary-spanners in inter-organizational exchanges betw

een top 
executives, and especially betw

een salespersons and buyers, are positively associated w
ith 

relationship quality through dyadic boundary-spanning behaviors related to conflict 
resolution and collaboration. 

B. Team
 boundaries 

A
ncona and 

Caldw
ell (1992) 

38 sem
i structured 

interview
s; log data; 

questionnaires 

N
ew

-product team
s 

in high-technology 
com

panies 

Team
s that engage in com

m
unication to, (1) m

old view
s of top m

anagem
ent, (2) 

coordinate w
ork and obtain feedback, and (3) scan the technical and m

arket environm
ent, 

have the best perform
ance and long-term

 success. 
Friedm

an and 
Podolny (1992) 

Longitudinal netw
ork data  

Bargaining team
s 

A
rgue that boundary spanning is a differentiated function that is not necessarily 

perform
ed by one person.  

Richter et al. 
(2006) 

Repeated 
survey/questionnaire 

W
ork groups in 

health care 
organizations 

Boundary spanners' levels of organizational identification m
oderate the relation betw

een 
w

ork group identification and intergroup relations. 

M
arrone et al. 

(2007) 
M

ultilevel approach; 
repeated surveys 

M
BA students that 

form
ed consulting 

team
s 

Experienced role overload of individuals w
ho span boundaries can negatively im

pact 
team

 viability, yet boundary spanning at the team
 level can reduce team

 m
em

bers' 
experienced role overload. 

Flem
ing and 

W
aguespack 

(2007) 

N
etw

ork analysis using 
archival data and interview

s 
O

pen innovation 
com

m
unities 

Find that strong technical contributions, social brokerage, and boundary spanning 
betw

een technological areas identify the em
ergence of leaders of open innovation 

com
m

unities. 
C. M

ultiple boundaries 
Rosenkopf and 
N

erkar (2001) 
 

Patent data  
O

ptical disk industry 
D

escribes the im
pact of know

ledge generated through boundary-spanning exploration 
on technological evolution of current products is highest across organizational 
boundaries but not technological boundaries. The im

pact of exploration on technological 
developm

ent of next generation products is highest w
hen it spans both organizational 

and technological boundaries. 
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Levina and Vaast 
(2005) 

2 qualitative field studies 
Inform

ation system
s 

developm
ent 

 In order for boundary spanning to em
erge, a new

 joint field of practice m
ust be produced. 

They found that to enable collaboration, som
e actors partially transform

ed their practices 
to accom

m
odate the interests of their counterparts. W

hile negotiating a new
 joint field, 

such actors are boundary spanners-in-practice, and for w
hich they draw

 upon various 
resources.  

Levina and Vaast 
(2006) 

Ethnographic case study 
inform

ation 
technology use 

The authors theorize different types of boundary-spanning practices, in their study of IT 
adoption to facilitate cross-boundary collaboration. They distinguish betw

een m
arket-like 

and com
m

unity-like practices of boundary spanning and describe how
 IT-use generated 

greater m
arket-like boundary-spanning. increased reliance on objectified form

s of 
com

m
unication increased visibility and inequity of the term

s of the exchange and lead to 
the disadvantaged party renegotiating the relationship.  

Barner-
Rasm

ussen et al. 
(2014)  
 

Interview
s 

H
Q

-subsidiary 
relations in 4 Finnish 
M

N
Cs 

Cultural and language skills influence the extent to w
hich individual boundary spanners 

perform
 exchanging, linking, facilitating, and intervening functions, w

ith language skills 
being critical for perform

ing the m
ost dem

anding functions. 

Kane and Levina 
(2017 

Interview
s 

Bicultural individuals 
w

orking in offshoring 
relations 

U
npacks psychological processes around identity treat and show

 how
 navigating such a 

treat shapes the w
ay actors use their bicultural com

petencies and authority as m
anagers. 

W
hen they em

brace their hom
e country identity, im

m
igrant m

anagers facilitate boundary 
spanning by em

pow
ering hom

e country collaborators. H
ow

ever, w
hen they distance from

 
their hom

e country identity, they tend to hinder collaborators by m
icro-m

anaging, 
narrow

ing com
m

unication channels, and suppressing their input.  
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To summarize, actors that fulfill boundary-spanning functions may improve the 

performance and success of organizations and teams. They fulfill exchanging, linking, 

facilitating, and intervening functions across practice contexts, thereby enabling 

collaboration, the coordination of work tasks, and knowledge sharing. Boundary-spanning 

actors often fulfill leadership positions, are participating in the practices of different practice 

contexts, and have legitimacy to negotiate interactions between them. They are able to 

represent the interests of their own practice context, accommodate the interests of their 

counterparts, and create shared practices across contexts by relying on embodied or 

objectified forms of boundary spanning. Yet, the ability of actors to fulfill boundary-

spanning functions depends on their personal ties, identification with different practice 

contexts, and perceived autonomy and organizational support. To fulfill boundary-

spanning functions in global contexts, scholars found that cultural and language skills are 

critical (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014). However, for actors to have an interest in using such 

bicultural competencies to perform boundary-spanning functions also depends on how 

they navigate workplace identity threat associated with representing the interests of lower 

status groups, for instance through embracing or distancing themselves from their home 

country identity (Kane and Levina, 2017).  

 

2.3.2 Boundary objects 

Boundary objects are objects that have a capacity to facilitate knowledge sharing and 

establishing a shared context for collaboration at a boundary (Star and Griesemer, 1989; 

Carlile, 2002). The concept of boundary objects was originally introduced by Star and 

Griesemer (1989). In their study of Berkeley’s museum of vertebrate zoology, the authors 

found that the development of boundary objects such as repositories, ideal types, and 

standardized forms helped to translate viewpoints between groups. Boundary objects were 

defined as artefacts that are able to inhabit several intersecting social worlds and satisfy 

their informational requirements. They are “both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and 

the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a 

common identity across sites” (p. 393). They may be abstract or concrete, have different 

meanings in different contexts “but their structure is common enough to more than one 

world to make them [a] recognizable means of translation” (p. 393).  
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The boundary objects concept was first introduced in Management and 

Organizations studies by Boland and Tenkasi (1995) who found in their study of a 

pharmaceutical company that organizational actors’ narratives can become an artefact that 

allows for articulating and sharing perspectives (see Table 2.4). Yet, the work of Paul Carlile 

(1997; 2002) popularized its role in enabling cross-boundary collaboration and knowledge 

sharing. He explained how, in his study of product development teams in the automobile 

industry, assembly drawings came to function as boundary objects. Such boundary objects 

provided the structure for technicians, engineers, and sales people to create and share 

knowledge, thereby enabling collaboration across expertise groups. The drawings also 

helped to understand differences between groups and to clarify their dependencies. 

Around the same time, Yakura (2002) explained how, in the study of an IT-consulting firm, 

timelines and Gantt charts functioned as boundary objects to represent and manage time 

across groups. 

