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Abstract 

The concept of ‘open innovation’ introduced back in 2003 has received a remarkable, somewhat 

viral popularity. It got spread way beyond academic circles and has been widely adopted by 

business practitioners as well as policymakers. However, as any young concept it still goes through 

the processes of theorizing, probing, and stretching its boundaries. As a result, the perceptions of 

what open innovation is varies not only between academic, business, and policymaking 

communities, but also within those. How does the open innovation concept manage its multi-

lingual job of speaking to so diverse stakeholder and organizational groups? To find that out we 

rely on the literatures that tackle open innovation, on companies and policy-making organizations 

describing their open innovation strategies at their websites as well on primary survey data among 

companies on open innovation practices and perception. We identify and show where the 

perceptions differ, which open innovation practices perceived as such by the literature are 

commonly counted the same by companies and policymakers, what novel practices the groups 

suggest and what do we need to build a comprehensive understanding of this developing 

phenomenon. 

Keywords: open innovation, open innovation definition, perceptions, academia, business, 

policymakers 

Introduction 

Since its initial inception by Professor Chesbrough in 2003 the ‘open innovation’ (OI) concept has 

received remarkable popularity. It is seen in the constantly growing number of academic 

publications on the topic, in OI becoming an inherent element of the leading companies’ strategies 

(Huston & Sakkab, 2006) and growing forums for scientific, business and policy-making 

advancement led by ‘The World Open Innovation Conference’. However, as any ‘trendy’ and yet 

emerging notion, ‘open innovation’ is still going through conceptualization and operationalization, 

faces criticism, ambiguity and duality (Dahlander et al., 2021; Groen & Linton, 2010; Trott & 

Hartmann, 2009). Furthermore, as ‘open innovation’ is a term coined by a university professor for 

executives, it is called to speak to both worlds – academic and business. Moreover, open innovation 

has become a field for policymaking (Bogers et al., 2018) and thus, policy-makers are part of the 

OI discourse too. Does the OI concept cope well with such a difficult ‘multilingual’ job? – this 

chapter is to find out.  

The original, ‘academic’ definition of OI reads as ‘a paradigm that assumes that firms can and 

should use external ideas as well as internal ideas, and internal and external paths to market, as 

the firms look to advance their technology’ (Chesbrough, 2003, p. xxiv). This notion of external 

ideas used internally later evolved into an academic term of ‘outside-in’/‘inbound’ OI. The 

opposite phenomenon, internal ideas used externally, has evolved conceptually into ‘inside-

out’/‘outbound’ OI (Chesbrough and Crowther, 2006; Gassmann and Enkel, 2004). Accordingly, 

the growing scientific community has identified more than a dozen of ‘open innovation activities’ 

each classified as either ‘inbound’ or ‘outbound’ in logic (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014; 

Teplov et al., 2019). Chesbrough and Bogers defining OI in the later work (2014, p. 27) highlight 

its link with companies’ business model: ‘a distributed innovation process based on purposively 

managed knowledge flows across organizational boundaries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary 

mechanisms in line with each organization’s business model’. This embeddedness of OI into the 
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nature of organizations and inter-organizational relations make it particularly critical to understand 

but simultaneously more difficult to disentangle from more well-known organizational practices.  

Business community, in turn, inspired by the OI ‘paradigm’ took it in use and it went somewhat 

viral leaving a lot of room for interpretation and, thus, dispute1. Furthermore, relying on more than 

twenty years of experience and in line with research findings NineSigma ‘Open innovation basics’ 

highlight the prevailing role of inbound OI over outbound in the business world (NineSigma, 

2019). Whether practicing (or not) certain activities limits managers’ perception of OI, our prior 

research results (Teplov et al., 2019) suggest that predominantly only ‘inbound’ OI activities (yet 

not all of them) are seen as ‘open innovation’ by practitioners, with only ‘free revealing’ being an 

exception for ‘outbound’ ones.  

This chapter is written to not only stress the issue of ambiguity in perception towards OI by 

business and research communities or contribute the ‘dispute’ message, but to also point out which 

practices show a mismatch and whether practitioners and policymakers could enhance an academic 

definition of OI with their experiences. We follow the theoretical roots of OI (Vanhaverbeke & 

Cloodt, 2014), as well as a critique perceiving OI concept as ‘an old wine in new bottles’ (Trott & 

Hartmann, 2009) and explore the perceptions of various organizational groups. 

What is this thing called ‘open innovation’? – Academia, business, 
and policy-making perspectives 

Given our exploratory goal of analyzing and comparing the perceptions of OI existing in academia, 

business, and policy-making communities, we first review the perspectives within each group, 

which also show some diversity.  

