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BAH Boundary Objects and Buyer – Seller Relationships 

 

Introduction 

It was widely reported that on June 19th 2008 Israel and Hamas agreed to a truce or 

“calm”. Hamas would stop rocket attacks on Israel and Israel would open border 

crossings to allow goods to flow into Gaza. But the New York Times had already 

sounded a warning note.  

“Israeli officials are therefore likely to portray any deal as an informal understanding in 

which Israel responds to calm with calm, rather than a negotiated agreement.” "Words 

are important, but deeds are more so," said Mark Regev, a spokesman for the Israeli 

prime minister (June 18th 2008). 

“The details were never made public, but the general idea was for Israel to allow more 

goods into Gaza, which has suffered from chronic shortages under the sanctions. (AP 

news 18th November)”  

However on December 18th the Guardian reported “The six-month truce between 

Hamas and Israel ended today with the militant Islamists who rule Gaza declaring the 

agreement dead, 24 hours before it was due to officially expire.” 

Observers argue that both sides interpreted the deal differently, and indeed did so 

deliberately. But the deal resulted in almost 6 months of what passes for calm in that 

part of the world. The negotiations were successful up to a point. This success, we 

argue, is because the deal acted as a boundary object, ironically in both senses of the 

word in this instance. There was a common core of understanding and commitment to 

the deal which allowed both parties to get something out of it, at least for a short 

period.  

The concept of boundary objects in social life was first popularised by Star and 

Griesemer in their 1989 paper. They conceived of boundary objects as particular 

devices which facilitated coordination and stabilised social structures. 

 

The boundary object concept has certainly caught on. The Social Science Citation index 

reports 560 citations of the Star and Griesemer paper as at 13th January 2009. The five 

main academic disciplines referring to the concept are the History and Philosophy of 

Science (103), Management (66), Sociology (66), Computer Science and Information 

Systems (63) and Information Science and Library Science (62).  

Within Management, the key areas of scholarship which employ the boundary object 

concept are organisational behaviour, science and technology studies, design and 

product development, learning, knowledge and memory, integration and coordination 

and, naturally, boundary spanning roles.  

Business to business marketing and purchasing is one of those intersecting social 

worlds where important boundary objects proliferate and in this paper we intend to 

describe their nature and identify boundary objects that exist between network actors 

and theorise about their nature. The paper begins with a definition of the concept and 
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its origins and then proceeds to a characterisation of the nature of boundary objects. 

There follows descriptions of various boundary objects identified and in some cases 

studied and researched after which the processes in which boundary objects are 

involved, and by which they operate. is suggested. A sample of the boundary objects in 

B2B relationships is then described and the paper concludes with implications for 

theory and research. 

 

Definition and origins of the concept  

Societies and all their social institutions, including organisations and interorganisations, 

rely on coordination in order to survive (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967).  Giroux (2006) 

commented recently that “…strategic ambiguity, interpretative viability, umbrella 

constructs, and boundary objects, …all articulate a central concern for collective action 

and the role of ambiguity therein….”  

In other words collective social action of any importance requires that a degree of 

ambiguity must exist since the social actors involved rarely agree completely, either in 

principle or in practice, what that social action should comprise. There are two potent 

sources of disagreement; goals and predictions. Actors have different goals which 

compel them to desire different courses of action. They also have different views about 

what the outcomes of any actions might be. The resulting impasse can, of course, be 

resolved by the exercise of power. However even in the rare situations of highly 

asymmetrical power distribution there are ways in which coordinative action can be 

sabotaged by the “powerless”.  Most commonly all the actors have some ability to 

influence events.  

In order to resolve a possible impasse there must exist in the situation a degree of 

ambiguity, with also some degree of certainty, such that those involved feel that they 

can coordination their actions. All the entities that Giroux lists provide or involve 

ambiguity and also, to some extent, overlap. In this paper we concentrate on boundary 

objects since there have been a rich variety of theoretical and empirical developments 

using this particular concept.  

Boundary objects are any kind of object, material, human or social that exists between 

communities and serves to coordinate their activities by means of the ambiguity of the 

ways in which their content is interpreted by those communities. 

The concept of boundary objects was first proposed by Star (1989) and further 

developed in the much cited paper by Star and Griesemer (1989). The original research 

was carried out using data from research in the field of Science and Technology Studies 

which examined the relationships between the actors involved in the collection of 

samples of Californian vertebrates for the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology at Berkeley.  

This diverse set of actors included, among others, trappers, amateur collectors, 

professionals and museum administrators. The study sought to discover how they 

coordinated their activities. In analysing the data the authors employed the notion that 

Boundary Objects (after boundary objects) with specific characteristics operated such 
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that they allowed coordination to take place. The following quotation summarises their 

original views.  

“The second important concept used to explain how museum workers managed both 

diversity and cooperation is that of boundary objects. This is an analytic concept of 

those scientific objects which inhabit several intersecting social worlds (…) and satisfy 

the informational requirements of each. Boundary objects are objects which are both 

plastic enough to adapt to local conditions and the constraints of the several parties 

employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They 

are weakly structured in common use, and become strongly structured in individual site 

use. These objects may be abstract or concrete. They have different meanings in 

different social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one world to 

make them recognisable, a means of translation. The creation and management of 

boundary objects is a key process in developing and maintaining coherence across 

intersecting social worlds.” (Star and Griesemer, 1989). 

