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CHAPTER 7 | DISCUSSION 
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7.1 Introduction 

In this thesis, I sought to understand how organizational actors enact boundary work to 

execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration. This question was 

motivated by the observation that while the frequency with which firms initiate cross-

boundary collaboration to execute knowledge-intensive work increases, we have yet to 

understand empirically and conceptually how such work is accomplished in practice and 

how it changes the very nature of work. The answer to this question lies in the finding that 

boundary work comprises a form of socio-symbolic work (Phillips and Lawrence, 2012) that 

gains in importance when work is executed in cross-boundary settings. By studying 

longitudinally how the Japanese MNC Mirai Corporation initiated cross-boundary 

collaboration among Japanese and European divisional managers to engage in integrated 

strategy making (Ch. 4); among Japanese, Chinese, Belgium, and Dutch engineers to 

execute complex engineering design work (Ch. 5); and among Japanese and Dutch research 

scientists, engineers, and operators to realize radical technological innovation (Ch. 6), I 

gained rich insight into the role of boundary work when knowledge-intensive work is 

executed in collaborative relations within and across organizations. I argue that boundary 

work is enacted as part of work processes related to creating common ground for 

collaboration (Ch. 4) coordinating work (Ch. 5), and sharing knowledge (Ch. 6). I explain how 

the type of boundary work enacted depends on how actors make sense of and give sense 

to boundaries (Ch. 4), on how actors’ interests unfold over time (Ch. 5), and on the ability 

and willingness of actors to move away from institutional norms of their respective practice 

contexts (Ch. 6). Figure 7.1 provides a schematic overview of how the concepts used in the 

different studies fit together. 

Table 7.1 summarizes the key findings and responses to the overall research question. 

The remainder of this discussion is structured as follows. I will first review the key findings 

of this thesis and discuss how they answer the central research question (7.2). I then discuss 

the theoretical implications of these findings to organizational literature on collaboration 

(7.3.1) and boundaries (7.3.2). Subsequently, I summarize the study’s limitations and 

suggest directions for future research (7.4). Finally, I discuss the practical implications of my 

findings (7.5) and close this Chapter by answering the main research question and some 

concluding thoughts and remarks (7.6). 
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FIGURE 7.1 | Schematic overview of concepts used in studies 
 

7.2 Summary of findings  

In the three empirical Chapters that comprise the core of this thesis, I studied work 

processes that are key to the execution of knowledge-intensive work: creating common 

ground for collaboration, realizing coordination, and knowledge sharing. Specifically, I 

studied these work processes in cross-boundary collaborations related to strategy work, 

complex engineering-design work, and radical technological innovation (see figure 7.1). 

 

7.2.1 Insights from Chapter 4: Boundary work and open strategy making 

Chapter Four addresses the role of boundaries in an open strategy initiative, studying how 

strategic actors at Mirai Technologies (MTech) made sense of and enacted boundaries to 

create common ground for open strategy making. This question was in part motivated by 

the empirical observation at MTech that the boundary work enacted by divisional managers 

to realize integrated strategy making actually prevented their strategy processes to become 

truly integrated. To shed light on this matter, I examined how boundaries became manifest 

through MTech managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving of differences they encountered 

in their strategy work as boundaries, how they enacted such boundaries through their 

boundary work, and subsequently, how this was related to creating common ground for 

integrated strategy making.  

Related to the role of common ground in MTech’s open strategy initiative, I found that 

sufficient common ground is required for senior managers from different subsidiaries to 

start operating as one divisional management team and engage in integrated strategy 

making. Such common ground not only comprises a shared understanding around 

strategic concerns, but also a motivation or willingness to collaborate and develop shared 

strategy practices in order to jointly address strategic concerns. When open strategy 
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initiatives are introduced, realizing insufficient common ground among strategic actors 

may constrain their agency.  

Related to boundaries, I found that boundaries became manifest through managers’ 

observation of differences that became salient in specific aspects of their strategy work, by 

identifying the possible origins of these differences, and by giving sense to the origins of 

such boundaries-in-practice in the organizational boundary between MiraiNL and MCorp. 

Managers enacted salient boundaries through breaching versus maintaining boundaries 

(episode 1), opening-up boundaries (episode 2), breaching and eliminating boundaries 

(episode 3), as well as breaching and bolstering boundaries (episode 4). I found that 

breaching versus maintaining boundaries resulted in limited common ground among 

MiraiJP and MiraiNL managers during episode 1, opening-up of boundaries enabled 

common ground to emerge during episode 2, yet the tensions caused by MiraiNL trying to 

eliminate the organizational boundary between them and MCorp during episode 3, and 

MiraiJP bolstering this boundary – and their position in the strategy making process – 

during episode 4 in the end prevented sufficient common ground to be created. Whereas 

MTech managers did manage to create a joint way of working, the way in which this was 

achieved, they admitted, did not preserve the motivation and commitment of both groups 

of managers to truly integrate their strategy processes.  