Academic perspective towards OI and OI in science 

The academic perspective towards open innovation has been shaping for decades before Henry 

Chesbrough introduced its first formal definition (2003) and has its roots in multiple theories of 

organization. The resource-based view (Barney, 1991; Barney et al., 2001) and knowledge-based 

view (Felin & Hesterly, 2007) pointed out the value and scarcity of organizational resources, which 

itself demands searching for alternative, external resources and knowledge. OI also has its roots 

linked to the transaction-cost theory, where interorganizational transactions are essential 

(Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2014; Williamson, 1981). In the transaction-cost theory, organizations 

tend to minimize the transaction costs, may be inclined to opportunistic behavior and thus, fear of 

similar attitude from the partners. A relational view (Dyer & Singh, 1998), in turn, focuses on 

‘maximizing the transactional value’ through picking partners with greater resource 

complementarity and optimal governance. OI paradigm, which embraces complementarity, 

reciprocity and trust-building (Abu El-Ella et al., 2016; Pullen et al., 2012; Simeth & Raffo, 2013) 

thus follows a transaction value theory approach (Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2014).  

 

In terms of the literature streams, OI paradigm is also rooted into several management science 

fields (Bogers et al., 2019; Dahlander et al., 2021; Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2014). Those include 

strategy and business model literature (Chesbrough, 2007), as if OI takes place it is tightly 

 
1 As for June 2021 the page on ‘Open innovation’ in ‘Wikipedia’ states: ‘The neutrality of this article is disputed. 

(May 2013)’ (Wikipedia, 2020): https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_innovation#cite_note-schuttemarais2010-11 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_innovation#cite_note-schuttemarais2010-11
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integrated with both. More recently, the OI philosophy has been actively engaged with the 

literature on ecosystems (Ferreira & Teixeira, 2019) and platform-based business models 

(Dahlander et al., 2021; Nambisan et al., 2018). These developments led to distinguishing between 

different levels in analyzing OI. Bogers et al. (2017) overview the levels where OI is seen, those 

include: intra-organizational (individual, team, project, functional area, business unit); 

organisational (organisation, strategy, business model); Extra-organizational (external 

stakeholders, communities); inter-organizational (alliances, network, ecosystem); industry, 

regional, innovation systems (industry, inter-industry, region, nation, citizens, public policy and 

society). Still, what specific organizational practices are perceived as OI? 

 

The variety of OI practices discussed in academic research come from the existing innovation 

surveys, such as Community Innovation Survey (Ebersberger et al., 2012; Grimpe and Sofka, 

2009; Spithoven et al., 2013 and others) and practices elaborated by researchers (Clausen et al., 

2013; Hung & Chou, 2013; Remneland Wikhamn & Wikhamn, 2013; Theyel, 2013). The OI 

practices were first aggregated into inbound, outbound, and coupled groups (Chesbrough and 

Crowther, 2006; Dahlander and Gann, 2010; Gassmann and Enkel, 2004), and later classified into 

inbound-outbound-pecuniary-non-pecuniary matrix by Chesbrough and Brunswicker (2013). The 

list of these practices was used for our survey and can be seen in Appendix 1. Burhcharth et al. 

(2014) also developed a literature-based list of OI practices: inbound – using external sources to 

search for new trends or technology; purchasing external R&D, licenses, patents, knowhow; 

involving lead users; and outbound – participating in others’ innovation projects, selling patents, 

licenses, knowhow; freely revealing innovation. Chesbrough and Brunswicker revised the list of 

OI practices in 2018 by introducing categories, which somewhat aggregate the previously defined 

practices into: multi-actor/ collaborative (communities and professional networks, firm-sponsored 

OI communities, informal networking); multi-actor/ transactional (OI intermediaries, innovation 

contests and tournaments); bilateral / collaborative (bilateral partnerships); and bilateral / 

transactional (bilateral contracts). The globalization and digitalisation of recent decades posed 

significant, “game-changing” challenges to organizations of all types worldwide, thus, we feel that 

it is time to revise our comprehension of OI practices in order to understand the meaning of OI 

process and specifically link those to the practical implementation across organizational 

boundaries of academia, business and policy-making communities.  

Speaking of going beyond conceptualizing OI in solely corporate context, Beck et al. (2020, p. 4) 

define OI for the context of science (academia): ‘a process of purposively enabling, initiating, and 

managing inbound, outbound, and coupled knowledge flows and (inter/ transdisciplinary) 

collaboration across organisational and disciplinary boundaries and along all stages of the 

scientific research process, from the formulation of research questions and the obtainment of 

funding or development of methods (i.e. conceptualisation) to data collection, data processing, 

and data analyses (exploration and/or testing) and the dissemination of results through writing, 

translation into innovation, or other forms of codifying scientific insight (i.e. documentation)’. As 

we can see, although the context differs from corporate, the principles of multi-directional 

knowledge flows across the entire cycle of the research process remains. The OI practices in 

science context according to Beck et al. (2020) could be grouped by the stakeholders involved, 

e.g. solely academics collaborating in cross-disciplinary projects (Gibbons et al., 1994) or involved 

in and open publishing (Maxwell et al., 2019); general public involved in citizen science or crowd 
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science (Franzoni & Sauermann, 2014). Industry actors may also be co-creators in the scientific 

research with universities spinning out the research, running contract research, consulting, and 

staff mobility with companies (Perkmann et al., 2013; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007) as well as 

establishing strategic partnerships with firms (Albats et al., 2020).  