It should be remembered that Star and Griesemer were studying a science / 

technology system which has certain contingent properties, for example the emphasis 

on information in their analyses. However the notion of boundary objects can be 

extended far beyond this context.  

 

Characteristics of Boundary Objects 

Various attempts have been made in the literature to characterise and exemplify 

boundary objects and these have been pitched at quite different levels from the highly 

conceptual to the grounded and specific. In this section we begin at the conceptual 

level and work our way down. 

At the most general level, one of the key features of a boundary object, as defined by 

Star and Griesemer, is plasticity. This attribute of boundary objects can be represented 

as a point on a pliability continuum between highly flexible and extremely rigid. 

However an alternative, processual way of conceptualising the pliability of a boundary 

object is to see it as the result of the interplay between two of its aspects; one that 

encourage stasis and concreteness and one that is volatile and provides a vector for 

change. However it seems clear that, in reality, most boundary objects (e.g. an ERP 

system) have a multiplicity of different facets and aspects each of which, in turn, may 

possess a combination of flexible and concrete components. Thus the resultant 

boundary object may be more or less plastic but in different dimensions. For example it 

may be relatively plastic with respect to time but concrete with respect to design. What 

is reasonably clear is that in typifying boundary objects many authors identify 

characteristics which are related to, or exemplify, the stasis / variable dichotomy.  

Star and Griesemer (1989) identified 4 types of boundary objects; repositories, ideal 

types, coincident boundaries and standardised forms.  

Repositories are “..ordered “piles” of objects which are indexed in a standard fashion”. 

Indexation allows the identification of what is relevant. Piles imply modularity and 

separateness of the objects. These characteristics allow actors from different 
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constituencies to borrow or use items from the repository without disturbing the overall 

nature of the repository. Examples include “piles” of any form of knowledge or 

information such as databases. Contracts and the use of time by particular human 

actors such as boundary spanners might also be included. Clear separation of objects is 

a concrete feature while indexing promotes flexibility.  

Ideal types are abstracted, “theoretical” objects and are relatively vague so that they 

allow for many different interpretations and thus offer the parties ways of interpreting 

that fall within the principles of the object without requiring agreement at the level of 

detailed operation. Again contracts provide an example of this boundary object but so 

might a plan or a strategy. Generalised managerial initiatives such as TQM, BPR and 

ABC are classic ideal type boundary objects. Ideal types promote flexibility but cannot 

be too flexible as to lose their “traction”. 

Coincident boundaries are “..common objects which have the same boundaries but 

different internal content”.  This would include, for example, projects or agreements 

which constrain activities but “different internal content” allows working in ways which 

are relatively independent. The boundaries provide structure but the internal content 

allows flexibility. 

Standardised forms are “methods of common communication” which allow different 

actors to work together. These might include, for example, ERP systems and agreed 

Standard Operating Procedures. They provide another example of indexed systems 

which allow translation of information and determination of activities over and between 

boundaries. What is standardised encourages stasis but the ways in which the “forms” 

are used and by whom offers flexibility. 

An additional boundary object category has been suggested by Dechow and Mouritsen 

(2005) who refer to “Path dependence” as a boundary object “..because of the way 

that system configurations and practices of management control matters through its 

implications in the present and for the future.”  The path may be somewhat bounded 

and hence inflexible but because of the vagaries of the environment cannot be wholly 

determining. As a result flexibility exists in the interpretation of, for example, 

management control. 

Modularity has already been alluded to as a characteristic of a boundary object (Star, 

1989). For example using an ERP system various departments can access different 

parts of the system but the system itself has unity of design.  Modularity offers 

concreteness in the stability of the modules but flexibility in the ways in which they are 

combined for a particular purpose. 

Standardisation is a lower level version of modularity and helps provides the platform 

by which coordination can occur as a result of each actor knowing what is required and 

adapting to that property of the boundary object. Elements of the boundary object are 

prespecified so that some local uses do not vary. An Excel spreadsheet has this 

attribute. Standardisation is clearly a process that promotes stability.  

Abstraction is the capacity of a boundary object to provide generalised capabilities 

upon which different actors can draw. A plan for a project has this kind of 
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characteristic. While different actors attend to different aspects the overall structure of 

the plan ensures that the outcome is as required (Wenger, 1998). The general nature 

of the facilities means that abstraction is very much a flexible rather than concrete 

characteristic. Abstraction is also a flexible way of dealing with non material milieu such 

as language and discourse.  

Accommodation is the ability of a boundary object to take into account the various 

requirements of the actors involved. For example a contract can be regarded as an 

attempt to provide for the needs of both parties and a successful end of contract 

negotiations is sometimes referred to as being the result of “coming to an 

accommodation”, Wenger (1998). Again accommodation is at the flexible end of the 

boundary objects’ capacities. 