In response to the overall question of this thesis, the insights from Chapter Four 

suggest that the mutually opening up of boundaries among actors may help to create the 

common ground necessary for realizing knowledge-intensive work tasks in cross-boundary 

collaborative settings. However, dynamics of breaching versus maintaining boundaries and 

eliminating versus bolstering boundaries may prevent sufficient common ground to be 

created to realize knowledge-intensive work across boundaries.  

 

7.2.2 Insights from Chapter 5: Boundary work and complex engineering work 

Chapter Five addresses the role of boundaries in a multiparty engineering project, studying 

how organizational actors in the Gyakuten Project enacted boundary work to coordinate 

work tasks in their complex multiparty collaboration. This question was in part motivated 

by the empirical observation that despite Japanese and Chinese engineers being separated 

by multiple boundaries, they still found a way to successfully coordinate their work across 

them. In the same project, Dutch and Belgian engineers were separated by fewer
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boundaries, yet failed to adequately coordinate their work. This prevented the timely 

realization of project objectives. To shed light on this matter, I examined how the relational 

complexity of the Gyakuten project posed coordination challenges to collaborating parties, 

how Gyakuten members enacted boundary work to coordinate their work tasks, and how 

this was related to their unfolding interests and orientations.  

Related to the role of coordination in multiparty engineering projects, I focused on 

the need of collaborating parties to reconcile competing requirements for coordination 

within the project with those of their respective parent organizations. As the project 

evolved, Gyakuten’s steering committee made changes to Gyakuten’s project scope, having 

implications for the respective work scopes of collaborating parties. Associated 

coordination challenges were difficult to anticipate and hence, realizing coordination 

required parties to design new mechanisms alongside the ones designed in advance. 

Negotiating and structuring work tasks required frequent and intensive interactions among 

parties in the project’s multiple collaborative relations. Yet, the mechanisms deployed to 

address coordination challenges differed regarding how they accommodated relational 

complexity: Whereas AnconeCN and MiraiJP succeeded in accommodating relational 

complexity and completed their work tasks in a timely manner, AnconeBE and MiraiNL 

failed to do so, resulting in substantial delays, incompatible work outputs, and six months 

of additional work.  

Related to boundaries, I found that AnconeCN and MiraiJP mutually opened-up 

boundaries to enable the frequent and intense interaction necessary for their engineers to 

jointly develop coordination mechanisms that resulted in timely task completion in line 

with Gyakuten’s latest project objectives. AnconeBE, however, created boundaries in its 

relation with MiraiNL, thereby limiting the frequency and intensity of interaction necessary 

for AnconeBE and MiraiNL engineers to jointly coordinate their work. Instead, creating 

boundaries allowed AnconeBE to prioritize organizational requirements for coordination. I 

related the emergence of these two forms of boundary work and associated coordination 

mechanisms to whether or not the interests of collaborating parties remained aligned and 

oriented towards realizing project-level objectives.  

In response to the overall research question of this thesis, the insights from Chapter 

Five suggest that mutually opening-up boundaries between collaborating parties allows for 

the frequent and intense interaction that facilitates the emergence of joint coordination 
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mechanisms that support the timely realization of knowledge-intensive work tasks in cross-

boundary settings. However, relating boundary work to actors’ unfolding interests, I also 

explain how, under pressure, parties’ interests may change towards becoming 

organization-driven. They may then create boundaries in their relation with collaborating 

parties. This prevents frequent and intense interaction and instead allows them to 

individually coordinate work tasks so that it does contribute to the timely realization of 

knowledge-intensive work tasks, yet thereby prioritizing organizational interests over 

project ones.  

 

7.2.3 Insights from Chapter 6: Boundary work and innovation implementation 

Chapter Six addresses the role of boundaries in a radical technological innovation project, 

studying how innovators and adopters in Project Hogo enacted boundary work to share 

their knowledge during Exomin’s innovation implementation. This question was in part 

motivated by the empirical observation at MCorp that whereas Hogo members realized 

initial implementation in their distributed pilot plants within the remarkable timeframe of 

six months, they nevertheless ran into trouble when implementing Exomin in a large-scale 

production facility. To shed light on this matter, I described the factors that affected 

Exomin’s implementation outcomes, how innovators and adopters enacted boundary work 

during the implementation process, and how this affected the ability of innovators to share 

their innovation knowledge with adopters.  