The social and technical functions of boundary objects to enable knowledge sharing 

and collaboration across groups have mostly been studied from a practice perspective. For 

instance, Bechky (2003) explained when and why tangible artefacts can come to function 

as boundary objects. In her study of a semiconductor manufacturer, design drawings and 

prototypes helped to overcome knowledge sharing problems. They enabled the co-

creation of common ground and facilitated shared understanding across occupational 

groups. Ewenstein and Whyte (2009) introduced a conceptual distinction between 

boundary objects and epistemic objects to explain how in their study of visual 

representations in architectural design, conceptual design knowledge was developed not 

so much through boundary objects but through constantly evolving and unfolding 

epistemic objects. They argued that whereas boundary objects are relatively stable, 

concrete, and used in cross-boundary interactions among multiple actors, epistemic 

objects are more abstract, dynamic, and used in dyadic relations between experts. In 

addition, Nicolini and colleagues (2012) found in their study of a scientific research project 

on bioreactors that boundary objects acted as translation and transformation devices 

across various thought worlds to enable cross-boundary collaboration. Yet, other objects 

supported and shaped collaboration, fueled cooperation by generating mutuality and 

solidarity, and motivated collaboration around concrete activities. 
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TA
B

LE 2.4 | Exam
ple studies of boundary objects (1990-present) 

A
uthors 

M
ain m

ethodology 
Em

pirical context 
Findings about boundary objects 

A. Know
ledge boundaries 

Boland and 
Tenkasi (1995) 

Fieldw
ork  

Pharm
aceutical com

pany 
N

arratives can help to m
ake strong perspectives w

ithin a com
m

unity of know
ing. 

Reflecting upon and representing that perspective can create boundary objects 
w

hich allow
 for perspective taking betw

een com
m

unities. 
Carlile (2002) 

1-year ethnographic 
study 

Firm
 that designs and 

m
anufactures safety and 

environm
ental valves for 

autom
obile fuel system

s 

D
evelops a pragm

atic view
 of "know

ledge in practice", describing how
 know

ledge is 
localized, em

bedded, and invested w
ithin functions and how

, w
hen w

orking across 
functions, often problem

atic know
ledge boundaries arise. To resolve the 

problem
atic consequences at a boundary, a boundary object can be used to 

represent, learn about, and transform
 know

ledge. 
Bechky (2003a) 

Ethnographic study 
Production floor of a 
sem

iconductor equipm
ent 

m
anufacturing com

pany 

Know
ledge sharing across occupational com

m
unities is difficult due to differences in 

language, the locus of practice, and their conceptualization of the product. It is 
facilitated through the transform

ation of actors' situated understandings of their 
w

ork. know
ledge transform

ation occurs w
hen com

m
unication problem

s arise and 
m

em
bers of com

m
unities provide solutions that invoke differences in w

ork contexts 
and create com

m
on ground betw

een them
.  

Ew
enstein and 

W
hyte (2009) 

6-m
onths of 

observations, interview
s 

and secondary data  

Edw
ard Cullinan Architects 

D
raw

 attention to the m
ulti-dim

ensional nature of objects as either stable or in flux, 
abstract or concrete, and used w

ithin or across practices. They distinguish betw
een 

boundary objects and epistem
ic objects, and show

 how
 visual representations in 

architectural design have an 'unfolding ontology' and are constantly in flux 
N

icolini et al. 
(2012) 

18-m
onth ethnography 

(observation, interview
s, 

docum
ent analysis) 

Scientific research project in 
British research institution 

D
escribe how

 objects perform
 three types of w

ork in cross-disciplinary collaboration: 
(1) m

otivating collaboration, (2) allow
ing participants to w

ork across different types 
of boundaries, and (3) constituting the fundam

ental infrastructure of the activity 
Lindberg and 
W

alter (2013) 
Fieldw

ork (observation, 
interview

s, shadow
ing, 

docum
ent analysis) 

H
ospital 

Illustrates the role of objects-in-use (e.g., boundary objects) in stabilizing organizing 
processes and practices. The authors explain that objects are no stable entities, are 
being constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed, dependent on w

hat is 
appropriate, and how

 they are enacted, in a specific tim
e and place. Further, since 

the practices and relations around objects also change, objects should not a priori be 
view

ed as boundary objects but only function as such in particular socio-m
aterial 

and tem
poral contexts.  

B. M
ultiple boundaries 

Yakura (2002) 
 

Long-term
 participant 

observation 
IT-consulting firm

 
D

escribes the use of tim
elines and G

antt charts as boundary objects for representing 
and m

anaging tim
e across organizational and occupational subgroups 

Sapsed and 
Salter (2004) 
 

Case study (interview
s 

and analysis of project 
m

anagem
ent devices) 

G
lobal program

 w
ithin a 

m
ajor com

puting corporation 
D

escribes the lim
itations of project m

anagem
ent tools as boundary objects w

ithin 
globally distributed team

s w
ith no face-to-face interaction and am

biguous lines of 
authority 
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Barrett and 
O

born (2010) 
  

2-year case study 
(interview

s, secondary 
data sources 

Cross-cultural softw
are team

 
betw

een a Jam
aican 

insurance firm
 and Indian IT 

com
pany 

Boundary objects m
ay facilitate collaboration at one point in tim

e but contributing 
to conflict at another. D

escribe how
 boundary objects m

ay facilitate know
ledge 

sharing and collaboration under conditions of interdependence and an open w
ork 

clim
ate. They how

ever m
ay inhibit know

ledge sharing w
hen there is heavy reliance 

on form
al coordination and control, w

hich generate an orientation tow
ards 

individualism
 w

ith adverse im
plications for team

 identity. Cultural us-them
 

boundaries can lead to relational conflict w
hereby cross-cultural differences are 

perceived as problem
atic.  

H
ong et al. 

(2013) 
Cognitive, social, 
and governance 
boundaries 

N
ested case study 

China-based subsidiary of 
Japanese M

N
C 

D
escribes how

 collaborative capability developm
ent required boundary spanning 

across social, cognitive, and governance boundaries and w
as facilitated by m

utual 
engagem

ent w
ith boundary objects and possessing shared background know

ledge 

Lainer-Vos (2013) 
  

A
rchival research 

D
iaspora fundraising by Irish 

and Israeli governm
ents 

H
ighlight the im

portance of the entire socio-technical netw
ork w

ithin w
hich 

boundary objects are nestled and constructed. The authors point tow
ards the 

im
portance of creating a zone of indeterm

inacy w
herein boundary objects can 

m
aintain interpretive flexibility and facilitate collaboration 
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However, studies on the role of boundary objects in facilitating collaboration and 

knowledge sharing in global contexts have reported mixed findings. In their study of a 

Chinese subsidiary of a Japanese MNC, Hong and Snell (2013) describe how mutual 

engagement with boundary objects, and actors having shared background knowledge, 

facilitated collaborative capability development in supplier networks. Others shed light on 

the conditions that limited objects to function as boundary objects. For instance, Sapsed 

and Salter (2004) explained how the ability of project management tools to facilitate 

knowledge sharing is limited by actors’ diverging interests, lack of face-to-face interaction, 

and the marginal nature of such objects within groups. Similarly, in their study of global 

software development teams, Barrett and Oborn (2010) explained how software 

specifications and project management tools lost their function as boundary objects when 

they were used to assert authority and control.    

From this body of literature, we learn that objects may come to function as boundary 

objects to enable knowledge sharing and collaboration across different practice contexts 

when they (1) are relatively stable and concrete, yet flexible enough to adapt to actors’ local 

needs and constraints; (2) are used in interactions among multiple actors; (3) are shareable 

across different practice contexts; (4) work to establish a shared context and shared 

understanding; and (5) facilitate collective sensemaking. Yet, objects lose their boundary-

spanning function depending on their context of use, when they are used to assert 

authority and control, or when actors are not united in their interests. Scholarship on 

boundary objects also emphasizes that objects are continuously negotiated and (re-) 

constructed over time and across context. Therefore, objects may or may not function as 

boundary objects depending on whether they maintain sufficient interpretive flexibility in 

the context in which they are situated and enacted (Lainer-Vos, 2013; Lindberg and Walter, 

2013).  