Sapsed and Salter (2004) point out that “Researchers have suggested that effective 

boundary objects are those which are tangible …, concrete…, accessible, and up-to-

date” (Carlile 1997) Tangibility is clearly helpful in general terms because it promotes 

cognitive understanding of situations but it may also make clearer what the differences 

are between the actors and hence hinder accommodation. Similarly we previously 

identified concreteness as a property which is important but, if overdone, makes 

reaching agreement difficult. Accessibility is in general a positive aspect of coordination 

activities but inaccessibility may also have its virtues if it isolates elements of a system 

which if connected could create problems. An example might be the poor relationship 

between two actors. Being up to date is clearly important in many respects since what 

is to be done in the future depends on the past but most appropriately on the 

immediate past. However again there may be situations where forgetting the past may 

be better, for example in the case where a dispute between the parties would best be 

forgotten. 

The conditions discussed above may normally be very helpful characteristics of 

boundary objects. However, as we observe, they all tend to be properties that increase 

their concreteness. It may be that the researchers involved noted the frustration of 

actors in situations where coordinative boundary objects were not perceived to be 

particularly effective. Actors in organisations, and operating between them, tend to 

want things to be clear and concrete. However as pointed out previously, coordination 

can only take place where there is a measure of flexibility in some, or indeed many, of 

the dimensions involved in the process. Tolerance of ambiguity is crucial for 

accommodation to occur and that may be difficult for the actors involved to endure. 

Swan et al (2007) point out the importance of interpretative flexibility for successful 

boundary objects.  “They can be both concrete objects and abstract concepts (Star & 

Griesemer, 1989), but their common and defining characteristic is that they contain 

some ‘interpretative flexibility’ (Bijker et al., 1987) that allows them to be used to 

provide a common frame of reference for communication across different domains of 

knowledge and practice.” However it isn’t simply in situations which are concerned with 

knowledge exchanges where such flexibility is required but in all situations which 

involve human actors and coordinative activity. Put at its simplest, putting oneself in 

others’ shoes is imperative.  
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Examples of Boundary Objects 

There are many examples of different types of boundary object described in the 

literature. In this section we provide a brief listing to give some idea of the variety that 

exists.  

For example theories and conceptual frameworks in academic research communities “… 

enable researchers to share an understanding of theoretical perspectives and their 

methodological implications” Handley (2007). Also “… departmental scientific strategy 

may function as a ‘boundary object’ (Star and Griesemer, 1989)— albeit in most cases 

a very fuzzy one—that articulates and in part negotiates a programme spanning 

different ‘social worlds’.” Morris (2002). 

More generally Strategies, objectives and plans are traditional boundary objects used 

within (and sometimes between organisations) as a means of coordinating activities 

(Brown and Duguid (1991).  Although little acknowledged, the concept of means – 

ends chains underlies much strategic and planning thought. Ends are decided upon and 

then there follows a process of deciding how those ends are to be achieved. Since 

there are far more means than there are ends, alternatives need to be decided upon 

and since many of the ends require the cooperation of various functions within 

organisations the chains act as boundary objects to frame the debate and the final 

decisions.  

Narratives, timelines and schedules all have in common that they incorporate time and 

sequence (Bartel and Garud 2003).  “I argue that timelines function as temporal 

boundary objects that make time concrete and negotiable for various groups of 

participants. Unlike other boundary objects ……timelines embody the key elements of 

narrative: a beginning, a middle, an ending, and a focal topic (Ochs, 1997).” Acura 

(2002). Timelines and schedules comprise two elements; activities and when they take 

place. Either or both can be negotiable. If the completion date is fixed then activities 

may have to be compressed or reordered in order to meet the deadline. If the activities 

have to take place then the completion date becomes the bone of contention. 

Design, whether it involves buildings, products or services, as a process differs from 

(re)production in that there is always a measure of novelty involved. This means that 

boundary objects are required to bridge the gap between the parties for whom the 

entity is being designed (clients, customers, producers) and those who are responsible 

for the design. “…there needs to be a clear and stable boundary between the entity 

being designed and the context for which it is being designed.” Garud et al (2008). 

But it is also important that boundary objects are understood and used properly. 

“Furthermore, these boundary objects and their inscribed knowledge would have been 

practically useless without support by participatory practices on the part of the 

designers, whereby they used visual communication tools to make possible an effective 

dialogue with the users, and thus promoted the community’s participation and made its 

knowledge visible.” Satish and Cooper (2007). 

Design prototypes of any kind are clearly helpful boundary objects since they allow the 

actors to see what the end product might be when it is still possible to make changes. 
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It is notable that architects use various forms of prototyping from physical models 

through to computer simulations. “System prototypes are among the most cited 

examples of “effective” boundary objects because they are seen as useful means for 

participants (e.g., marketing and engineering professionals) to represent and negotiate 

differences in their practices and interests (Bechky 2003, Carlile 2002)”. (Levina, 

2005).  

The specific design situation of Product Development also offers opportunities for 

boundary objects. “Models were important not so much as guides for action, but rather 

as providers of a common framework and a set of concepts that enable communication 

about project progress (administrating), project meaning (sense giving), etc. enabling 

coordination between individuals with different conceptions of the product development 

task.” Engwall et al (2005). It is clear that such models whether physical or virtual 

provide a crucial focus for coordination and choice. Products, and more problematically 

services, that can be modelling simply and cheaply increase the power and usefulness 

of the boundary object.   