Related to the role of knowledge sharing during innovation implementation, I found 

that successful implementation of a radical technological innovation requires the creation 

of sufficient shared context that adopters of an innovation can be socialized into. During 

initial implementation (episode 1), I observed a positive reinforcement cycle in which 

continuity of practice in Exomin’s original innovation field provided sufficient shared 

context to socialize and share knowledge with new members. Knowledge sharing was 

enabled by continuing the practices that Hogo members had previously developed, such 

as daily email communication around troubleshooting activities, organizing bi-weekly 

video-conference meetings, and exchanging samples of the final product. Subsequent 

implementation (episode 2), however, was characterized by a negative reinforcement cycle, 

in which the absence of continuity of practice in Exomin’s original innovation field provided 

insufficient shared context for Moto-san and Frank to socialize and share their knowledge 
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with new members in the plant. The high turnover rate, and former Hogo members not 

working in the plant, Frank and Moto-san found themselves unable to share their 

knowledge with new members, who instead continued to rely on their existing knowledge 

for troubleshooting. During sustained implementation, I again observed a positive 

reinforcement cycle when former Hogo members started to support activities in the plant. 

This helped to restore continuity of practice and provided the shared context necessary to 

socialize and share knowledge with new members.  

Related to boundaries, I found that innovators and adopters enacted boundary work 

to cope with competing demands for maintaining continuity of practice and adapting their 

practices. During initial implementation, innovators and adopters mutually opened-up 

boundaries. Innovators were eager to share their knowledge with engineers and operators 

in the pilot plants so they could start making operational arrangements and increase their 

production volume. New members showed an interest in the product, for instance by 

asking questions, and were willing to learn about Exomin’s production process. During 

subsequent implementation, adopters maintained boundaries. Moto-san was eager to 

support MiraiNL engineers and operators in the plant. However, establishing good working 

relations proved not an easy task. Adopters were working independently from Moto-san, 

thereby following their taken-for-granted work practices They drew upon culturalized us-

them distinctions to explain why they did not include Moto-san in their troubleshooting 

activities, and which would require a change in work practices. When former Hogo 

members started to actively support activities in the plant during sustained 

implementation, I observed how both innovators and adopters mutually opened-up 

boundaries between them and worked alongside each other during their troubleshooting 

activities. 

In response to the overall research question of this thesis, this study suggests 

opening-up external team boundaries may facilitate knowledge sharing when there is 

sufficient continuity of practice inside the team for new members to be socialized into. 

However, in the absence of continuity of practice, and pressed to adapt to institutional 

norms of the implementation context, knowledge sharing may be unsuccessful. When new 

members cannot be socialized into existing work processes and practices of the team, they 

will maintain boundaries and continue to work according to institutionalized norms of their 

respective practice context, thereby preventing successful knowledge sharing.  
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Together, these findings reinforce the potential of adopting a practice lens with an 

empirical focus on boundaries to better understand the challenges of organizing and 

executing knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration. They hold important 

implications for research and practice and contribute to at least two areas of organizational 

scholarship on collaboration and boundaries. 

 

7.3 Theoretical implications 

 

7.3.1 Implications for literature on collaboration 

My analysis of cross-boundary collaboration at Mirai Corporation offers insights into 

scholarship on collaboration. We are observing a trend where firms increasingly organize 

work that require specialized expertise in cross-boundary collaborations (e.g., Baldwin and 

Von Hippel, 2011; Bechky, 2006; Gulati et al., 2012). Research on cross-boundary 

collaboration has studied the technological, social, and economic changes that led to these 

collaborative forms of organizing work (e.g., Yoo et al., 2012; Hinds et al., 2011; Malone et 

al., 2011), yet less attention has been paid to how organizing knowledge-intensive work in 

cross-boundary settings changes the very nature of work. Whereas collaboration scholars 

have explained the differences and inherent challenges of collaborating across 

organizational (e.g., Beck and Plowman, 2014), geographical (e.g., Orlikowski, 2002), or 

functional contexts (e.g., Carlile, 2003), I examined how executing knowledge-intensive 

work across multiple overlapping contexts (Levina and Vaast, 2008; Kane and Levina, 2017) 

changes the very nature of the work that is carried out inside such collaborations (e.g., 

Barley and Kunda, 2001; Okhuysen et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, Barley and Kunda (2001) pointed out how in the early decades of 

Management and Organization studies, most theories of organizations were tightly 

integrated with detailed studies of work - for instance that of scientists (Marcson, 1960), 

engineers (Ritti, 1971), and managers (Dalton, 1950). Yet, as the field evolved, it gradually 

lost this integration. Especially, studies of actors that work in complex institutional 

environments have remained limited. This made Stephen Barley conclude at the 2015 