 

Business perspective towards OI 

Instead of sourcing business perspective on OI from the literature, we turn to the actual companies’ 

voices – their websites and the websites of their partners – to grasp the variety of perceptions 

existing in the business community. 

In our prior work on OI conceptualization, we found that in business mindset, inbound OI practices 

dominate (Teplov et al., 2019). While browsing through corporate definitions in the internet, we 

see the same tendency remaining. For example, one of the FMCG giants, Unilever, on its ‘open 

innovation’ webpage is rather encouraging externals to meet Unilever challenges: “…If you have 

a new design or technology that could help us grow our business and solve the challenges we’ve 

set, we’d like to work with you through Open Innovation…”2 The legendary “Connect + Develop” 

program of another FMCG giant, P&G (Huston & Sakkab, 2006) keeps embracing collaboration: 

“Our external partnership program, Connect + Develop, is based on the belief that collaboration 

accelerates innovation… Our global team searches for trailblazers outside the company. Then, we 

create and nurture partnerships with these inventors, patent holders and other innovators—

ultimately leading to new solutions in every area of business, from supply chains to products and 

technologies to in-store and e-commerce experiences.”. P&G’ Signal program, in turn, introduced 

in 2012 promotes outbound OI: “Since 2012, we have produced Signal P&G, a remarkable “inside 

out” conference that welcomes the world’s most innovative business leaders into the company’s 

headquarters in Cincinnati...” 3 

Working on this chapter during the global COVID-19 pandemic, we could not neglect the view 

of big pharma. One of the vaccine-developing pioneers, AstraZeneca, when communicating their 

OI strategy, stresses the importance of sharing knowledge and resources across stakeholder 

groups for solving global challenges: “AstraZeneca has spent decades creating unique enabling 

tools and technologies of interest to the scientific community of investigators… At the same time, 

academic, research foundation and biotech investigators have been developing insights, tools, 

technologies, platforms, resources and facilities that complement those of AstraZeneca… By 

bringing all of this together through partnering, we can test hypotheses that may otherwise not 

be possible. Sharing ideas and enabling scientific innovation to cross boundaries between 

academia, industry, government and non-profit organisations will help us translate innovative 

ideas into scientific breakthroughs and potential new medicines more quickly and effectively.”.4  

 

LEGO in their FORMA program continuously engages adults and their non-traditional partners 

through crowdfunding website Indiegogo to create something different from what they usually 

 
2 See www.unilever.com/brands/innovation/open-innovation/ 
3 See www.us.pg.com/innovation/ 
4 See www.openinnovation.astrazeneca.com/ 
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do5. IBM among others puts stakes on open source6. OI intermediaries (as InnoCentive, 

Qmarkets), as well as traditional businesses (as General Electric) continue to develop digital 

platforms and software for matchmaking, connecting and supporting OI partners7. All these 

diverse examples refer to OI, but focus on different OI practices and aspects, while mostly staying 

at organizational, extra-organizational or interorganizational levels (Bogers et al., 2017). The 

following policy-making perspective would help us climb higher in levels.  

Policy-making perspective towards OI 

OI paradigm has also received a wide recognition on a policy-making level. Governments of 

countries and regions apply OI principles to policy-making initiatives. Policymakers, as expected, 

are inclined to take an overarching perspective towards OI, oversee all the OI actors and support 

them in a targeted way. Governmental bodies support open collective actions with funding (Gläser 

& Laudel, 2016), establishing policy labs where various stakeholder groups run scientific 

foresight activities – e.g. IdeaLab in Denmark, Sitra in Finland, and the EU Policy Lab of the 

European Commission (Beck et al., 2020). Furthermore, state supports OI via developing 

regulations for the best social impact (Bogers et al., 2018; Robaczewska et al., 2019). One of the 

examples on regulations related to OI, are the ongoing policy-making efforts in regulating 

platform-based business and user data usage – as the more open and accessible the user data are, 

the more businesses leverage that user data the more privacy issues arise especially in non-

regulated settings (Cusumano et al., 2019; Dahlander et al., 2021).8.   