Projects  involve many actors attempting to coordinate activities in a fixed time period 

where the goal may be relatively clear but the ways in which it can be achieved are 

not.  Cacciatori (2008) reports that “On the basis of an in-depth case study, this paper 

shows that the way in which relatively simple artifacts, such as Excel workbooks, 

represent knowledge enables them to act as boundary objects across occupations and 

as memory devices across projects.” Brown and Duguid (1991) point out that 

“Architectural plans, for instance, define a common boundary among architects, 

contractors, engineers, city planners, cost estimators, suppliers and clients. Severally 

and collectively these groups negotiate their different interests, priorities, and practices 

around the compelling need to share an interpretation of these important documents.”  

More radically they note that “Gehry's adoption of digital 3-D representations disturbed 

the ecology of interactions and stimulated innovations in his project networks by: 

providing path-creating innovation trajectories in separate communities of practice, 

creating trading zones where communities could create knowledge about diverse 

innovations, and offering a means for intercalating innovations across heterogeneous 

communities.”  Brown and Duguid (1991) 

“Contracts are a classic example of boundary objects. They develop as different groups 

converge, through negotiation, on an agreed meaning that has significance for both.” 

Brown and Duguid (1991). Various types of contracts exist. Of which one of the most 

interesting recent examples in B2B markets has been the umbrella / framework 

contracts. These are couched in less specific terms than conventional contracts and 

simply provide a broad framework within which the parties can work leaving it to the 

future to determine how the framework will be filled in.   

Task groups can use a variety of boundary objects to help them attain their goals. “The 

idea-fomenting metaphors that Nonaka describes draw some of their power by being 

boundary objects." They work within groups to spark ideas. Once a group has found 
one metaphor particularly powerful, that metaphor may also serve to foster 

understanding between groups.” (Brown and Duguid (1991)). 



Abstract preview  

 8 

Organisations are replete with boundary objects and are vital, if not necessarily 

successful components of organisations, as Brown and Duguid imply. “Ideally, 

processes should allow groups, through negotiation, to align themselves with one 

another and with the organization as a whole.” Examples include interdepartmental 

committees, liaison roles, intranets, internal policy procedures and trade unions. More 

generally business processes can enable productive cross-boundary relations as 

different groups within an organization negotiate and propagate a shared 

interpretation. In the right circumstances, the interlocking practices that result from 

such negotiations should cohere both with one another and with the overall strategy of 

the company.” However the circumstances are not always right. “Many business 

processes, however, attempt not to support negotiation but to pre-empt it, trying to 

impose compliance and conformity through what Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh 

Star call "frozen negotiation." (Brown and Duguid, 1991) 

Organisations themselves can act as boundary objects some more specifically than 

others. “..we discovered that the potency of BioCity as a “mechanism” lay in the new 

culture of collaboration that the construction of the centre initiated. This, again, was 

very much connected to the fact that BioCity was conceptualised as a boundary 

object—an idea with which several 

actors could identify, despite their heterogeneity. The problem with boundary objects is 

that they are under constant threat of disintegration. In the BioCity case, such a fate 

was avoided due to the strong but flexible institutional networks that were built to 

anchor the concept.” (Höyssä, Bruun and Hukkinen, 2003) 

Interorganisational Relationships, which are of particular interest in this paper, have 

been much less well researched and theorised as Im and Rai (2008) point out. “…there 

is limited research on these effects in interorganizational relationships. We examine 

whether the boundary condition for ambidextrous learning can be extended from firms 

to long-term interorganizational relationships. Specifically, we focus on a particular 

aspect of learning—namely, explorative and exploitative knowledge sharing—and 

examine its impact on the performance of long-term relationships.” However there is 

one example of research into a boundary object well known to B2B researchers. “The 

sales presentation was, by all accounts, an effective boundary object during the 

business development stage, as its use suited Pubco’s and Eserve’s needs and helped 

build a collective identity for the project: It was concrete (it referred to the problem at 

stake), tangible, and accessible to other project participants (printouts were made for 

all participants). The use of visual language helped make key points. While Pubco’s 

participants signed a contract that pointed toward a greater reuse of (adding onto) 

Pubco’s existing objects in subsequent design activities, it was Pubco’s hope that 

Eserve would continue to creatively challenge Pubco’s prior work so as to ensure the 

development of the ideas captured in the sales presentation.” Levina and Vaast (2006). 

More generally many authors have identified other relatively everyday boundary 

objects. “These include accounting packages and tools that support change processes 

(Briers and Chua 2001), document archives (Ackerman and Halverson 1999), physical 

prototypes (Bechky 2003; Carlile 2002), design drawings (Bodker 1998), use scenarios 

(Bodker 2000), engineering sketches, (Henderson 1991), accounting ledgers (Briers 
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and Chua 2001), and standardized reporting forms (Bowker and Star 1994) , physical 

objects (e.g. machines, drawings) and also “abstract objects (e.g. institutional 

affiliations, vision statements, theories, epistemologies”.  