Academy of Management Conference that “we lost sight of what people do, how they do 

it, and how their work is actually organized”. This conclusion is not surprising due to the 

obstacles encountered when studying work: work is dynamic, the scope of work is vast, and 
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work is not only the content but also the context in which actors live, act and interact with 

others (Okhuysen et al., 2013, p. 491-493). This gap in our understanding is problematic as 

work and organizing are “bound in dynamic tension” (Barley and Kunda, 2001, p. 76) and 

hence, changes in the forms for organizing work are inextricably linked with 

transformations in the nature of work itself (Barley, 2015), and the boundaries that 

demarcate it (Scott, 2004).  

When we look more closely at boundaries, we have observed a shift from top-down 

implemented boundaries by management towards the ongoing re-negotiation of 

boundaries through boundary work. Focusing specifically on the socio-symbolic processes 

through which actors create, maintain, or transform boundaries, I argue, can provide an 

understanding of contemporary work and organizing that is more congruent with today’s 

realities of work (Barley and Kunda, 2001, p. 76-77). By examining how key work processes 

are taking shape related to creating common ground for collaboration, coordinating work, 

and knowledge sharing, I shed light on the new sets of practices that are not directly 

associated with the task at hand, but often prove necessary to successfully execute 

knowledge-intensive work across contexts. Specifically, I explain how actors enact salient 

boundaries as their collaborations unfold, and how this impacts the execution of 

knowledge-intensive work and its outcomes. Three main implications for collaboration 

processes emerge from this thesis. 

 First, through in-depth analysis of micro-level work processes in three cross-

boundary collaborations, I identified the efforts of actors to negotiate boundaries through 

their boundary work as a form of socio-symbolic work that is gaining in importance when 

knowledge-intensive work is executed in cross-boundary collaborations. Socio-symbolic 

work involves actors’ engaged and purposeful efforts to manipulate some aspect of their 

social context (Phillips and Lawrence, 2012, p. 224). The efforts of actors to create, maintain, 

or transform such boundaries may not always be equally purposeful or deliberate, yet it 

does represent a clearly demarcated set of activities that is aimed at manipulating 

important aspects of their social context. Hence, close examination of actors’ boundary 

work may provide a fruitful avenue to explore changes in contemporary work and 

organizing (Okhuysen et al., 2013). Based upon the findings of this thesis, I argue that next 

to the work processes through which the actual work is executed, successfully organizing 

knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary settings also requires an understanding of the 
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socio-symbolic processes of boundary work.  

Second, and more importantly, with my processual focus on how collaborations 

unfold over time, I shed light on the question how organizing knowledge-intensive work in 

cross-boundary collaboration results in a transformation of key work processes (e.g., 

Okhuysen et al., 2012). I explain its relation with boundary work. Actors’ boundary work 

affects work processes related to the creation of common ground for collaboration (Ch. 4), 

the coordination of work (Ch. 5) and knowledge sharing (Ch. 6), thereby shaping the 

execution of knowledge-intensive work and its outcomes. For instance, whereas we know 

that differences in work practices between actors may demarcate distinctions that prevent 

the creation of common ground (e.g., Bechky, 2003), I explain the way actors negotiate such 

boundaries as their collaboration unfolds and how it may form boundary dynamics that 

either enable or prevent sufficient common ground being created to collaborate effectively 

around the execution of the work. Similarly, whereas we know that the execution of work 

in cross-boundary collaboration requires shared processes and mechanisms for 

coordination to emerge (e.g., Bruns, 2012), I explain how actors balance project and 

organizational requirements for coordination through developing coordination 

mechanisms that either open-up or create boundaries. These coordination mechanisms can 

be aimed at executing knowledge-intensive work in line with latest project objectives, or 

solely with organizational actors’ contractual requirements. I thereby shed light on the 

emergence of coordination mechanisms in cross-boundary collaboration. Finally, whereas 

we know that knowledge is embedded in practice (e.g., Orlikowski, 2002) and the need to 

develop shared practices to share knowledge across boundaries (e.g., Levina and Vaast, 

2005), I explain how during innovation implementation, knowledge can be shared with 

adopters when innovators face institutional pressures to change the very practices in which 

their knowledge is embedded. These insights on the relation between boundary work and 

key work processes contribute to both theoretical and practical understanding of how 

effective collaboration can be realized in cross-boundary settings.  