 

2.3.3 Boundary work 

Boundary work refers to the socio-symbolic processes through which actors try to (re-) 

negotiate or (re-)configure boundaries to achieve either greater integration or 

differentiation between actors from different practice contexts (Gieryn, 1983; Lamont and 

Molnar, 2002; Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). The concept of boundary work was first 

introduced by Gieryn (1983) to conceptualize the ways actors in his study demarcated the 
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boundary between ‘scientific’ and ‘non-scientific’ areas of work. Gieryn defined boundary 

work as "their [scientists’] attribution of selected characteristics to the institution of science 

(i.e., to its practitioners, methods, stock of knowledge, values and work organization) for 

purposes of constructing a social boundary that distinguishes some intellectual activities as 

non-science" (p. 782). His study described the different rhetorical practices through which 

scientists demarcated the boundary between science and non-science, through the 

drawing, obscuring, or dissolving of boundaries. Actors performed boundary work to 

expand authority, monopolize material resources, or to protect autonomy. Gieryn 

furthermore illustrated how the distinctions that actors put in play to demarcate a boundary 

depended on their interests and which characteristics best achieved the demarcation to 

realize them. Building upon this work, organizational scholarship on boundary work has 

focused on how actors negotiate intrapersonal boundaries as well as the boundaries within 

and between occupational groups, fields, and in cross-boundary collaboration (see Table 

2.5).  

Related to intra-personal boundaries, scholars have adopted the boundary work 

concept to conceptualize actors’ efforts to demarcate symbolic boundaries between roles 

or identities and as for instance enacted by individuals at the work-home interface. Ashforth 

and colleagues (2000) identified segmentation and integration as determining the types of 

boundary work enacted around everyday role transitions, thereby distinguishing between 

creating, maintaining and blurring of boundaries. These scholars built upon the work of 

Nippert-Eng (1995), who first introduced the term boundary work in Management and 

Organization studies to provide a lens for understanding how organizational actors 

negotiate the work-home boundary. In her study of laboratory workers, she described how 

workers differentially constructed, dismantled or maintained the boundary between work 

and home, depending on their preferences for either greater integration or segmentation 

of these two elements of their lives. Nippert-Eng (1995, p. xiii) defined boundary work as the 

“process through which boundaries are negotiated, placed, maintained, and transformed 

by individuals over time”. These two studies inspired a line of research into symbolic role 

boundaries. For instance, Kreiner and colleagues (2009) identified boundary violation as 

situations in which the preferred work-home boundary of actors was breached or 

neglected. In their study of episcopal parish priests, they describe how priests employed 

different boundary work tactics to reduce the negative effects of work-home challenges.  
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TA
B

LE 2.5 | Exam
ple studies of boundary w

ork (1990-present) 
A

uthors 
M

ain 
m

ethodology 
Em

pirical 
context 

Findings about boundary w
ork 

A. Intra-personal boundaries 
Kreiner et 
al. (2009) 

2 qualitative studies 
(220 w

ritten 
responses to open-
ended questions; 
interview

s) 

Episcopal parish 
priests  

Studied how
 people m

anage hom
e-w

ork boundaries. The authors define boundary violations as behaviors, 
events, or episodes that breach or neglect desired w

ork-hom
e boundaries and dem

onstrate how
 boundary 

w
ork tactics are em

ployed to reduce the negative effects of w
ork-hom

e challenges. Four types of boundary 
w

ork tactics are identified for m
aintaining a preferred w

ork-hom
e boundary: (1) behavioral (using other 

people; leveraging technology; involving triage; allow
ing differential perm

eability), (2) tem
poral (controlling 

w
ork tim

e; finding respite), (3) physical (adapting physical boundaries; m
anipulating physical space; 

m
anaging physical artifacts), and (4) com

m
unicative (setting expectations; confronting violators). 

Trefalt 
(2013) 

inductive 
qualitative study 
(interview

s) 

U
S law

 firm
 

In the study, attorneys engaged in different types of boundary w
ork in different types of relationships. The 

success of boundary setting and its im
pact depended on the nature of relationships and the type of 

boundary w
ork used. This show

s how
 boundary w

ork cannot be fully understood w
ithout considering the 

interpersonal relationships w
ithin w

hich it happens.  
B. O

ccupational or professional boundaries 
Bechky 
(2003b) 

1-year fieldw
ork 

(observation, 
interview

s, archival 
data) 

Sem
iconductor 

equipm
ent 

m
anufacturing 

com
pany 

D
escribes how

 engineers, technicians, and assem
blers use engineering draw

ings and m
achines to m

ediate 
relations betw

een them
 and solve problem

s across boundaries. H
ow

ever, authority over such boundary 
objects can also reinforce and redistribute task boundaries, thereby representing and strengthening beliefs 
about the legitim

acy of one group’s w
ork over others.  

A
rndt and 

Bigelow
 

(2005) 

archival data and 
hospital 
adm

inistration 

H
ospital 

adm
inistration 

Study how
 the typically fem

ale-dom
inated occupation of hospital adm

inistration becam
e m

asculinized in 
the early 1900s. The authors describe how

 institutionalized pressures to professionalize hospital 
adm

inistration as an occupation w
as used to create a gender boundary. The rhetorical use of gender by the 

professional association created a m
ale im

age of the generic practitioner and the occupation that 
segregated w

om
en w

ithin the occupation. As such, the boundary w
ork resulted in the m

asculinization of 
the occupation.  

Finn (2008) 
ethnographic case 
study 

Team
w

ork in 
operating 
theatre 
departm

ent 

Exam
ines practices in w

hich team
w

ork is used as a discursive resource to prom
ote unity, yet paradoxically 

result in divisive effects. The author finds that professions em
ploy distinct interpretive repertoires to 

construct different versions of team
w

ork and m
ake com

peting legitim
acy claim

s, thereby reflecting and 
reproducing structural inequalities betw

een professions. In their boundary w
ork, the discourse of team

w
ork 

is differentially interpreted and used as a sym
bolic resource for reproducing professional boundaries, 

thereby privileging the position of surgeons and anesthetists over nurses and operating departm
ent 

practitioners. 
G

ranqvist 
and Laurila 
(2011) 

qualitative case 
study (interview

 
and archival data)  

U
S 

nanotechnology 
field (1986-
2005) 

Study how
 actors try to alter fram

es in order to adjust or negotiate com
m

unity boundaries. The authors 
develop a relational approach to fram

ing in com
plex, em

ergent professional fields. They find that boundary 
w

ork form
s an im

portant aspect of fram
ing in professional fields w

here hierarchies am
ong com

m
unities 

largely define their legitim
acy. The study dem

onstrates that there are lim
itations to the pow

er of scientists' 
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boundary w
ork as an exclusion m

echanism
 in culturally em

bedded fields. It thereby broadens our 
understanding of how

 actors in key com
m

unities use fram
ing to negotiate their positions and com

m
unity 

boundaries w
ithin a field. 

Bucher et al. 
(2016) 

A
nalysis of w

ritten 
subm

issions  
Professional 
associations 

Study boundary contestation in inter-professional collaboration and the relation betw
een professions' field 

positions and fram
ing strategies. The authors identify four foci for fram

ing to discursively develop their 
boundary claim

s: (1) issue fram
ing, (2) justifying, (3) self-casting, and (4) altercasting. these fram

ing foci w
ere 

em
ployed differently by professions depending on their status and centrality in the field. 

