
http://www.diva-portal.org

Preprint

This is the submitted version of a paper presented at Continuous Innovation Network (CINet)
Conference, Rome, Italy, 16–18 September 2012.

Citation for the original published paper:

Wadell, C. (2012)

Boundary spanners of user information.

In:  Carl Wadell

Carl Wadell

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:kth:diva-151357



CARL WADELL AND JENNIE BJÖRK 

Boundary Spanners of User Information 
 
Carl Wadell is a Doctoral candidate at Integrated Product Development at the School of 
Industrial Engineering and Management, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, 
Brinellvägen 83, SE-10044, Stockholm, Sweden (tel.: +46 765 384 611; e-mail; 
cwadell@kth.se). Jennie Björk (PhD) is a researcher at Integrated Product Development 
at the School of Industrial Engineering and Management, KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology, Brinellvägen 83, SE-10044, Stockholm, Sweden (tel.: +46 707 767 628; e-
mail: jenniebj@kth.se). This paper is a revised and expanded version of a paper entitled 
‘Boundary Spanners of User Information’ presented at the 13th International 
Continuous Innovation Network (CINet) Conference, Rome, Italy, 16–18 September 
2012.  
 
  



Abstract: Research shows that boundary spanners are crucial for innovation since they 
identify, translate and share external information with company colleagues. However, 
little attention has been paid to the specific role of boundary spanners of information 
regarding users. This paper investigates how boundary spanners of user information 
acquire, translate and share this particular information. We studied a business unit of a 
large medical technology company and the findings from a social network analysis and 
semi-structured interviews provide several important contributions to the user 
innovation literature. First, we found that boundary spanners of user information exist 
and are instrumental in transferring information regarding user needs. Second, our 
results show that internal communication stars play an important role in disseminating 
user information and that the boundary spanning process can be understood as a multi-
step process involving different user groups, gatekeepers, and external and internal 
communication stars. Third, the results reveal that boundary spanners of user 
information may have differing orientations in relation to user information, which 
influence their acquisition, translation, and dissemination of this information. The 
observed orientations are technology-oriented, user-oriented and market-oriented. Our 
results suggest that boundary spanning of user information can be understood as a 
knowledge integration process to which different individuals contribute according to 
their different perspectives on user needs. We discuss the practical implications of our 
findings and provide recommendations for managers about how to organize resources 
in order to achieve sufficient flows of user information. 

INTRODUCTION 
Information flows are an important driver of innovation performance in organizations 
(Cohen and Levinthal, 1990), business units (Hansen, 1999), teams (Ancona and 
Caldwell, 1992) and individuals (Burt, 2004). Several studies show that information 
flows benefit from control by a small number of highly skilled gatekeepers (Allen and 
Cohen, 1969; Allen, 1977; Tushman, 1977; Tushman and Katz, 1980; Katz and 
Tushman, 1981; Tushman and Scanlan, 1981; Katz and Tushman, 1983). The concepts 
of gatekeepers and boundary spanners have achieved prominence in research on 
information processing in innovation settings. However, we would argue that little 
attention has been paid to boundary spanning activity in relation to user information. In 
the present study we collect data via social network analysis and interviews in a 
business unit in a large medical technology company. Our findings make several 
contributions to the literature on user innovation and have implications for managers 
striving to improve their company’s practices regarding user involvement and user 
information processing in innovation.   

THE USERS ROLE IN INNOVATION 
The user innovation literature argues that established firms can improve their innovation 
performance by working closely with users. (Urban and von Hippel, 1988; Neale and 
Corkindale, 1998; Lilien et al., 2002). This is also shown in the literature on open 
innovation (Chesbrough, 2003; Laursen and Salter, 2006; Lichtenthaler, 2011). 
Information regarding user needs can reduce the uncertainty related to the development 
of new products (e.g., Ives and Olsson, 1984) and also contribute to the emergence of 
innovative ideas (e.g., von Hippel, 1988). However, user information may be ‘sticky’ 
and, therefore, costly to access and transfer (von Hippel, 1994). Increased interaction 
between the company and its users has been suggested as a way to overcome this 
limitation. However, frequent interaction is not always practical since it can be costly 
and also can lead to delays in market introduction (Thomke and von Hippel, 2002). 



Research also shows that user information does not always have a positive influence on 
innovation. Gassmann et al. (2010) point to a number of negative side effects of 
customer and user involvement, and suggest that companies need to involve multiple 
types of customers and users in order to avoid innovating for niche markets. 
Consequently, many companies’ have strong incentives to develop their practices 
related to user involvement and user information processing in innovation. 
 