Third, the perspective I have developed in this thesis for understanding the dynamics 

of cross-boundary collaboration in global settings complements the more commonplace 

logic of culture, where people’s diverging cultural norms, values, and practices are viewed 

as posing collaboration challenges (e.g., Brannen and Salk, 2000; Noorderhaven et al., 2007; 

Primecz et al., 2009, p. 269). Whereas a cultural perspective has been helpful in fostering 



 232 

understanding of differences between cultures at the societal level (e.g., Hofstede, 1980), 

scholars have argued that it has remained remarkably unhelpful in answering questions 

about what happens inside organizations when people closely work together across 

cultures and nation states (Hinds et al., 2011, p. 135). I argue that not paying attention to 

the practice contexts other than societal ones (e.g. professional, organizational), and across 

which collaboration takes place, leaves us unable to explain how differences come to 

demarcate boundaries between actors and how they are constantly (re-)negotiated in 

today’s organizations. In other words, the challenges of global cross-boundary 

collaboration are shaped by people being separated by cultural differences as well as by 

various other differences – and which may or may not come to demarcate boundaries 

between them (e.g., Hinds et al., 2011, p. 136). Hence, as one of my research participants 

aptly described: “If we discuss what we call different, we need to clarify which difference 

[we mean] . . . the cultural or regional difference [or] corporate difference”. Similarly, as 

scholars of organizations, it is our duty to pay close attention to the way we frame our 

phenomena of study and its limitations, as they inform our theorizing efforts, the paths 

along which new concepts are developed, and future research directions are anticipated 

(Cornelissen and Werner, 2014, p. 183; Goffman, 1974). Instead of defining differences a 

priori in cultural terms, we need to unpack what we mean by culture while remaining 

sensitive to differences other than culture. As my thesis illustrates, looking at which 

differences come to demarcate boundaries in practice may form a good starting point.  

 

7.3.2 Implications for boundary scholarship 

The key contribution of this thesis to boundary scholarship lies in the framework it develops 

to explain the socio-symbolic processes through which boundaries emerge and are 

negotiated by actors when knowledge-intensive work is carried out in cross-boundary 

collaboration. I have adopted a practice-theoretical perspective (Feldman and Orlikowski, 

2011; Nicolini, 2012; Schatzki, 2001) to define boundaries as differences that come to 

demarcate distinctions between the practices of actors that are embedded in different practice 

contexts (or fields of practice; Levina and Vaast, 2008). As discussed in Chapter Two, scholars 

of organizations have held different and sometimes conflicting conceptualizations of 

boundaries, leading to contestation around the value of boundaries as a theoretical 

concept for understanding organizational phenomena (Heracleous, 2004, p. 98-99). I argue 



  

 233 

that a practice perspective can help advance the conceptualization of boundaries and 

illustrate the value of the boundary concept for understanding some of the challenges of 

cross-boundary collaboration. It for instance can help explain why boundaries become 

salient in cross-boundary collaboration, arguing that practices are situated in specific 

contexts. When people collaborate across contexts, they need to establish new relations 

and sort out differences between them, to create a shared set of practices. But creating 

shared practices also holds implications for the boundaries that previously defined the 

work, making collaborating across boundaries far from a neutral process (Carlile, 2004). This 

is why boundaries become salient in cross-boundary collaboration and their negotiation is 

often associated with struggles over power, resources, status, and autonomy (e.g., Gieryn, 

1983; Carlile, 2002; 2004; Levina and Vaast, 2014).  

However, while previous studies have identified important elements of a practice-

theoretical framework for understanding boundaries in contemporary organizing, 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. First, we have yet to understand boundaries as objects of empirical study in 

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

Instead of interpreting particular differences as boundaries (e.g., knowledge, 

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

in the concrete work practices of actors. Furthermore, 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 negotiate boundaries through their boundary work (e.g., Gieryn, 1983). 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. And finally, 

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). While 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. 
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A processual analysis of the socio-symbolic processes through which boundaries 

emerge and are negotiated, I argue, can help to expand our frameworks on the role of 

boundaries when contemporary work is organized in cross-boundary collaboration. By 

examining the micro-processes through which actors themselves come to perceive 

differences as boundaries, how such boundaries are negotiated over time through enacting 

particular forms of boundary work, I contribute to such an endeavor. Three main 

implications for boundary scholarship emerge from this thesis. 

First, I explain how boundaries become salient in collaborations that cross multiple 

overlapping contexts. I built upon insights from sensemaking theory to explain how actors 

involved in cross-boundary collaboration themselves come to perceive and identify 

particular differences as boundaries. The findings of Chapter Four describe in detail how 

actors differentially made sense of boundaries, by noticing boundaries in practice or 

identifying their origins, and gave sense to boundaries by specifying a specific origin of 

boundaries. They show that actors come to emergent and locally situated understandings 

of boundaries. Based upon these findings I argue that what differences are put in play to 

demarcate a boundary depends on the context, how actors frame the situation, and what 

is at stake.  