C. Field boundaries 
Zietsm

a and 
Law

rence 
(2010) 

Field study 
(interview

s, field 
research, 
docum

ent, m
edia 

reports) 

Forest industry 
in British 
Colum

bia, 
Canada (1985-
2006) 

The authors theorize the relation betw
een creating shared m

eaning system
s, fields, and boundaries as w

ell 
as illustrate the paradoxical effects of boundary w

ork. Identify (1) bounding the field, (2) breaching 
boundaries, (3) bolstering boundaries, (4) creating boundaries, (5) connecting w

ithin and across boundaries 
as form

s of boundary w
ork during a process of institutional stability, institutional conflict, institutional 

innovation, and institutional restabilization.  
Peifer 
(2014) 

case study 
(interview

s and 
docum

ent analysis) 

Religious 
m

utual funds 
and fund 
producers in the 
U

S 

Explores how
 social actors negotiate the com

peting logics they face as a result of their w
ork in organizations 

under institutional com
plexity. The author focuses on the sym

bolic boundary w
ork that actors engage in 

and identifies tw
o form

s of sym
bolic boundary w

ork: boundary blurring and boundary building. Boundary 
blurring refers to a social actor's w

illingness to com
ingle the institutional logics of religion and finance. 

Boundary building exem
plifies m

ore rigid sym
bolic boundaries, w

here social actors draw
 sharp distinctions 

betw
een the institutional logics.  

H
elfen 

(2015) 
Q

ualitative study 
(docum

ent analysis, 
interview

s) 

A
gency w

ork in 
G

erm
any 

Com
bines the notions of strategic action fields and boundary w

ork to explain the recent proliferation of 
agency w

ork in G
erm

any as the outgrow
th of a long-term

 legalization contest. It describes how
 actors' 

boundary w
ork changes institutional dynam

ics and how
 its politics facilitates pow

er reversals in 
organizational fields - by allow

ing defeated parties to survive in a field's niches, to cross a field's boundaries, 
and to rebuild their intervention capacity as w

ell as by m
aking incum

bent coalitions erode over tim
e. 

D
. M

ultiple boundaries  
Levina and 
Vaast (2008) 

In-depth case study 
O

ffshore 
softw

are 
developm

ent 
projects in a 
financial 
services firm

 

The authors found that differences in country contexts gave rise to various boundaries that inhibited 
effective collaboration, w

hile differences in organizational contexts w
ere m

ediated through organizational 
practices. D

raw
ing on their position and resources, som

e onshore m
anagers w

ere able to alleviate status 
differences and facilitate effective collaboration 

M
ørk et al. 

(2012) 
Ethnographic 
longitudinal case 
study 
(observations, 
interview

s, 
docum

ents) 

M
edical R&D

 
departm

ent 
Introduce the notion of boundary organizing to analyze highly political and contingent processes of 
innovation and change w

ithin and across different practices. H
ighlight how

 the handling of m
ultiple 

boundaries, the indirect effects of boundary w
ork, the negotiation of m

utual benefits and interests, and 
m

utual adaptation are key aspects of boundary-spanning innovation projects 
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Similarly, in the study of a US law firm, Trefalt (2013) explains how depending on the 

type of relationship, attorneys engaged in different types of boundary work.  

Related to the boundaries of occupations and professions, scholars have adopted the 

boundary work concept to explain how social and symbolic boundaries between 

occupations or professions are created, maintained, or transformed. For instance, in her 

study of a semiconductor manufacturer, Bechky (2003b) explained how authority over 

boundary objects can strengthen and transform jurisdictional boundaries. In her study, she 

found that the use of engineering drawings and machines to mediate relations between 

engineers, technicians, and assemblers represented and strengthened beliefs about the 

legitimacy of one group’s work over others. She also described how task boundaries were 

maintained and challenged in workplace settings of significant interdependence. In their 

study of the hospital administration occupation, Arndt and Bigelow (2005) explained how 

the rhetorical use of gender in the efforts to professionalize the occupationial association 

of hospital administration in the early 1900s resulted in the creation of an internal boundary 

that segregated women and the masculinization of a typically female-dominated 

occupation. Similarly, Finn (2008) explained how in the operating room of hospitals, 

structural inequalities and professional boundaries between surgeons and anesthetists on 

the one hand and nurses and operating department practitioners on the other were 

reproduced through employing distinct discourses of teamwork. Others have theorized 

how actors frame community boundaries to negotiate their positions within a professional  

field (Granqvist and Laurila, 2011) and how actors differentially frame a profession when 

confronted with a change in jurisdictional boundaries, depending on their position in the 

professional field (Bucher et al., 2016). 

Related to field boundaries, scholars have studied how actors engage in boundary 

work during institutional change mostly from a practice perspective. For instance, Zietsma 

and Lawrence (2010) explained the interplay between practice work and boundary work 

during the transformation of an organizational field. In their study of the British Columbia 

coastal forest industry, the authors conceptualize the work of actors to create, maintain, and 

disrupt legitimate practices (practice work) and the work to create, maintain, and transform 

the boundaries between individuals and groups (boundary work) as forms of institutional  

work and describe their enactment during episodes of institutional stability, conflict, 

innovation, and restabilization. Peifer (2014) explained how actors perform symbolic 
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boundary work to cope with competing logics in complex institutional settings. In the study 

of religious mutual funds, the author found that actors try to blur boundaries when they are 

willing to comingle the logics of religion and finance, whereas they build boundaries when 

they wish to draw sharp distinctions between the logics of these two fields. In turn, Helfen 

(2015) explained how actors’ boundary work can change the institutional dynamics and 

power relations of an organizational field. Studying the proliferation of agency work in 

Germany, the author found that incumbents in the field of agency work tried to maintain 

power relations in the field by activating, upholding, or reinforcing boundaries, whereas 

newcomers tried to change power relations by redrawing, weakening, or blurring symbolic 

boundaries.  

In collaborations that span multiple boundaries, scholars have studied how actors 

negotiate boundaries to achieve effective collaboration. For instance, Levina and Vaast 

(2008) explained how the renegotiation of boundaries and status differences can help to 

foster socialization between groups, understand their differences, and establish shared 

practices to jointly execute their work. In their study of offshore software development 

projects, some onshore managers renegotiated status boundaries by using their 

organizational position and expertise to influence and motivate others, educate offshore 

developers about missing expertise, and arrange financial resources to create the 

collaborative infrastructure necessary to source more interesting work offshore. Building 

upon these insights, Mørk and colleagues (2012) explained how the handling of multiple 

boundaries, the indirect effects of boundary work, the negotiation of mutual interests and 

benefits, and mutual adaptation are key aspects of organizing and managing work in cross-

boundary settings. In their study of a medical research and development department, they 

describe how boundaries between the domains of medical, scientific, industrial, and policy 

practices were renegotiated and permanently reconfigured during the installment of a 

medical innovation center. 

To summarize, some scholars view boundary work as a form of sensemaking aimed at 

making distinctions (e.g., Peifer, 2014), while others view it as a form of institutional work 

(e.g., Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). It comprises the efforts of actors to (re-)negotiate or (re-

)configure boundaries within and between distinct practice contexts. This can be done 

through creating, maintaining or transforming boundaries (see Table 2.6). Actors may enact 

boundary work in situations, as varied as institutional change, changing jurisdictional 
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boundaries, collaborating across boundaries, coping with competing institutional logics, 

when preferred boundaries are violated, or when newcomers in a given practice context 

destabilize existing power relations. In such circumstances, actors may try to (re-)negotiate 

power, autonomy, and status relations in a given practice context, or create shared interests, 

practices and associated status relations across practice contexts. In doing so, they may 

change or reproduce inequalities between groups. The type of boundary work enacted by 

actors may depend on the type of relationship among actors and the position of actors 

within a given practice context. In this process, actors may make use of their organizational 

position and legitimacy, use material objects, but may also rely upon symbolic resources 

such as discourses and frames to (re-)define boundaries between groups.  