Among the examples of OI definitions in the policy-making space, the EU-based initiative “Open 

Innovation 2.0” says: “Open Innovation 2.0 is a new paradigm based on a Quadruple Helix Model 

where government, industry, academia and civil participants work together to co-create the 

future and drive structural changes far beyond the scope of what any one organization or person 

could do alone. This model encompasses also user-oriented innovation models to take full 

advantage of ideas' cross-fertilisation leading to experimentation and prototyping in real world 

setting.”9.  This definition clearly implies coupled OI practices. We observe the perception of OI 

varies not only across the groups as business, academia, and government, but also within the 

groups. The U.S. Government Accountability Office, for example, shares mostly organizational-

level and rather inbound view of OI on their website: “Open innovation uses activities and 

technologies to harness the ideas, expertise, and resources of those outside an organization to 

address an issue or achieve specific goals.”10. Notably, these abovementioned definitions do not 

contradict each other, they rather emphasise different “faces” of OI. Such conceptual ambiguity 

is a very natural step in theoretical development and conceptualization of such a developing OI 

phenomenon (Teplov et al., 2019). Those might still create confusions and misinterpretations both 

between the groups of academia, business, government and within each of those. Our study is to 

help the views’ alignment process take its steps forward. 

 
5 See www.lego.com/en-us/service/help/products/themes-sets/lego-forma/about-lego-forma-408100000016059  
6 See www.ibm.com/opensource/innovation/ 
7 For examples see  
8 Examples of those policy-making efforts are GDPR policy in the EU, a package of acts in the US, as well as the 

efforts of non-profits like MyData.org. See www.mydata.org/about/  
9 See www.ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/open-innovation-20 
10 See www.gao.gov/open-innovation  

http://www.lego.com/en-us/service/help/products/themes-sets/lego-forma/about-lego-forma-408100000016059
http://www.mydata.org/about/
http://www.ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/open-innovation-20
http://www.gao.gov/open-innovation
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Research approach 

Given an exploratory goal of our research, this study applies predominantly qualitative research 

strategy, with some of the data being quantified. In the analysis we used quantitative and 

qualitative data collected as a part of the OI-Net project11 with a large-scale survey on OI practices, 

capabilities, and industrial needs for OI skills and abilities conducted in 2014-2015. 

In total, 525 (N=525) responses from 38 countries were collected. Most of the sample are large 

companies with 250 employees and more (44.17%), while micro companies with less than ten 

employees are least represented.  

The major quantitative variables taken for our analysis are (1) 1-7 Likert scale intensity of adopting 

each of the specific OI practices – 13 OI practices as per Chesbrough and Brunswicker (2013); 

and (2) “OI status”, which implies six stages of generally OI adoption (Appendix 1). To avoid 

pitfalls associated with self-reported data and minimize risk of common method bias we adjusted 

the design of the questionnaire in such manner that respondents could not associate the question 

related to OI practices adoption and question on OI status. Of qualitative variables, the respondents 

were asked “How do you define open innovation? Please provide your own definition (optional)”, 

although in the cover letter the respondents were provided with the definition of OI by Chesbrough 

(2003, p. 43). Among multiple control variables there are respondent’ position and experience at 

the company, their company’ country, company size, and others. All applied variables are allocated 

into Appendix 1.  

Driven by our exploratory goals we started the analysis from looking at the definitions of OI 

provided by our respondents. All together 188 respondents (out of 525) replied to the OI definition 

question, after removing 7 responses containing irrelevant text, we analysed 181 definitions. First, 

two researchers independently analysed the OI definitions and then compared their analyses. We 

compared the definitions with the established definition of OI provided by Chesbrough and Bogers 

(2014) and identified the following categories coded qualitatively and quantitatively: inbound / 

outbound directions of OI definition; pecuniary / non-pecuniary aspects; OI practices associated 

with the definitions; additional practices proposed; aspects different from the traditional definition; 

keywords; level of relevance and novelty; level of analysis spotted in the definition. In terms of 

the OI definition relevance and novelty, we assessed the definitions by comparing those to the 

widely accepted definition by Chesbrough and Bogers (2014, p. 27), and identified whether the 

respondent’ definition shared the logic with this classical, ‘book’ definition, adds any novelty or 

goes to a completely different direction in its logic. Furthermore, we checked if the definitions 

shared by the respondents explicitly refer to any specific OI practice ( Appendix 1 based on 

Chesbrough and Brunswicker, 2013). In addition to qualitative analysis, the data was quantified 

and analysed in SPSS.  

As the definitions were provided by individual respondents, we treat each of those as individual 

perspective, not as their organization perspective. Accordingly, we also analyzed the positions of 

the respondents and coded them into eight categories (Table 1). The majority of our respondents 

 
11

 The data behind this chapter were collected by the European Academic Network for Open Innovation (OI-Net project), which 

received funding from the European Union Lifelong Learning Programme under the Grant Agreement Number 2013- 3830 (for 

more information please visit www.oi-net.eu). 

http://www.oi-net.eu/
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are top managers, managers in different fields and leaders of R&D/innovation management 

departments working in companies for more than 10 years. Now, let’s move towards analyzing 

their perceptions of OI. 