Second, I explain how boundaries are negotiated at the organizational level through 

actors’ engagements in boundary work and shaping key work processes. This thesis 

illustrates how organizational actors enact boundary work to facilitate or resist the creation 

of shared practices to execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary settings. In 

Chapter Four I described how senior managers from MiraiJP and MiraiNL subsidiaries 

negotiated their relations and developed shared practices for joint strategy making through 

subsequent dynamics of maintaining versus breaching boundaries, opening-up 

boundaries, and eliminating versus bolstering boundaries. In the end, these boundary work 

dynamics prevented the creation of sufficient common ground to realize integrated 

strategy making as a divisional management team. Similarly, in Chapter Five I described 

how MiraiJP and AnconeCN engineers developed shared practices to coordinate their 

engineering design work through mutually opening-up boundaries, while AnconeBE 

engineers preferred to independently coordinate work tasks through existing 

organizational practices and therefore created boundaries in their relation with MiraiNL 

engineers. This prevented AnconeBE’s work tasks to be executed in line with Gyakuten’s 
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latest project objectives and resulted in six months of additional work. I described in 

Chapter Six how MiraiNL and MiraiJP research scientists opened-up boundaries and 

developed shared practices to develop and share knowledge related to the innovation 

Exomin. I also described how MiraiNL engineers and operators at the production site 

created boundaries so that they could continue to rely on existing practices for 

troubleshooting. Hence, these findings offer a grounded and detailed insight into the 

relation between boundary work and key work processes in cross-boundary collaborations 

and how they evolve over time. By explaining how negotiating boundaries in cross-

boundary collaboration can enable but also prevent the creation of shared practices for 

collaboration, coordination, and knowledge sharing, I have gone beyond previous efforts 

to conceptualize boundary work in organizational settings.  

Third, I shed light on the question why actors engage in particular forms of boundary 

work. I explain how in cross-boundary collaboration, the boundary work enacted by actors 

may depend on how they make sense of and give sense to boundaries, on how their 

interests unfold over time, and on pressures to comply with institutional norms of their 

respective practice contexts. In Chapter Four I found that actors engaged in different forms of 

boundary work depending on their boundary sensemaking and sensegiving. MiraiJP and 

MiraiNL senior managers tried to breach, maintain, or open-up boundaries when 

boundaries were made sense of by noticing boundaries-in-practice, thereby creating 

shared practices and understanding for integrated strategy making. They tried to eliminate 

or bolster boundaries when boundaries were made sense of, or given sense to, by 

interpreting their origins, thereby hampering their willingness to engage in integrated 

strategy making. In Chapter Five I found that, in multi-party collaboration, actors engaged in 

different forms of boundary work depending on how their interests unfolded over time. When 

project and organizational interests remained aligned for actors, they opened-up 

boundaries in their relation with collaborating parties, allowing them to jointly develop 

mechanisms for coordination. However, when project and organizational interests did not 

align, actors created boundaries in their relation with collaborating parties, allowing them 

to execute their work in line with organizational requirements for coordination.  

I furthermore found in Chapter Six that actors engaged in different forms of boundary 

work depending on their ability and willingness to move away from institutionalized norms and 

practices of their parent contexts. During initial implementation of the innovation Exomin, 
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research scientists in the lab and engineers and operators in Exomin’s pilot plants mutually 

opened up boundaries and were able to develop shared practices. Knowledge sharing was 

enabled with MiraiJP engineers and operators participating in the practices developed by 

MiraiJP and MiraiNL research scientists. During subsequent implementation of Exomin, 

engineers and operators in the plant created boundaries and continued to perform their 

troubleshooting activities according to institutionalized practices of the production 

context. Knowledge sharing was prevented by excluding former Hogo members from 

participating in their troubleshooting activities. Knowledge sharing was enabled during 

sustained implementation when former and new Hogo members mutually opened-up 

boundaries and started to collaborate around their troubleshooting activities. Hence, to 

effectively execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration requires 

actors to move away from the institutionalized norms of their respective practice contexts 

 

7.4 Boundary conditions and suggestions for future research 

I have argued that when firms are increasing the frequency with which they organize 

knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaborations that cross multiple 

overlapping contexts, it is important to understand the elements of work that are affected 

by these changes. I have conceptualized the efforts of actors to interpret and negotiate 

boundaries as a form of socio-symbolic work that is gaining in importance when work is 

carried out in such complex institutional environments. In developing this argument, I have 

aimed to shift the focus of recent work from a primary concern with the socio-material 

mechanisms that enable collaborative boundary spanning towards the socio-symbolic 

processes through which actors interpret and negotiate boundaries in interaction. Besides 

the limitations outlined in Chapter Three, there are two boundary conditions of my findings 

that may be of relevance to studying boundary work in different contexts.  