 
TABLE 2.6 | Overview of different forms of boundary work 

Form of boundary work Variations 
Creating boundaries Demarcating, constructing, placing, gaining, imagining, setting, 

building, activating 
Maintaining boundaries Strengthening, cultivating, upholding, reinforcing 
Transforming boundaries Blurring, dismantling, breaching, neglecting, challenging, losing, 

dissolving, modifying, moving, adjusting, redrawing, weakening 
 

2.4 Synthesis and limitations 

This review of organizational scholarship on boundaries has elucidated important 

boundary processes that contributed greatly to our understanding of contemporary 

organizing and the opportunities and challenges of cross-boundary collaboration. 

Scholarship on boundary spanning and boundary objects have furthered our 

understanding of the socio-material mechanisms that enable cross-boundary collaboration, 

drawing attention to the roles of actors in performing boundary-spanning functions and 

how artefacts can facilitate knowledge sharing and shared understanding. Scholarship on 

boundary work has advanced our insight into the socio-symbolic processes around 

boundaries that can enable but also impede cross-boundary collaboration, drawing 

attention to how actors involved in cross-boundary collaboration may create, maintain, or 

transform boundaries between them. However, the literature is also characterized by 

several shortcomings that leaves us with a somewhat messy theoretical picture. I here 

identify two of these shortcomings, related to the different boundaries and boundary 

processes studied and scholars’ different conceptualizations of boundaries.  
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2.4.1 Lack of attention to boundary work 

First, since the early 1990s, organization scholars have addressed boundary processes 

across a wide range of settings – for instance focusing on organization-environment, inter-

organizational, or intra-organizational boundaries; group or team boundaries; 

technological or knowledge boundaries; societal or geographical boundaries; cognitive or 

intra-personal boundaries; occupational or professional boundaries; or field boundaries. In 

doing so, boundaries have been used for conceptualizing different organizational fields 

(e.g., Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010), demarcating organizations (e.g., Santos and Eisenhardt, 

2005; Whitford and Zirpoli, 2014), and making distinctions between different professional, 

occupational or disciplinary groups (e.g., W. Barley, 2015; Black et al., 2004; Carlile, 2004; 

Montgomery and Oliver, 2007). Whereas some scholars studied processes around a single 

boundary (e.g., knowledge boundaries among different expertise groups inside 

organizations), others have examined boundary processes in complex institutional settings 

that cross the boundaries of multiple overlapping practice contexts (e.g., global 

collaboration across geographical, societal, organizational, and knowledge boundaries). 

Furthermore, whereas some scholars have focused their empirical analysis on social 

boundaries between groups, others studied symbolic processes within groups or 

individuals. This makes it difficult to compare their outcomes.  

For instance, organizational scholarship on boundary-spanning has provided much-

needed insight into the requirements (e.g., autonomy, organizational support and 

identification), characteristics of boundary-spanning roles (e.g., it can be stressful and 

leading to role overload), and their impact on organization-level outcomes (e.g., trust, 

collaboration, performance success). However, few studies have actually compared the 

actual processes and practices through which boundary spanning is achieved. Similarly, 

organizational literature on boundary objects has provided substantive insight into 

boundary objects as mechanisms to enable collaboration, coordination, and knowledge 

sharing across different practice contexts. However, the utility of the concept to explain 

collaboration processes and outcomes has been questioned when it is loosely applied as “a 

deus ex machina” (Lainer-Vos, 2013, p. 518) or “one-size-fits-all explanation” (Nicolini, 2012, 

p. 614) whereby objects are assumed a priori to be boundary objects that cause successful 

collaboration. This, scholars have argued, overlooks the complexity of relations in the 

context that objects are embedded and used (Star, 2010; Zeiss and Groenewegen, 2009).  
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Moreover, despite the central relationship between boundaries, work, and organizing 

(e.g., Barley and Kunda, 2001), the way in which actors (re-)negotiate or (re-configure) 

boundaries through their boundary work has long been left in the background of 

organizational research. This is surprising because its orientation towards grouping 

activities, people, resources, and intensions, makes boundary work the core of the very 

process of organizing (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, p. 10-11). Furthermore, the boundaries 

that conventionally grouped people, their activities, and the allocation of resources have 

become more permeable, thereby changing the very nature of boundaries (e.g., Bechky, 

2003b) and making boundary work not just an activity for top-management but part of the 

everyday work lives of all organizational members. Recently, scholarly attention to actors’ 

boundary work has increased (e.g., Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010; Granqvist and Laurila, 

2011; Bucher et al., 2016), yet few studies have examined how actors create, maintain, or 

transform boundaries in the context of cross-boundary collaboration (see Mørk et al., 2012 

for an exception). In other words, while we do know about the mechanisms that enable 

actors to collaborate across boundaries, we have yet to develop theoretical frameworks that 

help us understand how and why boundaries emerge and are enacted in the first place. I 

argue that focusing on boundaries themselves, as phenomena that give rise to their own 

dynamics (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, p. 3), may help to generate new theoretical insight 

about the practical challenge of organizing knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary 

collaboration.  

 

2.4.2 Different conceptualizations of boundaries 

Over the years, organization scholarship has held different conceptualizations of 

boundaries. As my review of the literature illustrates, the concept has been extensively used 

and stretched to encompass a range of processes within and across diverse organizational 

contexts. Yet, a lack of shared understanding about what boundaries actually comprise 

leads to ambiguity around the value of boundaries as a theoretical concept for 

understanding organizational phenomena (Heracleous, 2004, p. 98-99).  

One can isolate at least two theoretical perspectives on boundaries that view 

boundaries either as relatively stable and objective entities or as relatively fluid and 

subjective processes (see Table 2.7). I will discuss these two perspectives in more detail 

below. The first perspective has its roots in structural functionalism, highlighting the 
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structural and systemic aspects of boundaries. It views boundaries as relatively stable and 

unambiguous aspects of systems or distinct domains of (inter)actions, thereby de-

emphasizing actors’ boundary work. For instance, scholars have described the different 

functions of boundaries as a demarcation (a means for differentiating and protecting one 

social entity from another); a perimeter (defining the domains of a focal system and closing 

it off from its environment); an interface (between interdependent systems and where 

cross-boundary interactions take place); and as a frontier (the site where transactional 

activities take place across systems or between a system and the environment; Breu and 

Hemingway, 2004, p. 192-193; Yan and Louis, 1999, p. 27-29). Thereby, a structural-

functionalist perspective focuses predominantly on social boundaries, for instance of 

organizations, groups, or communities.  

 
TABLE 2.7 | Two perspectives of boundaries 

 Perspective 1  Perspective 2 
Ontological 
roots 

Structural-functionalism (e.g., general 
systems theory; transaction cost 
economics) 

Interpretivism (e.g., symbolic 
interactionism; identity theory) 

Primary 
function 
boundaries 

Objective entities that demarcate distinct 
systems or domains of interaction (e.g., 
organizations, groups, communities) from 
each other and from their environment. 

Subjective processes through which actors 
delineate their identities, knowledge, and 
practices. 

View of 
boundaries 

Boundaries are assumed to be relatively 
stable and unambiguous 

Boundaries are assumed to be relatively 
fluid as they are continuously reproduced 
and (re-)constructed in interaction. 

Type of 
boundaries 

Social boundaries (e.g., national, 
geographic, organizational, group 
boundaries) 

Symbolic boundaries (e.g., identity, role 
boundaries) 

Examples Breu and Hemingway (2004); Hong and 
Snell (2013); Santos and Eisenhardt (2013); 
Yan and Louis (1999) 

Ashforth et al. (2000); Drori et al., 2013; 
Montgomery and Oliver, 2007 

 
Boundaries have been defined as “a domain of interactions of a system with its 

environment in order to maintain the system as a system and to provide for its long-term 

survival” (Yan and Louis, 1999, p. 29); “the demarcation between the organization and its 

environment” (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005, p. 491); or as “forms of demarcation between 

different knowledge communities . . . groups . . . and firms” (Hong and Snell, 2013, p. 381). 