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

Research results 

Practitioners defining open innovation versus theory-based practices 

Aiming at understanding how the relevance and novelty of OI definition provided by our 

respondents (Variable 14 in Appendix 1) is explained by the factual adoption of OI in the company, 

we compared the definitions’ relevance with OI adoption intensity (Var 9, Appendix 1) and OI 

Status (Var2, Appendix 1). The majority (117 / 181) of respondents tend to define open innovation 

very closely to the classical Chesbrough (2003, 2006)’ definition (see Table 2). These respondents 

represent mostly companies with higher than average OI adoption intensity positioned on early to 

medium stage of OI adoption. 30 respondents gave a definition of OI, which is far from 

Chesbrough (2003, 2006)’ definition. They reported lower than average adoption intensity but 

many of them identified OI status of company as 4 – “We are in the process of refining OI activities 

to help establish best practices in OI”. This may indicate that these respondents interpret OI 

concept far differently than Chesbrough’ school of thought and perceive their company’ OI 

strategy in their own specific way. Furthermore, four respondents defined OI as activities as the 

ones focused exclusively on internal openness, however, the OI adoption level reported is above 

average. Six respondents provided  definitions that follow Chesbrough’s logic but add novel ideas 

and practices into it. However half of them stated that “we are not adopting and not planning to 

adopt open innovation”. Very interesting category identified by us are the respondents who gave 

a rather traditional definition but add some novelty (24). 25 % of them do not adopt OI and don’t 

plan, but the rest reported some of OI adoption. Let’s first look at a few illustrative examples of 

the definitions that are ‘close-to-the-book’ and the ones which sound far from Chesbrough’ logic.  

[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

Two examples of ‘close-to-the-book’ definitions follow. The first one reads like: “Open innovation 

means to me the use of others and to share our innovative knowledge. As a supplier of machines 

and systems we use innovative components in the end product. We share those products with our 

customers. We make use of students and universities to find out together about new technologies, 

solutions and ideas. Sharing innovations is done via students and universities and by delivering 

solutions to the end user of equipment.” (Coordinator of Technical training/HR, Industrials, The 

Netherlands; OI status 3: Early stages of implementing OI activities). The second example says: 

“Not all good ideas are developed within the own company, and not all ideas should necessarily 

be further developed within the own firm’s boundaries.” (Position: n/a, Latvia, Materials, OI status 

3: Early stages of implementing OI activities). Those clearly reflect the boundary crossing nature 

and inbound and outbound dimensions of OI identified by the literature  (Henry Chesbrough & 

Bogers, 2014; Gassmann & Enkel, 2004).  
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Among the respondents, who see OI as a predominantly internal practice, a good illustrative 

example of a definition would be: ‘Open innovation - an excellent approach for encouraging 

employees to create new products and services’ (Top manager, strategic development, Slovenia, 

Industrials, OI status 5: Experienced adopters of OI). Here, the logic of sourcing ideas is present, 

but there is no emphasis on crossing organizational boundaries. Of the definitions, that go far from 

Chesbrough’s tradition, Table 3 provides a few examples. As we can see, those come from 

managers of different levels and functional areas, countries, companies of different size having 

various level of OI adoption as per the respondents themselves assessing it.  

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

If we go deeper in the comparison of OI definitions (Var14, Appendix 1) and real adoption of OI 

practices in companies (Var1, Appendix 1), we see that not all OI practices find their reflection in 

the definitions shared by the respondents in our sample (only practices 1-4, 7,9,11-13, see Table 4 

and appendix 1 for respective practices). Respondents providing the definitions that are different 

from the book, report that their companies adopt OI practices rather intensively, especially 

‘Scanning for external ideas’ and ‘Collaborative innovation with external partners’. Respondents, 

who see open innovation as predominantly internal practice report most of the ‘book-based’ OI 

practices adopted intensively (especially practices 1-4, 11,12, see appendix 1). Among the 

respondents, whose definition is close to the book or follows its logic and offers novelty, practices 

are overall adopted at a high level, with ‘Scanning for external ideas’, ‘Collaborative innovation 

with external partners’ and ‘Free Revealing (e.g. Ideas, IP) to external parties’ adopted at above 

average intensity.  

 
[INSERT TABLE 4 HERE] 

 

Definitions and respondents’ positions  

To enhance our understanding of the OI definitions offered by our respondents (Var14, Appendix 

1) we turn to our unit of analysis – individual employees at surveyed organizations, as whatever 

they share is their individual perception. Referring to the general approach to sampling and 

respondents (see methodology part), we coded the position of the respondents (Var18, Appendix 

1). We found that most of our respondents are top managers, managers, R&D and innovation 

managers (Table 5). Majority of R&D and Innovation managers (22/25) gave definitions which 

are very close to Chesbrough’ tradition or proposed some novelty. Top managers (47/69) and other 

managers also stick to the traditional definition. Some novelty was mostly proposed by R&D and 

innovation managers as well as top managers, and radical innovative approach is rather rare and is 

mostly seen among managers and top managers (Table 5).  