Clearly there are many more boundary objects that have been researched and 

conceptualised and an infinite number that could be. Clearly almost anything could be 

a boundary object since all that is required is that it helps to coordinate the actions of 

two social entities through its ambiguity. As Star and Griesemer suggest a boundary 

object is“…anything to be pointed to, or referred to or agreed upon as an object (Star & 

Griesemer, 1989). 

 

Boundary Object Processes 

Generic Framework 

Kellogg et al., (2006) provides a helpful generic framework for understanding the 

various schools of thought in the field of boundaries and boundary objects processes. 

Examples or research from each of these fields will be presented below. 

“The organizational literature on coordination and knowledge sharing across boundaries 

can be understood in terms of three primary perspectives (Brown and Duguid 1998, 

Carlile 2004, Orlikowski 2002, Spender 1996, Tsoukas 1996). The first perspective is 

informed by an information-processing orientation (Galbraith 1973, Lawrence and 

Lorsch 1969), where community members are seen to be instrumental in their 

knowledge-sharing behaviors, acting on the basis of strategic choice and cost-benefit 

calculations, albeit within the limits of their bounded rationality (Simon 1982). 

The second perspective highlights the cultural aspects of boundary spanning. Scholars 

writing about communities of practice (Brown and Duguid 1991, Lave and Wenger 

1991, Wenger 1998) suggest that the way work is done within communities reflects 

occupational conventions and understandings rather than rational calculations of 

efficiency. 

The third perspective emphasizes the political aspects of knowledge and focuses on 

what is at stake for communities when members engage in cross-boundary 

coordination—what Carlile (2004) refers to as a problem of pragmatics.”   

 

Communities and Markets 

Boundary objects function as means of coordination within social systems.  But what 

processes are likely to be involved?  Levina and Vaast (2005) offer a generic 

categorisation of the kinds of processes that boundary objects might be involved in and 

influence. “When agents rely primarily on interpersonal relationships and engage in a 

joint production and negotiation of objects and their meaning, such practice can be 

described as "community-like." These boundary-spanning practices often acquire a 

name that designates the pursuit of a common enterprise and identifies the emerging 

field and its members. Although there are always distinctions among agents within the 
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field (because of their diverse histories), the more institutionalized the name becomes, 

the more agents (and the researchers studying them) see the work practice as if it 

were being produced within a joint field. 

On the other hand, when agents rely on the objectified mode of practice production in 

working across boundaries, their practices involve an exchange and combination of 

work outcomes that are, for the most part, produced separately. Such practices can be 

described as "market-like" as the objects are, in a sense, traded for one another. 

Through the exchange of separately produced objects, the distinctions among agents 

are more clearly pronounced and the boundary among fields is reinforced ("you made 

A" and "I made B"). The more institutionalized the boundary is, the more agents tend 

to see the work practice through which the objects are exchanged as being produced 

on the boundary between fields.”  

 

Boundaries and Processes Model 

The best articulated model of boundary object processes is due to Carlile (2004).  

Although he describes knowledge transfers across boundaries this is precisely the 

process that boundary objects are involved in. The approach is also highly contingent. 

He uses Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) classification of levels of communication to 

characterise 3 boundaries; syntactic, semantic and pragmatic and matches them to 3 

processes; transference, translation and transforming which are then assumed to work 

in sequence. Adequate syntax provides a means by which knowledge can be 

transferred, the first stage in the process. It affords a vehicle which carries the 

knowledge across this particular boundary and is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for the latter stages. The next requirement is crossing the semantic or 

interpretative boundary so that the knowledge is interpreted and understood. The final 

boundary is the pragmatic boundary at which knowledge is transformed and this is the 

crucial stage at which different actors have to resolve their differences. However this 

stage can never be reached if the other two stages have not acted as precursors. It is 

also the stage at which boundary objects can be most helpful since what is required is 

the involvement of not just the transferred knowledge but its interaction with the 

knowledge domains of the actors. Kellogg et al (2006) provide a helpful interpretation 

of Carlile’s model in terms of boundary object processes.  “As Carlile (2002) argues, 

effective boundary objects need to provide practical, political means for bridging 

boundaries: establishing a shared syntax for representing differences and 

dependencies at the boundary; furnishing ways for individuals to learn about each 

others’ differences and dependencies; and facilitating a process of transforming 

localized knowledge into novel jointly produced knowledge that transcends each 

community’s local interests, creating in effect a form of “common knowledge” (Carlile 

2004), or what Bechky (2003a) calls “common ground.” However as Swan points out 

“…these objects may also be sites for significant conflict. Thus, objects are not 

uniformly positive in the production of knowledge.”  