This perspective of boundaries has facilitated the emergence of important schools, such as 

contingency theory and new institutionalism (Hernes, 2004, p. 9-10). However, with its roots 

in general systems theory and transaction cost economics, it often treats boundaries as 

socially and organizationally unproblematic, perceiving boundaries as real structural 

aspects of social systems that are out there for the researcher to observe and study. Such an 
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emphasis on boundaries as part of objectified structures and systems results in their 

depiction as relatively static, permanent, and real, thereby leading to ‘objectivist reification’ 

(Taylor, 1993). As a consequence, there have been few in-depth studies on boundaries – 

their formation, properties, and consequences – as domains of study in their own right 

(Heracleous, 2004). 

The second perspective has its roots in interpretivism, highlighting the socially 

constructed and cognitive aspects of boundaries. It views boundaries as relatively fluid and 

subjective processes through which actors continuously reproduce and (re-) construct their 

identities, knowledge, and practices. For instance, scholars have described the different 

functions of boundaries as mental fences (Ashforth et al., 2000), symbolic or socially 

constructed distinctions emerging from sites of difference (Montgomery and Oliver, 2007) 

and shaping actors’ identities (Drori et al., 2013). Thereby, an interpretivist perspective 

focuses predominantly on symbolic boundaries, for instance of identity and role 

boundaries. This perspective differs from a structural-functionalist perspective of 

boundaries, as it directs attention to the processes through which actors construct and 

enact boundaries. They recognize that boundaries are not a static given that are “drawn 

once and for all”, yet some boundaries may be relatively more stable as they are 

continuously reproduced and maintained in interaction (Hernes, 2004, p. 10-11).  

Boundaries have been defined as “a means of simplifying and ordering the 

environment . . . [that] results in the creation of slices of reality—domains—that have 

particular meaning for the individual(s) creating and maintaining the boundaries” (Ashforth 

et al., 2000, p. 472-473) or as “conceptual distinctions made by social actors” (Montgomery 

and Oliver, 2007, p. 662-663). This perspective forms an important part of identity and other 

interpretive organization theories (see e.g., Hernes, 2004, p. 14; Heracleous, 2004, p. 98). It 

paved the way for a better understanding of how boundaries are constantly negotiated and 

(re-) configured in interaction. However, with its roots in symbolic interactionism, it often 

treats boundaries as mental constructions that solely exist inside people’s minds. Such an 

emphasis of boundaries as being the result of individual actions leads to ‘subjectivist 

reduction’ (Taylor, 1993). As a consequence, it lacks practical and theoretical potential for 

analyzing and explaining the concrete activities through which boundaries become salient 

and are dealt with in different contexts and towards different ends (Bourdieu, 1977; Levina 

and Vaast, 2014).  
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To synthesize, these two perspectives thus reflect a conceptual opposition between 

objects and subjects, or between structures and individuals (Reckwitz, 2002). As Østerlund 

and Carlile (2005, p. 92) explained, such a subject-object dichotomy goes far back in the 

social sciences. Scholars that focus on the individual – and his/her knowledge, intentions, 

and goals – leave unexplored the role and nature of the context. In contrast, scholars that 

focus on the world and its structures usually leave people as individual entities and their 

actions unexplored. Subsequently, the authors point out that what permeates both 

perspectives, is a ‘substantialist’ view (p. 92) in which the world is viewed as being divided 

into an array of insular entities that are neatly separated from one another (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Such a view treats the properties of individuals or groups as independent of the 

relationships they are part of, thereby reifying and detaching them from their social and 

historical context. Whereas such a focus on substance (rather than substance-in-context) 

has proven valuable in conceptualizing the way organizational activities are structured and 

to explain processes of organizational identification, Østerlund and Carlile argue, it is 

deficient in dealing with the problem of cross-boundary collaboration when entities and 

the boundary between them are ambiguous and hard to define.  

Hence, while prior research has specified various pieces of the puzzle, an overarching 

framework is needed to see how these pieces fit together and to specify missing elements. 

As discussed in my review of organizational literature on boundaries, there is a need “for 

boundaries to be rediscovered and respecified” (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, p. 3). I 

furthermore argue that a focus on how boundaries are continuously (re-)negotiated and 

(re-configured) through actors’ boundary work can help to further our understanding of 

boundary processes when knowledge-intensive work is increasingly organized and 

executed in cross-boundary collaboration.  

 

2.4.3 A practice perspective on boundaries 

In this dissertation, I follow a practice perspective (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 

2012) as it allows me to develop a theoretical account of boundaries and boundary work 

that overcomes the apparent opposition between structural-functionalist (social) and 

interpretivist (symbolic) notions of boundaries, instead viewing them as mutually 

constituted in practice. From a practice-theoretical perspective (e.g., Levina and Vaast, 2008; 

Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010), boundaries are defined as:  
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those differences that demarcate distinctions between actors from different practice contexts (or fields 
of practice) and gain salience in practices that are differentially recognized and rewarded across 
contexts.  

 
Such an understanding of boundaries recognizes the emergent nature of boundaries. 

Linking boundaries to the particular contexts in which practices take place, I argue, can help 

to further insight on the practical challenge of cross-boundary collaboration and how 

boundary work is enacted when knowledge-intensive work is executed in complex 

institutional environments that cross the boundaries of multiple overlapping practice 

contexts.  

 

2.5 A practice-theoretical framework of boundaries  

I build upon previous studies of cross-boundary collaboration that have examined 

boundaries through a practice lens (e.g., Carlile, 1997; Levina and Vaast, 2008; 2014). With 

its focus on dynamics, relations, and enactment, practice-based studies can offer new 

conceptual tools for understanding and explaining contemporary work and organizing as 

they are increasingly understood to be complex, dynamic, and distributed (Feldman and 

Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240; Nicolini, 2012, p. 1). A practice perspective accounts for the 

context of practice and the structures produced through practice, including boundaries 

(Levina, 2001, p. 31). Specifically, studying boundaries – and the mechanisms to span them 

– at the micro-level of collaborative work practices means following the central tenets of 

practice theory (see Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2012; Schatzki, 2001; Nicolini 

and Monteiro, 2016 for detailed discussions). 

 

2.5.1 A practice lens: Why, what, and how? 

Central to a practice lens is the relation between situated action and the structures of social 

life. Structures are seen as continuously produced and maintained through people’s 

recurrent actions (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240). Related to the study of work and 

organizations, practice approaches take the orderly and materially-mediated doings and 

sayings of actors, and their interconnections, as central for understanding organizational 

life (Nicolini and Monteiro, 2016, p. 2). These doings and sayings are the activities that 

comprise practices, and take place in the everyday interactions among actors (Lave, 1988; 

Nicolini, 2012, p. 53; Schatzki, 2001, p. 2). They are materially mediated configurations that 

are organized around certain objects or ends (Carlile, 1997; Nicolini, 2011). They are also 
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historically and locally situated as they take place in particular contexts (or ‘fields-of-

practice’; Bourdieu, 1977). As such, practices constitute “embodied, materially mediated 

arrays of human activity that are centrally organized around shared practical 

understanding” (Schatzki, 2001, p. 2). Instead of simply the activities undertaken by actors, 

practices are understood as socially recognized, shared, and situated bundles of activities 

that take place in particular practice contexts. They are normative, in the sense that they 

structure courses of action according to the norms, rules, and routines of a context, thereby 

defining its relations of power and authority (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Practices are 

also structuring, in the sense that their inherent inconsistencies and tensions allow for 

creativity and change that can transform the power and authority relations of a practice 

context (Bourdieu, 1977; Carlile, 1997, p. 41). Below I will discuss the implications of a 

practice-perspective in terms of its ontological assumptions, empirical approach, and for 

theory development.  