[INSERT TABLE 5 HERE] 

 

Definitions and specific OI practices  

Qualitative analysis of OI definitions revealed that a number of those refer to specific OI 

practice(s), which we coded (Var10, Appendix 1) according to the list of OI practices in the 

quantitative survey (Var1, Appendix 1). We also specified if “none” of the practices were 
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specifically mentioned in the definition (in 38 definitions we were unable to identify any OI 

practice) as well as if the definition is rather “generic” referring not to a specific practice but to 

rather general logic of a ‘book’ OI definition (15 / 181) – see Table 6. An example of only a single 

OI practice taken into consideration: “The involvement of consumers in product development 

process, allowing for more efficient understanding of their needs, taking that into account 

(immediate feedback). Using a user can directly take advantage of their knowledge and creativity 

in connection with the products.” (Head of business development, Industrials, Hungary, OI status 

2: We are not currently adopting open innovation, but plan to implement OI in the nearest future). 

The ‘generic’ examples, which rather refer to an attitudinal aspect of OI include: “Openness to 

external technologies and techniques and the level of their respect” (Junior developer, Energy, 

Croatia, OI status 3: Early stages of implementing OI activities) and “Open innovation is a creative 

lifestyle aimed at creating the material and spiritual values to future generations.” (Project 

Manager, Consulting, Latvia, OI status 3: Early stages of implementing OI activities). 

 
[INSERT TABLE 6 HERE] 

 

The OI practices most commonly referred in the OI definitions are: “Collaborative innovation with 

external partners (i.e. suppliers, universities, competitors)” (56/181), “Scouting for external ideas” 

(38/181) and “Free Revealing (e.g. Ideas, IP) to external parties” (12/181). Although we did spot 

some of the OI practices within the ‘incorrect’ definitions, these practices are either dominating 

the definition shared by a respondent or changing the overall definition logic. See for example, 

this definition, which positions open innovation as a predominantly ‘free-revealing’ practice: 

“Open innovation must be all innovations, which are intended for the public good and helpful man 

and the environment.” (Top manager, Slovenia, OI status – 2: We are not currently adopting open 

innovation, but plan to implement OI in the nearest future). Definitions with “some novelty” are 

mostly based on “Collaborative innovation with external partners” as OI practice (see Table 6).  

 
[INSERT TABLE 7 HERE] 

 

Going across levels and novel definitions proposed 

Already at the stage of initial coding we noted that the respondents perceive OI differently also in 

terms of the analytical level (Table 8). Relying on Bogers et al. (2017) we coded the shared 

definitions as the ones referring to a single or few levels of the following: Intra-organizational 

(Individual Group/Team, Project, Functional area, Business unit); Organisational (Firm, Other 

(non-firm), organisation, Strategy, Business model); Extra-organizational (External stakeholders, 

Individual, Community, Organisation); Inter-organizational (Alliances, Network, Ecosystem); 

Industry, regional, innovation systems (Industry development, Inter-industry differences, Local 

region, Nation, Supra-national institution, Citizens, Public policy and society) (Var17, Appendix 

1). Most of the definitions in our sample refer to either extra-organizational level of external 

stakeholders or to the inter-organizational level of collaborative projects (see Table 8). Let’s look 

at a few examples of how we distinguished between different levels in the definitions.  

[INSERT TABLE 8 HERE] 
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We saw the intra-organizational level focus in the definitions where open innovation is perceived 

as an attitude, a mindset, or an intra-organizational aspect is highlighted. For example: “Open 

innovation - a mind set for new creations open to all possibilities and risks” or “Internal 

independent department innovating together with needed external partners by following customer 

needs to find out which innovations would be in need”. The first definition mentions a mindset, 

which could be an individual or an intra-organizational, while the second example mentions an 

intra-organizational department. Obviously, both examples also refer to the other levels: the first 

one refers to organizational, strategy level mentioning the openness to externals, while the second 

one clearly refers to extra-organizational level and mentions specific external partners. So, these 

definitions were coded accordingly as having multiple levels referred. The highest, policy level, 

just like intra-organizational level was referred by only a minority of our respondents, but one of 

the prominent examples of a public policy level reads as: “Many government programmes such as 

the one my organization is administrating ("ForskEL") can partly be considered to be open 

innovation. Basically, it invites new ideas and concepts on renewable energy to be screened by a 

board of experts. If accepted, the concept or idea will be sponsored by the programme but applying 

to conditions on sharing knowledge obtained. If multiple actors manage to promote a joint concept 

this is an advantage as the programme encourages joint efforts among participating companies.” 

As we can see this Danish program aims to go beyond even inter-organizational level as supports 

those administratively and financially as an umbrella program. 

We close our analysis with a few examples of the novel definitions or particularly, novel OI 

practices proposed. One group of these “new additions” (Table 9) are the definitions, which refer 

to open innovation as innovation available for everyone (for free), innovation for the public good 

and society. Several definitions refer to sustainability aspects in a similar attitude of ‘innovation 

for everyone. Notably, this ‘innovation for everyone’ and mostly non-pecuniary tone is heard 

predominantly from the top management group in our sample with the OI status varying from low 

to high.  