 

Dispute Resolution 
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Star and Griesemer (1989) also suggested a number of processes by means of which 

boundary object disputes can be resolved. “From a purely logical point of view, 

problems posed by conflicting views could be managed in a variety of ways: 

 * via a 'lowest common denominator' which satisfies the minimal demands of each 

world by capturing properties that fall within the minimum acceptable range of all 

concerned worlds; or 

 * via the use of versatile, plastic, reconfigurable (programmable) objects that each 

world can mould to its purposes locally; or  

* via storing a complex of objects from which things necessary for each world can be 

physically extracted and configured for local purposes, as from a library; or  

* each participating world can abstract or simplify the object to suit its demands; that 

is, 'extraneous' properties can be deleted or ignored; or  

* work in the worlds can proceed in parallel except for limited exchanges of 

standardized sorts; or  

* work can be staged so that stages are relatively autonomous.” 

 

Power 

Power has already been alluded to previously but deserves more serious attention.  

“The power and control implications of organizational structures are not always 

considered in discussions of project management tools in the project management or 

boundary object literatures in spite of the obvious relevance to notions such as ‘hostile 

coalitions’ and ‘balkanization’.” Boland and Tenkasi (1995) point out that: ‘…creating 

and reshaping boundary objects is an exercise of power that can be collaborative or 

unilateral’. While it is normally assumed that boundary spanning is negotiated, in 

practice it can be simply demanded by a powerful actors or actors. Power will be 

distributed throughout the boundary spanning system based on actors’ access to power 

resources such as, for example, knowledge, financial assets, opportunity or sociality. 

And, of course, the bases of power will change over time. Position in the local network 

is also a power issue. “Boundary objects necessarily are situated at the periphery of 

the implicated communities’ attentions; to be of greater importance to any one group 

may (probably would?) entail a corresponding debit to the others. In this case the 

negotiation over boundary objects is a zero sum game. The problem is precisely the 

marginal nature of boundary objects: while they are located at 

the boundaries of communities they might be more central to some than to others.” 

Sapsed and Salter (2004).  

Another power source commented upon by Levina and Vaast (2006) is that of 

symbolism. “In a way that is similar to nominating boundary spanners, agents who 

hold positions of power in relevant fields designate certain objects as valuable for 

boundary spanning. They do so by using their own symbolic capital to name an artifact 

as symbolically valuable. A common symbolic structure can only be acquired in the 
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context of a joint practice. Thus, the emergence of boundary objects-in-use is 

intricately tied to the emergence of a new joint field.” 

 

Success 

Boundary objects succeed if coordination takes place. We offer 3 reasons why this 

might be case, which haven’t, as far as we can tell, been made explicit in any of the 

research and theorising published to date. The first involves the breadth of the 

parameters that characterises the coordinative action taken. It might simply be that 

each of the actors involved can work within the spaces presented via the boundary 

object; there is an overall viable joint solution. The second involves ignorance. One or 

more actors believe that the conditions of agreement are acceptable but in doing so 

they fail to see the unacceptable ramifications of the course of action they have agreed 

to. Finally there is acceptance based on the notion that the parameters while looking 

problematic and possibly even unacceptable are based upon forecasts and things might 

be either different than expected or else further negotiation could occur and a new 

round of boundary spanning activity take place.  

 

Failure 

Finally in this section, it has to be acknowledged that boundary objects sometimes fail 

despite the best efforts of some or even all of the participants. 

“In many cases, objects deemed useful for boundary spanning and that possess 

desired characteristics remained entirely unused or used in superficial ways.” (Levina 

2001). “Moreover, there are many examples where information systems were intended 

to support boundary spanning, but were actually used to guard and reinforce existing 

boundaries”. Sapsed and Salter (2004). “Yet many explicit objects do not become 

boundary objects in practice, as agents do not see their local usefulness or fail to 

establish a common identity for them across sites (Levina and Vaast 2005)” Levina 

(2005). “The researchers hoped that their research reports could have functioned as 

boundary objects (Star & Griesemer, 1989), spanning the boundary between the 

community of researchers and the community of the operators, but that did not 

succeed” Berends, Boersma and Weggeman (2003). 

 

Boundary Objects in B2B Relationships 

Boundary Objects and IMP 

In this section we discuss the properties of various boundary objects that are central to 

B2B relationships. As discussed previously there are a myriad of boundary objects that 

can be identified in any social system. Those that are described here are a sample of 

those we thought would be either important or interesting or both. The objective of this 

process matches that of the literature which has been briefly reviewed above. It is to 

privilege the boundary object to discover how its nature and character affects the other 
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boundary objects to which it is connected and the processes involved. This offers a 

somewhat different focus to that normally adopted in IMP research. We begin at the 

interface rather than with the entities themselves.  

 

Boundary Objects and ARA 

Any contribution we make should involve reference to existing theory. In this case the 

Actors /Resources/ Activities model provides one basis for doing so. In Figure 1 the 

diagram on the left is a skeletal version of the ARA model. The actors, human or social 

are linked to each other within and between organisations. The lines represent 

activities taking place and resources are not portrayed though they include the human 

and social actors and, as we shall see, also non human actants. 

In research which follows this tradition, or has simply been influenced by it, fieldwork 

involves talking to human actors about what they do, and what results, with emphasis 

on the importance of linkages between those actors. 