Ontologically, a practice perspective comprises a form of relational thinking. 

Relationality conceives the social world in processual terms, consisting primarily in dynamic 

and continuously unfolding relations (Emirbayer, 1997, p. 281). As Østerlund and Carlile 

(2005, p. 92) explain, a practice perspective moves away from a substantialist ontology. 

Instead of viewing individuals and structures as a dichotomy, it emphasizes their recursive 

relation in practice (Giddens, 1984; Bourdieu, 1977). A focus on practice thus emphasizes 

the relational interdependencies between individual and structures, viewing them as 

mutually constitutive. Such a relationality of mutual constitution implies that individuals, 

groups, networks, and artifacts develop their properties and significance only in relation to 

one another rather than from the intrinsic features of individual elements (Swartz, 1997). In 

other words, instead of reifying actors’ properties by detaching them from their social and 

historical contexts, a relational ontology emphasizes the embeddedness of such properties 

in the relations in which they emerged and are enacted. This focus on relationality, and the 

constitutive role of practices in producing organizational reality, explains the ‘why’ of a 

practice lens (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240).  

Empirically, a practice perspective recognizes the centrality of people’s actions in 

everyday organizational processes and their outcomes. Answering the ‘what’ of a practice 

lens (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240), practices are viewed as the primary way to 

study organizational phenomena. As Nicolini and Monteiro (2016, p. 13-18) explain, practice 
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scholars usually adopt a situational, genealogic, configurational, or dialectical approach to 

study organizational phenomena. Situational approaches describe the local 

accomplishment, production, and reproduction of practices. Genealogic approaches 

investigate the natural life of practices. Configurational approaches explore how practices 

are knotted together into specific configurations and the trans-situated nature of practices. 

Dialectical approaches, in turn, focus on the tensions, contradictions and power imbalances 

produced by practices and keep them in flux.  

Theoretically, a practice perspective aims to explain the relations between actors’ 

everyday activities and the structures of social and organizational life, thereby answering 

the ‘how’ of a practice lens (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240). The ontological 

assumption that structure and action are mutually constituted implies theoretically that 

social structures cannot be explained without understanding the role of agency in their 

production. Similarly, agency cannot be explained as individual action since it is always 

shaped by the social structures of the context in which it takes place (Feldman and 

Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1242-1343; Nicolini, 2012, p. 4-5). In Management and Organization 

studies, practice theorists focus on how people act in organizational contexts, to 

understand the relations between actions and organizational structures (Feldman and 

Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240-1241). Thereby, they specify the recursive dynamics between 

structure and action and placing everyday practice as the locus for the production and 

reproduction of these relations (Østerlund and Carlile, 2005, p. 92). Instead of viewing such 

relations of mutual constitution as equal relations, they are viewed as relations of power 

that are laden with asymmetrical capacities for action, access to resources, and conflicting 

norms and interests (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1242-1243). Østerlund and Carlile 

(2005, p. 93-96) have summarized the various features of practice theorizing, along the 

following questions:  

 
(1) What empirical practices are specified (e.g., what actions are taken to be analytically central)? 
(2) In what socio-material arrangements do they take place? 
(3) How are these relations characterized (e.g., in terms of the differences between people involved, 

the (inter-)dependencies between them, and the historical constitution of their relations)? 
(4) How do these relations change over time (e.g., in terms of the direction and character of the 

change)? 
(5) What relational forces are at play (e.g., how is the notion of power introduced)? 
(6) What category boundaries become blurred (e.g., what conceptual distinctions get questioned 

due to their relational unfolding in practice)? 
 

In sum, studies adopting a practice perspective aim to explain the dynamics of 



  

 57 

everyday organizational activity, how these are generated, and how they operate within 

different organizational contexts over time. It forces us to rethink the role of actors, their 

agency, as well as the role of power, conflict, politics and interests in social and 

organizational life (Nicolini, 2012, p. 6). In line with process thinking, it is aimed at identifying 

the interconnections between practices - and their constitutive elements - that explain why 

and how social and organizational phenomena unfold (Nicolini and Monteiro, 2016, p. 18-

19). Having sketched the core ideas of a practice perspective, I will now apply this lens to 

introduce a practice-theoretical understanding of boundaries.  

 

2.5.2 Boundaries viewed through a practice lens 

One type of practice theorizing that is relevant for studying boundaries in cross-boundary 

collaboration is Bourdieu’s (1977) general theory of practice. It constitutes a relational 

theory that explains the relations between actors’ subjective dispositions (their habitus), 

their objective positions in a social space (a field), and as determined by their resources 

(capital). It introduces practices as linking the three elements of habitus, fields, and capital 

together and forming a recursive cycle: Actors’ historical positions in a field shape their 

habitus; thereby generating improvised practices that can (re-) produce or transform the 

field’s social structure. Within a field, actors are united by their shared interest. Yet, 

depending on their field positions they may have differential access to economic, cultural, 

and symbolic capital, and which may trigger internal struggles and power dynamics. Actors 

may use their symbolic capital to exercise power towards maintaining or transforming the 

structure and power relations of a field and their respective field position (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). In explaining this recursive cycle, Bourdieu shows how structural 

properties constrain action but can also be transformed through action.  

Bourdieu’s work has been influential in scholarship that aims to explain connections 

between different levels or sites of social and organizational phenomena, such as in 

organizational scholarship on boundaries. Scholars of cross-boundary collaboration have 

built upon Bourdieu’s theory of practice (e.g., Carlile, 1997; Levina, 2001), to explain why 

cross-boundary collaboration is often challenging: Actors practices to execute their work is 

situated in specific practice contexts (Levina and Vaast, 2008, p. 325). These practices are a 

particular way of accomplishing the work that is often taken for granted within particular 

practice contexts, and sometimes falsely assumed to be similar in others. When firms shift 
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the locus of work to cross-boundary collaboration, this leads to the creation of a new 

practice context, and which can bring to the fore differences in the practices of 

collaborating actors. From this perspective, boundaries are understood as demarcating the 

differences between groups of actors from different practice contexts (fields of practice) 

and whose practices are differentially recognized and rewarded across contexts (Carlile, 

2004; Levina and Vaast, 2008). Hence, whereas Bourdieu’s theory of practice conceptualized 

the role of practice in linking fields, habitus, and capital, a practice-theoretical perspective 

of boundaries borrows the notions of practices and fields to conceptualize boundaries. By 

linking boundaries to the notion of practice and paying attention to the contexts in which 

practices take place, a practice-theoretical perspective recognizes that boundaries are 

subject to re-definition as practices change, thereby drawing attention to the dynamic 

nature of boundaries.  

As Levina and Vaast (2014) explain, practices, fields, and boundaries are viewed as 

mutually constitutive and none is given theoretical dominance (see Zietsma and Lawrence, 

2010, p. 191 for a similar argument). It is through their practices that actors produce the 

structure and enact the boundaries of practice contexts (or fields). The notion of practice 

contexts allows description of the differences between actors involved in cross-boundary 

collaboration. It also helps to describe how effective collaboration across practice contexts 

requires actors to create a shared context and associated practices to execute their work 

and accommodating the differences between them (Levina and Vaast, 2005; 2008; 2014). 

Such a shared context emerges as new constellations of practices and relations among 

actors are formed to establish shared objectives. Boundaries, in turn, define the practices of 

both new and existing practice contexts. They are important relational processes when 

actors start to collaborate across practice contexts. Boundaries are continuously negotiated 

and reproduced, thereby shaping actors’ identities, knowledge, and practices (Carlile, 2004; 

Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010).  