First, this thesis has adopted a relational approach (Emirbayer, 1997; Østerlund and 

Carlile, 2005) and built upon insights from practice-based studies of boundaries. In 

conceptualizing boundaries, I have focused on boundaries as experienced in inter-personal 

relations between actors from different practice-contexts. My analysis of how actors 

negotiate boundaries through their boundary work therefore leaves unexplained how 

actors cope with intra-personal boundaries, such as role boundaries or work-life 

boundaries, that actors can experience when they move from one practice context to 
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another (e.g., Ashforth et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1995; Kreiner et al., 2009; Trefalt, 2013). It is 

therefore important for future research to assess whether the same dynamics can be found 

when actors are negotiating intra-personal boundaries.  

Second, I focused on the socio-symbolic work that happens around boundaries, and 

through which actors sort out differences and develop shared practices between them. 

Such a focus on micro-level processes leaves unaddressed how macro-level factors may 

help to facilitate cross-boundary collaboration. For instance, all actors in the three studies 

of cross-boundary collaboration were embedded in the same industry. Hence, next to the 

development of shared work practices in concrete collaborative projects, effective cross-

boundary collaboration might also benefit from efforts to develop and enforce stronger 

global standards around how work gets done at the industry level. This research on the role 

of boundary work in cross-boundary collaboration can therefore be extended in a setting 

characterized by stronger industry standards around key work processes and practices for 

collaboration, coordination, and knowledge sharing.  

 

7.5 Practical implications of study 

In this thesis, I addressed the timely and relevant research question of how organizational 

actors enact boundary work to execute knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary 

collaboration. While the world of practice has placed greater importance on cross-boundary 

collaboration to accomplished knowledge-intensive works that requires highly specialized 

expertise, the question how to collaborate effectively across boundaries so that mutual 

understanding is fostered and knowledge-intensive work is accomplished is one that has 

yet to be answered satisfactorily. To advance insight into this matter, I examined empirically 

three processes that are key to the execution of knowledge-intensive work in cross-

boundary collaboration: creating common ground for collaboration, realizing coordination, 

and knowledge sharing.  

Instead of treating collaboration challenges in global cross-boundary settings a priori 

in cultural terms, it points to the socio-symbolic processes through which boundaries 

emerge and are acted upon by collaborating actors, and which can enable but also prevent 

organizations to develop a competence in collaborative boundary spanning. This thesis has 

argued that when knowledge-intensive work is organized and executed in cross-boundary 

settings, next to developing socio-material mechanisms to collaborate, coordinate, and 
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share knowledge across boundaries, also the socio-symbolic processes through which 

collaborating actors negotiate and (re-)configure boundaries between them gain in 

importance. The findings of this thesis offer rich insight into why and how such boundary 

work is enacted in cross-boundary collaborative settings, as well its organizational 

consequences.  

To recap, Chapter Four described the practical challenge of how realizing integrated 

strategy making as a divisional management team required subsidiary top managers to 

create sufficient common ground by developing a joint way of working. I found that 

strategic actors’ boundary work during the formation of a divisional management team can 

enable but also prevent the creation of common ground for integrated strategy making. 

When strategic actors from different subsidiaries mutually open-up boundaries between 

them, this may help to create the common ground necessary to collaborate around joint 

strategy making. However, boundary dynamics of breaching versus maintaining 

boundaries and eliminating versus bolstering boundaries may prevent sufficient common 

ground to be created to make actors’ strategy work truly integrated. 

The study suggested that creating sufficient common ground to collaborate across 

boundaries, requires strategic actors to: 

 
• Recognize that working across boundaries changes the very boundaries that 

previously defined their strategy work, and associated status and autonomy 

relations.  

• Coordinated efforts to (re-)negotiate salient boundaries between actors while 

accommodating differences between them so that all actors remain interested and 

willing to collaborate around joint strategy making.  

• Understand that whereas eliminating boundaries may seem a powerful way for 

strategic actors in positions of power to overcome differences in work practices, it 

may hamper actors’ interest and willingness to make their strategy processes truly 

integrated. 