On the right hand side of the diagram is a rather different model which, while it 

contains some of the same kind of actors as the other model, has a major difference in 

emphasis. It stresses the role of boundary objects in any attempt to understand and 

explain what has happened in a situation such as the one implied by the diagram. In 

doing so we have identified two different kinds of boundary object; actant boundary 

objects such as computer systems and products, and human and social boundary 

objects such as Key Account Managers and Buyers. In fact many boundary objects will 

be composed of both of these kinds of actors but for the purposes of exposition it is 

helpful to discuss simple cases first. 

Figure 1 Comparison of ARA and Boundary Object Network Models 

(a)  
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The most important change in emphasis is placing boundary objects, which mediate 

the coordination between all classes of actor, at the centre of the model. In this way we 

visualise organisations and their relationships as networks of boundary objects rather 

than (or, more accurately, as well as) actors and resources.  In what follows we 

examine some obvious boundary objects and discuss what forms they take and what 

kinds of influence they can make on the behaviour of network systems 

It is first of all important to reiterate a point made earlier. The boundary object 

research field has been, in general, concerned with projects and other time limited 

exchanges and activities. While such research has been undertaken by members of the 

IMP group, in the main the focus has been on continuing buyer seller relationships. This 

creates something of a conceptual and empirical problem. It is more difficult to study 

into, and theorise about, the reproduction of social systems than about how they begin 

and are created. 

We begin with non human actants. In each case the actors / actants between which the 

boundary objects are mediating are identified, the coordinative processes likely to be 

involved is described, and variations in the nature of the boundary spanning as a result 

of different types of boundary objects suggested. 

 

Products / services 

The products and services that organisations exchange are probably the most 

important boundary objects in B2B markets. Organisations have to buy and sell 

products and services to fulfil their functions and operate their business models so that 

these boundary objects exist all of the time, though not necessarily between the same 

actors. Products and services act as boundary objects between buying and selling 

organisations but do so differently for various actors in those organisations. However 

some actors are more involved than others; salespeople and buyers for example, who 

also act as boundary objects in relationship to their own organisations. In this way 

boundary objects and their linkages spread throughout the organisation forming 

internal networks. 

Focusing on the sales person and the buyer, the key question is how does coordination 

proceed?  First of all it is clear, as mentioned above, that only part of the process is due 

to either of these actors. In addition in a long term relationship both actors will only 

have to undertake maintenance activities and handle any minor changes in the regular 

cycle of order and delivery. If there are major changes such as a product reviews, price 

increase requests or major changes in specification then both of these actors will 

increase their coordinative activity between themselves and beyond into their 
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respective organisations. What forms these coordinative processes take will be highly 

contingent. However they might be expected to depend on the nature of the knowledge 

and information exchanges, the social and cultural forms of the two organisations and 

their relative power bases. For example, a particular product might have great symbolic 

value for the seller but almost none for those in the buying organisation. 

Forms of coordination will be strongly affected by the nature of the boundary object 

itself. Exchanges involving objects which can easily be assessed, for example standard 

bolts, have a high degree of materiality and offer less opportunity for disagreement 

and misunderstanding, at least in the material domain. However in terms of other 

aspects of the product there could still be a requirement for coordinative action with 

respect to price, delivery etc. At the other end of the spectrum a services or a long 

term management consultancy project involving the whole organisation would require 

constant coordination and negotiation between the organisations concerned.  

Contracts 

Contracts are simply words on paper or in the electronic ether. However they can have 

huge symbolic value though one should never forget the old phrase “not worth the 

paper it is written on”. They exist in stark contrast to products and services since they 

are agreements to act in particular ways with respect to another party, in this case the 

buyer or seller. But, like products and services, they have two phases, negotiation and 

then application. However in the case of a contract there is less likelihood of continuing 

coordinative activity of contract negotiation. Again like products and services contracts 

can be more or less specific. Many aspects of B2B exchanges are covered by standard 

contracts which can be used because the exchanges are easily specified (parcel 

delivery services). However other contracts seek to regulate the relationships between 

buying and selling organisations for extended periods of time. Such contracts are 

largely language based, offer countless ways in which they can be interpreted and so 

provide many opportunities for interpretation by different actors in different ways. This 

characteristic is clearly embodied in the notion of an umbrella contract which specifies 

rather general parameters of behaviour but which in the process of negotiation creates 

new embodied, though possibly differently understood, contractual norms in the actors 

involved. Contracts can clearly help to frame interorganisational relationships and 

appeal to contract terms is a tactic that can be used as part of the process of 

coordinating the day to day operation of buyer seller relationships. 

 

Enterprise Resource Planning Systems 

Most ERP systems include subsystems which help manage buyer supplier relationships. 

Again as with the previous two examples there are two phases to their involvement. In 

the design and installation of such a system there are huge advantages to modularity 

of structure. Tailor made systems are hugely expensive and even then don’t necessarily 

work any better than those which are more standardised. In addition there are 

standard interfaces which require such systems to adhere to. As a result the ERP 

system in use is constrained and may include necessary but problematic comprises. In 
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contrast with the previous examples ERP systems operate precisely but within given 

fixed parameters.  

It is clear that such systems can have a major impact on buyer seller relationships. 