However, since practices produce the structure and boundaries of particular practice 

contexts – thereby defining actors’ status and power relations (Levina, 2001) – creating 

shared practices to execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration is 

far from a neutral process (Carlile, 2004). Namely, it requires a (re-)negotiation of the 

practices of both new and existing practice contexts, having implications for the boundaries 

that previously defined those contexts of work. Namely, when it is through differences in 
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practices that actors come to demarcate the boundaries of particular practice contexts, it 

follows that creating shared practices for collaboration also holds implications for the 

boundaries that previously defined the contexts of work of collaborating actors. Whereas 

creating shared practices for cross-boundary collaboration implies a change in the 

boundaries of existing practice contexts, maintaining those boundaries may protect actors’ 

autonomy, resources, and practices (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). This is why boundaries 

are contested in cross-boundary collaboration and their negotiation is often associated 

with struggles over power, resources, status, and autonomy (Gieryn, 1983; Carlile, 2004; 

Levina and Vaast, 2014).  

To summarize, I argue that a practice-theoretical perspective of boundaries is useful 

as it provides a framework that can help to conceptualize boundaries – and what they are 

not – and how we can study them empirically. It can also help to overcome the dichotomy 

between structural-functionalist and interpretivist perspectives of boundaries, by viewing 

them as recursive (Heracleous, 2004, p. 99) and mutually constituted in practice. From such 

a relational thinking, boundaries can be both social (as in the structural functionalist view) 

and symbolic (as in the interpretivist view). Social boundaries are viewed as the articulated 

and temporally stable distinctions between actors from different practice contexts (Lamont 

and Molnar, 2002). Symbolic boundaries, in turn, are differences that are put in play to 

demarcate distinctions between actors and to construct ‘sites of difference’ (Abbott, 1995). 

When symbolic boundaries are used as sources of distinctions that create inequality, and 

make it difficult for actors to establish a shared identity and practices (Levina and Vaast, 

2005, p. 337; 2008, p. 308), they can become social boundaries. Subsequently, when social 

boundaries are transformed through the creation of shared practices for cross-boundary 

collaboration, and leading to a shared identity, the differences that demarcate distinctions 

between actors can still be used as symbolic boundaries. 

 

2.5.3 Limitations of the framework  

Whereas previous studies have identified important elements of a practice-theoretical 

framework for understanding boundaries in cross-boundary collaboration, I have identified 

three limitations in this thesis that call for more fine-grained analysis of how actors 

negotiate boundaries when executing knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary 

collaboration.  
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First, we have yet to understand boundaries as objects of empirical study in 

themselves (Heracleous, 2004; Montgomery and Oliver, 2007; Paulsen and Hernes, 2003). I 

argue that instead of interpreting particular differences as boundaries (e.g., knowledge, 

organizational, cultural), this requires empirical analysis of how boundaries become salient 

through actors’ practices. While this issue might be less important for understanding the 

dynamics of collaborations that take place across one type of context (e.g., between 

different expertise groups inside organizations), it is an important one when firms increase 

the frequency with which they organize knowledge-intensive work in collaborations that 

span multiple overlapping contexts (e.g., Kane and Levina, 2017). Levina and Vaast (2008) 

have studied how differences in country and organizational contexts gave rise to 

boundaries and how these were renegotiated in practice to achieve effective collaboration. 

Whereas the authors found that the boundaries of some contexts were more salient in 

producing status differences than others, what is left unexplained is how actors themselves 

come to perceive certain differences as boundaries between them. In other words, instead 

of interpreting differences as boundaries (e.g., knowledge, organizational, cultural), 

empirical analysis should focus on how organizational actors come to perceive and make 

sense of boundaries as they collaborate across them.  

Second, the current focus on actors (e.g., Levina and Vaast, 2005) and artefacts (e.g., 

Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002) in creating socio-material mechanisms that enable the 

execution of knowledge-intensive work across boundaries leaves unexplained the socio-

symbolic processes through which organizational actors (re-)negotiate or (re-)configure 

boundaries through their boundary work (e.g., Gieryn, 1983). Scholars of boundary work 

have studied how actors negotiate boundaries at the field level (e.g., Zietsma and Lawrence, 

2010) and at the intra-individual level (e.g., Ashforth et al., 2000; Kreiner et al., 2009). 

However, few studies have examined how boundaries are negotiated in collaborative 

relations at the organizational level. This is an important issue to address since the way 

actors negotiate boundaries through their boundary work can have profound material 

consequences (e.g., Holm, 1995, p. 404-405) for how knowledge-intensive work is executed 

in cross-boundary collaboration. 

Third, more systematic analysis is needed of the conditions under which particular 

forms of boundary work are enacted (e.g., Lamont and Molnar, 2002, p. 197). For instance, 

Mørk and colleagues (2012) described how a change in practices necessary for effective 
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collaboration is political and may lead to the renegotiation of the very boundaries across 

which collaboration takes place. However, what is left unexplained is exactly when actors 

renegotiate boundaries through particular forms of boundary work. In other words, while 

we know that accomplishing knowledge-intensive work across boundaries requires mutual 

adaptation (e.g., Leonard-Barton, 1988), we have yet to identify the conditions under which 

particular forms of boundary work are enacted to achieve such adaptation. 

 

2.6 Conclusions 

To conclude, in this Chapter I have introduced a practice-theoretical framework to study 

boundary processes in cross-boundary collaboration, in order to further understanding 

about the practical challenge of realizing effective collaboration to execute knowledge-

intensive work across boundaries. Because the locus of work is shifting towards cross-

boundary collaboration, I needed a lens that can facilitate understanding of the 

organizational implications of this shift. A practice perspective provides such a lens, viewing 

boundaries as those differences that demarcate distinctions between actors from different 

contexts (or fields of practice) and gain salience in practices that are differentially 

recognized and rewarded across contexts.  

Previous studies have specified important pieces of the puzzle of a practice-

theoretical framework of boundaries in cross-boundary collaboration. Yet, important pieces 

are currently missing and require further empirical study. This for instance relates to the 

micro-processes through which collaborating actors themselves come to perceive 

differences between them as boundaries. This informed my first research sub-question 

(SQ1) about how strategic actors make sense of and enact boundaries to create common 

ground for open strategy making? A framework of boundaries in cross-boundary 

collaboration should also account for how boundaries are continuously (re-)negotiated and 

(re-)configured when knowledge-intensive work is carried out across them, thereby 

shaping work outcomes. This informed my second research sub-question (SQ2) about how 

organizational actors enact boundary work to coordinate work tasks in a complex 

multiparty collaboration. And finally, it should shed light on the conditions under which 

actors are likely to negotiate boundaries by enacting particular forms of boundary work. 

This informed my third research sub-question (SQ3) about when and how the boundary 
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work of innovators and adopters affect their ability to share knowledge during innovation 

implementation.  

Hence, with its focus on the socio-symbolic processes taking place around boundaries 

– instead of the socio-material mechanisms to span them – this thesis significantly expands 

a practice-theoretical framework of boundaries in cross-boundary collaboration. In the 

empirical Chapters, I will rely on the practice-based view of boundaries as developed in this 

Chapter but will synthesize it with research from other frameworks, to account for the 

organizational level of analysis and the content of the work being studied. But first I will 

describe my study of Mirai Corporation in more detail in the next Chapter. 

 
Notes 
1 Key OMT journals were chosen based on the journals indicated on http://omtweb.org/resources/journals 
(assessed 19 October 2017) 
2 Numbers are based on a Web of Science search (conducted 19 October 2017). Management and 
Organization studies is based on key OMT journals (http//omtweb.org/resources/journals). To prevent double 
counting with Sociology, the American Journal of Sociology and American Sociological review have been 
excluded. Please note that Research in the Sociology of Organizations is not included in Web of Science.  

  