[INSERT TABLE 9 HERE] 

 

Another mention of specific practices close to ‘innovation for everyone’ is ‘open source’ and 

‘loose patents’, but as we all know, those are strategic practices, which are done with not just 

altruistic motives (Dahlander et al., 2021; Wang & Peng, 2020). One more idea of OI practice 

shared by our respondents is perceiving OI as a certain environment, being not material, but 

spiritual space for ideas and knowledge exchange, which may take a form of a virtual platform. 

This is an example, which indeed is not very easy to touch, codify and maybe add to the list of 

‘standard’ OI practices, but as we already passed the platform revolution age (Parker et al., 2016) 

and the power of network effects is widely acknowledged (Evans & Gawer, 2016), this stream of 

practices deserves a separate mention. Expert mentoring is also standing out as a practice that helps 

to spark internal innovation as well as achieve synergy in innovating with others. Finally, as a fly 

in the ointment, there is a mention of OI perceived as ‘putting money into laziness’, where if we 
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interpret our respondent correctly, engaging others for resources reflects laziness. If we speculate 

further, such an approach may lead to the ‘not-invented-here’ syndrome (Burcharth et al., 2014), 

when getting an external help is perceived as inappropriate or ‘lazy’ approach.  

 

Practical applications  

Following the most recent theoretical insights (Bhattacharyya & Thakre, 2021; Dahlander et al., 

2021; Greco, 2021; Valdez-Juárez & Castillo-Vergara, 2021) and empirical findings we identified 

several dimensions where tensions in perceiving OI are spotted. The major dimensions of tensions 

include transdisciplinary of the OI phenomenon, perspectives varying in levels, novel OI practices 

getting saturation in business context but not yet in theory, and synergy between these dimensions. 

Open Innovation goes beyond borders again: towards trans-disciplinarity – OI is 

everywhere! 

Since its introduction in 2003 OI concept has been mostly business-oriented and heavily relied on 

various literature streams. Being tightly related to established theories as relational view, OI has 

been heavily criticised for being “old wine in new bottles” (Trott & Hartmann, 2009). At the same 

time, globalization, climate change and digitalization intensified in the past decades have generally 

enhanced the embeddedness and interconnectedness of such phenomena (and literature on those) 

as  corporate social responsibility, sustainability, circular economy, green energy, platform-based 

economies, open innovation, big data, and ecosystems (Dahlander et al., 2021). This overlapping 

of trends somehow smudges the borders between concepts, ensure the mutual saturation and 

increase the transdisciplinary of a wide spectrum of organizational practices. We found that open 

innovation is not an exception, and it is rather a mix of “old and new wines”, the “taste” or 

perception of which heavily depends not only on the environmental factors but also on who exactly 

is trying the “wine”.  

Knowledge transformation and theory development – Big data eats OI for breakfast! 

Nowadays, with the emergence and power of big data and platform-based businesses, both new 

opportunities and challenges emerge (Del Vecchio et al., 2018; Nambisan et al., 2018). Managing 

big data is less linear than classical inbound and outbound OI practices. “The data economy pushes 

us to consider competitive dimensions of open innovation where data may not be freely available 

and where the interests of multiple players must be considered simultaneously.” (Dahlander et al., 

2020, p.4). Furthermore, social and legal responsibilities of multiple big data players demand an 

agile balance in open value creation and capture (Saebi & Foss, 2015; Sjödin et al., 2020). Thus, 

it becomes more and more problematic to perceive OI in isolation and solely through the lens of 

pecuniary logic.  

From organizational through ecosystem towards policy-making – OI is embedding!  

Following the big data spread, in their recent paper Dahlander et al. (2021, p.4) stated that “ …open 

innovation researchers should consider the wider picture. Research has often focused on the use 

of open innovation from one target firm’s perspective. But as data is growing in importance and 
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the practice of open innovation becomes ubiquitous, inherent trade-offs are revealed and need to 

be addressed. These concerns clearly connect open innovation to the growing field of ecosystems”. 

Thus, and in line with some of our respondents’ opinions, OI could not and should not be perceived 

solely from a single organization viewpoint, as every organization is not just a stand-alone player, 

which could opportunistically and irresponsibly rely on others (e.g. trade user data in absence of 

regulations for that), but is a player in an ecosystem and in society, now more than ever, where the 

actors are increasingly interdependent and are watched more and more for their sustainable 

practices, social contribution or harm (Bhattacharyya & Thakre, 2021; Radziwon & Bogers, 2019; 

Vasudeva et al., 2020). Data trading and platform-based businesses are no more irregulated fields 

(Cusumano et al., 2019; Yun et al., 2020), environmental innovations at organizations tend to 

heavily depend on both – the behaviour of their ecosystem actors as well as governmental measures 

to support changes for sustainable future.  