They open up the possibility of greater transparency which can be both a boon and a 

problem. Most obviously they frame the coordination process in ways which the human 

actors involved cannot necessarily get around. As with the other examples already 

discussed there are clearly contingencies operating which will affect the role of ERP 

systems in terms of coordination. At one extreme, the oil industry for example, almost 

total integration of buyers and sellers is possible. At the other end of the scale minimal 

ERP systems or those that minimise the customer relationship interfaces would have 

quite a different experience.  

We now turn to a brief discussion of human actants. 

 

Key Account Managers 

Key Account Managers are traditionally designated as boundary spanners thus 

identifying them as boundary objects par excellence. The difference between the two 

concepts does however need to be clarified. Boundary spanners occupy a role and that 

role is specified, conceptually, in terms of the expectations of other actors with whom 

they interact. Key Account Managers conceived of as boundary objects however 

perform, again conceptually, the specific task of facilitating the coordination between 

buyer and seller organisations by virtue of their plasticity. These concepts are 

complementary rather than competitive and deal with different aspects of the role 

Key Account Managers exist as a result of the highly concentrated nature of B2B 

markets. Since a small number of customers can account for a very large proportion of 

sales and profits it is important that relationships with those customers are well 

coordinated. Making a single individual responsible for that process helps ensure that 

happens.  

Human boundary objects have different properties than non human actants. They 

have, after a fashion, free will. However they are subject to major role conflicts since 

they represent their own organisation to the buying organisation and the buying 

organisation to their fellow employees. They are capable of dealing with extremely 

complex situations but are limited in terms of their cognitions. They can never perform 

“optimally” but have to satisficed. However they can, within the constraints of their 

positions, be highly plastic. For example they can interpret buyers’ views to sellers and 

sellers’ views to buyers in ways that help minimise the likelihood of perceived conflict. 

Crucial to their success is an understanding of the processes and requirements of both 

their own organisations and of their key accounts and being able find compromises in 

the middle ground. They are also subject to major boundary role conflicts since they 

represent their own organisation to the buying organisation and the buying 

organisation to their fellow employees.  
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The contingencies here include whether the KAM manager has one or a number of 

customers to deal with, the importance of the customers to the selling organisation, 

the relative power of the buyers and sellers and the effectiveness of the boundary 

objects in both of the organisations. 
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Research and Development Managers 

In this case it is assumed that the actor is deeply embedded in both the organisation 

which employs him or her and the relevant scientific and technological networks. In 

this situation the distance of the actor from the customer is likely to be great. Many 

other actors in any organisation would be equally distant from that interface; buyers, 

finance managers, marketing managers etc. As a result the coordinative actions they 

take rely on the boundary objects that lie between them and customers and the 

processes by and through which information and understandings reach them. 

Conversely they are boundary objects for the coordination of activities between their 

specialist fields and the rest of the organisation reaching as far as the customer. 

Coordination takes place therefore between experts and non experts; R and D 

managers and KAM managers, often with a number of other boundary objects (e.g. 

Marketing managers) intervening. This very simple example illustrates the complex 

nature of coordination between and within organisations and the role that various kinds 

of boundary objects can play in this process. 

A number of other boundary objects can be listed; informal agreements, “specific” 

commitments, routine paperwork, standard operating procedures, sales materials, 

physical links such as “through the wall” operations, “local” and or industry language 

and terms (e.g. “dwell time”), delivery time, image / identity, network position and 

Excel spreadsheets. 

 

Implications for Theory and Research 

In this paper there are two, or perhaps more, implications for IMP research. The first is 

to re- emphasise the role of coordination and coordinative processes in all social 

processes but particularly in and among organisations and in B2B markets. As 

Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) argued, coordination is a crucial function of organisations 

(and by extension interorganisations) since the fruits of specialisation, which 

organisations offer, cannot be gathered if specialists’ activities remain uncoordinated. 

The second is related to the first and it is the role that boundary objects can and do 

play in that process. As suggested above identifying boundary objects helps us to 

understand why certain events occur in the way they do. However the more important 

development would be to theorise about the networks of boundary objects within and 

between organisations which we have yet to do. One option would be to use the well 

worn path of adding another letter to the ARA acronym. Boundary objects are clearly 

resources as are actors and activities would be confined, though this is hardly a major 

limitation, to coordinative actions. However the acronym ARAB apparently meant 

desert originally so perhaps that is a hint that we should not take that option. 

Our preferred route would be to induce from empirical data. But what would a 

boundary object based research project look like? There are several options. The first 

would be start with some micro-process research. This would involve following, in real 

time or by reconstruction from the actors involved, actions between organisations. 

These, we argue, would all be coordinative by definition. Some would simply stop at 

some boundary object; others would cause a ripple of actions throughout the 
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organisation(s) which could be further followed through. This process would help us to 

identify classes of boundary objects and the “typical” ways in which they act.  

A second option would be start with individual actors and try to audit a sample of their 

actions and study the portfolio of coordinative actions they take and who with. This 

would, of course, make an interesting complement to first research suggestion. 

The third option would be take an equally traditional approach and study a major 

change in a B2B relationship such as the acquisition of a new customer or the launch of 

a new product or service.  
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