 

Chapter Five described the practical challenge of how organizational actors involved 

in multiparty collaboration balanced organizational and project requirements for 

coordination. I found that actors’ boundary work in two collaborative relations resulted in 

two contrasting coordination mechanisms. To coordinate work tasks across boundaries, 
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and in line with project requirements for coordination, parties opened-up boundaries 

between them, thereby allowing for the frequent and intense interaction through which 

they could develop shared coordination practices that made their work visible and 

transparent to each other. This supported the timely realization of knowledge-intensive 

work tasks in cross-boundary settings. However, in another collaborative relation, one of 

the parties started to independently coordinate work tasks, in line with organizational 

requirements for coordination. It created boundaries that reduced the frequency and 

intensity of interaction with collaborating parties, and allowed them to coordinate their 

work by prioritizing organizational demands over project ones, thereby resulting in 

significant delays.  

The study suggested that realizing coordination across organizational boundaries, 

requires organizational actors to: 

 
• Have sufficient freedom to move away from institutional demands of their 

organizational contexts to organize in situ and develop a joint approach to 

coordination, either by adopting established coordination practices of the other 

party, or by jointly creating new ones.  

• Be able to flexibly cope with institutional norms for coordination of different practice 

contexts 

• Leave sufficient room for ad hoc adaptation and improvisation as the collaboration 

unfolds and work tasks get clarified.  

 
Chapter Six described the practical challenge of how innovators can share their 

knowledge with adopters when implementing radical technological innovation, when at 

the same time they are pressured to adapt the very practices in which their innovation 

knowledge is embedded. I found that actors’ boundary work during the implementation 

process can lead to both positive and negative reinforcement cycles. Namely, opening-up 

boundaries between innovators and adopters may facilitate knowledge sharing when there 

is sufficient continuity of practice among innovators for adopters to be socialized into. 

However, knowledge sharing may be unsuccessful in the absence of continuity of practice, 

and when innovators are pressed to adapt their practices to comply with institutional norms 

of the implementation context. When adopters cannot be socialized into existing work 

processes and practices of innovators, they may maintain boundaries so they can continue 
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working according to their taken-for-granted and invested work practices, yet resulting in 

significant implementation breakdowns.  

The study suggested that successfully sharing radical technological innovation 

knowledge across boundaries with adopters, innovators need to: 

 
• Take into account a period of re-development in the implementation context, in 

case changes have been made to the technology. 

• First re-establish their work structures and practices in the implementation context, 

before transforming them. 

• Create sufficient shared context to socialize and share knowledge with adopters. To 

support the training of adopters about the new technology may require innovators 

to remain involved longer to support activities in the implementation context. 

 

Overall, the findings of this thesis inform my argument that frequently encountered 

challenges in global cross-boundary settings are shaped not only by the characteristics that 

collaborating actors bring to the table (e.g., cultural identity), or to structural characteristics 

of the context (e.g., crossing the boundaries of multiple overlapping practice contexts) but 

also by their ability to relationally develop shared practices across their respective practice 

contexts. This requires a renegotiation of the boundaries that previously demarcated their 

respective practice contexts. Actors’ engagements in boundary work can make or break the 

successful execution of knowledge-intensive work in cross-boundary collaboration, having 

profound consequences for how work gets accomplished.  

The thesis therefore suggests that effectively carrying out knowledge-intensive work 

in cross-boundary settings requires actors to:  

 
• Move away from explaining collaboration challenges by static individual or 

organizational differences and instead embrace a more dynamic understanding of 

how differences between actors can – but do not necessarily – become manifest as 

boundaries in practice. 

• Be skilled at negotiating boundaries between collaborating actors while 

accommodating their differences in knowledge, practices, and interests. 

• Pay attention to how others negotiate and re-configure boundaries as the 

collaboration unfolds and actors’ interests may change.  
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• Get sufficient space to diverge from institutionalized (organizational) practices and 

develop shared ones across boundaries to effectively create common ground for 

collaboration, coordinate work tasks, and share knowledge with collaborating 

actors. 

 

7.6 Concluding thoughts and remarks 

This thesis examined the initiation of cross-boundary collaboration in three realms of work 

within the Japanese MNC Mirai Corporation. Specifically, I studied how actors involved in 

these collaborations enacted boundary work, to achieve knowledge-intensive work around 

open strategy making, complex engineering design work, and radical innovation. The 

different studies that comprise the core of this thesis describe how actors come to make 

sense of boundaries, and how, when, and why they enact boundary work to create common 

ground for collaboration, coordinate their work, and share knowledge. Based upon these 

findings, I advance a practice-theoretical framework of cross-boundary collaboration that 

helps overcome identified shortcomings in the literature and holds important implications 

for the study of work in contemporary organizing. I conclude that solutions to frequent 

challenges encountered in cross-boundary collaboration are not to be found in actors’ 

individual characteristics or particular aspects of their contexts, but by the relations 

between individuals and their contexts, and the practices that are developed, shared, and 

sustained inside those relations.  
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