Emergence of novel OI practices: something old, something new, something borrowed 

and something blue 

The understanding and practical implementation of OI by management community went beyond 

traditional Chesbrough definition (2003, 2006) and novel OI practices emerged while OI has been 

penetrating multiple organizational types and levels. For example, citizen science, where public is 

directly involved in scientific research (Sauermann et al., 2020) is called to democratize science, 

make it more open as well as help to achieve sustainable development goals. Indeed, the literature 

on social innovation suggests us that the best innovators are citizens who “spot needs which aren’t 

being adequately met by the market or the state” (Mulgan, 2006, p. 150). Patent “open-source” 

strategy is becoming more and more visible beyond computer-based businesses with Tesla that 

offered a “good faith” patent pledge being a prominent example (Dahlander et al., 2021; Wang & 

Peng, 2020). Tesla case, however, also demonstrates how revealing of internal technology to 

potential partners could have indirect effects and be an instrument for fighting the competitive 

sector, traditional automotive one for Tesla (Dahlander et al., 2021). The general corporate interest 

in open-source platforms (GitHub, Red Hat, Linux) indirectly shows the hidden power of an open 

source practice, while triggers a question of ‘how open the commons will remain?’ (Dahlander et 

al., 2021). Generally, the increased usage of platforms and software for managing and exchanging 

knowledge deserves consideration as a separate OI practice.  

 

Synergy of OI 

Similarly to Weber and Rohracher (2012) we argue that a multi-level research approach is needed 

to study OI and boost transformational changes. A recent event demanding such changes and 

collaboration, is the global COVID-19 pandemic. A single theoretical stream is not enough to 

comprehend so complex phenomenon and the role of OI in it (Bhattacharyya & Thakre, 2021). 

Even a ‘system’-type of approach is apparently not enough to grasp the essence of complex 

transformational processes in relations of businesses, academia, policy-making institutions and 

society (Weber & Rohracher, 2012). Accordingly, a further revision of OI definition would call 

for a more comprehensive and inclusive approach. That first implies an inclusion of all the relevant 

levels at which OI could be analysed (Bogers et al., 2017). Second, such a future definition would 

admit and highlight the interconnectedness of OI with day-to-day organizational operations and 

inter-organizational relations. More of theorization efforts are needed for OI: as fashion and 
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strategy it works, but practices and recommendations are blurry, perceptions are ambiguous, 

instruments are taken from other theories (relational view, strategy, etc.) and own measurement 

instruments are underdeveloped.  

We want to conclude with the following chain of thoughts shared with us recently in a conversation 

by a technology transfer expert: “Open innovation is now often very misunderstood. Most people 

using the term “open innovation” have not actually read the books about open innovation and are 

therefore not familiar [with] the different concepts thereof. They wouldn't know that there [is] a 

quite different number of flavors,… and that open innovation, first of all, doesn't mean that results 

are owned by everybody. Reasons that open innovation is not [enough] widespread… include that 

universities are not really trained to engage with open innovation projects and concepts yet, but 

companies aren’t either. … Yeah, there are a few companies who have opened themselves to an 

open innovation concept very successfully, but a lot of the companies, and also really technical 

companies are unable (or unwilling?) to change themselves and implement open innovation 

concepts and practices yet.“ (technology transfer expert, head of the university technology transfer 

office in Germany). As we can see, a dedicated training of multiple organizational and professional 

groups could become one of the practical steps towards improving understanding of OI between 

the groups and if not unify their perceptions (which is not an ultimate goal) allow them to speak 

and understand the OI languages of each other. 

Conclusions  (500 words) 262 words 

Aim of our chapter is not to provide any strong claims on ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ perceptions of open 

innovation. It is rather about the need to perceive open innovation as a natural phenomenon, like 

a sunshine. It can be shining bright and reaching every corner – as open innovation penetrating 

organizational strategy, inter-organizational ecosystems, regions, and policymaking. The sun can 

be hidden behind the clouds but still providing the daylight – as specific open innovation practices 

being on hold in a certain organization, but still existing elsewhere and reaching out. It can also 

hit with sunburns – as when too much of openness could become harmful in terms of intellectual 

property leakages or data-related issues. Or, periods of polar day and night could be observed – as 

when the economic, business and social environment becomes more or less favorable to openness. 

Just like the sun, open innovation is an alive phenomenon, and we learn new things about it day 

by day.  

In terms of our contribution and future research, this chapter is among a few works, which try to 

perceive open innovation critically, but still comprehensively and take into account the 

viewpoints of the diverse communities as business, academia and policymakers. Future research 

should probably work towards developing an overarching OI definition which would speak to 

different communities, so everyone could explain still in their own words what is open 

innovation but reach a deeper consensus than exists now. Furthermore, based on our findings, 

future research could develop and validate a revised list of open innovation practices for multiple 

organizational groups. 
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