The user innovation literature suggests several approaches that companies can take to 
access valuable user input. Among the most widely debated is the lead user approach 
(Lilien et al., 2002; Urban and von Hippel, 1988; von Hippel, 1986), which is based on 
the identification, selection and integration of lead users. Lead users perceive needs that 
will be general in a market place but experience these needs much earlier than the 
majority of the users in the market place. Moreover, they profit more than other users 
from innovative solutions. Another approach is user toolkits, which enable users to 
configure parts of or complete products using special toolkits (e.g., Franke and von 
Hippel, 2003). These approaches often result in prototypes or sketches, which act as 
‘boundary-objects’ and transfer user knowledge to the company. Empathic design 
enables identification of latent needs through observation of users exploiting existing 
products (Ulwick, 2002). Also, focus groups and conventional market research are 
employed to acquire user information. However, these approaches to accessing user 
information are externally oriented, i.e. they focus on working with users but tend to 
ignore the indirect use of user information by the firm. Consequently, this literature also 
overlook the fact that most innovation emerges from within the company; Terwiesch 
and Ulrich (2009), for instance, show that around half of the innovation activity in firms 
stems from internal ideas. Also, an increased focus on the internal handling of user 
information calls for a knowledge integration perspective. This implies that the 
knowledge held by individuals can be captured by groups and organizations and 
exploited to further the goals of the organization (Nonaka, 1994). However, the 
knowledge integration process is not always effective and individuals frequently miss 
critical information (Stasser and Stewart, 1992). Among the obstacles to effective 
knowledge integration is lack of familiarity among employees, differing thought worlds, 
disparities in verbal skills and language, and physical distance (e.g., Dougherty, 1992; 
Eisenhardt, 1989). This suggests that we have to look beyond existing user involvement 
methods and approaches in order to fully understand the acquisition and dissemination 
of user information in innovating companies.  
 

BOUNDARY SPANNERS AND GATEKEEPERS OF USER INFORMATION 
Previous literature suggests that certain key-individuals that mediate between the 
company and the user community and play an important role in the spanning between 
these contexts, acquiring, translating and sharing information regarding user needs. 
These boundary spanners might be marketing (Hambrick, 1981) or sales (Chen, 2005) 
personnel, since market information inevitably includes information on users. Another 
group that can play a boundary spanning role is the group of ‘professional users’ who 
are employees who use and develop the company’s products within a user community, 
and transfer information between these contexts. Previous research highlights this role 
in a number of fields such as recreational goods (Franke and Shah, 2003; Luthje et al., 
2006) and open source software (Lakhani and von Hippel, 2003; Dahlander and 
Magnusson, 2005). Wadell et al. (2013) draw attention to ‘incorporated users’, who are 
professionals who used the products in their previous work and have taken up 



employment with the producer of those products. However, the explicit boundary 
spanning of user information is not fully covered in the literature. In order to further our 
understanding on this matter we adopt the original definition of boundary spanners 
suggested by Tushman and Scanlan (1981) and apply it to user information. This 
definition suggests that individuals involved in the top 20 percent of the internal and 
external information handling should be regarded as gatekeepers. Furthermore, they 
argue that there are internal communication stars that are in the top 20 percent of the 
internal information distribution but not in the external information acquisition, and 
external communication stars that has the opposite situation, that is the top 20 percent of 
the external information acquisition but below top 20 percent in the internal information 
distribution. Previous literature provides a rather comprehensive description of the role 
and characteristics of boundary spanners and gatekeepers.  
 
Allen’s (1977) seminal work on gatekeepers suggested that not all research and 
development (R&D) employees have direct links to external sources of information. 
The patterns of communication within R&D groups show that there often is a small 
group of individuals who mediate between the R&D unit and the external world. These 
technology gatekeepers are individual researchers with strong links to their firm 
colleagues and to external sources of information, who possess the ability to translate 
information between the two (Allen and Cohen, 1969; Allen, 1977; Tushman and 
Scanlan, 1981). As already mentioned, Tushman and Scanlan (1981) extended this 
definition, arguing that boundary spanners include, not only gatekeepers, but also 
external and internal communication stars. The gatekeeper’s task is threefold. First, they 
act as the company’s antennae, which scan the environment to search for and acquire 
valuable external information. Second, they ‘translate’ this external information to make 
it available for use by their fellow employees (Macdonald and Williams, 1993). This 
translation is required to overcome differences in the language, routines and coding 
schemes used by the company and outside sources (Tushman 1977). Third, gatekeepers 
disseminate valuable external information inside the firm. These gatekeepers have a 
personal interest in acquiring information, but also have a genuine interest in sharing it 
with colleagues (Macdonald and Williams, 1994). However, gatekeepers do not transfer 
the information randomly. Instead they direct it to the people who they know will make 
the best use of it. Most gatekeepers will have been with the firm for at least five years, 
since it takes time to build appropriate external and internal social networks. Thus, a 
characteristic of gatekeepers is their social networking ability (Macdonald and Williams, 
1994) and their tendency to know who is doing what - both inside and outside the firm. 
This implies that it is difficult for management to appoint gatekeepers, primarily 
because individuals lack sufficient social networking skills (Nochur and Allen, 1992). 
The relationships established by gatekeepers are usually not in the nature of friendships, 
but rather can be described as ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1973) to colleagues and others, 
established for a specific purpose (Macdonald and Williams, 1993).  
 
The literature on gatekeepers, boundary spanners and user innovation reveal that certain 
key individuals can play a decisive role in the acquisition, translation and dissemination 
of user information. Nevertheless, in order to understand the acquisition, translation and 
dissemination of user information in innovating companies there is a need to further 
investigate the role of boundary spanners of user information. Hence, our research 
question is:  
 



How do boundary spanners of user information acquire, translate, and disseminate this 
particular information? 

METHODS 

This research is based on a single case study (e.g., Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994) focused 
on the collection of detailed and descriptive information to provide a better 
understanding of boundary spanners of user information. 

CASE STUDY SETTING 
The setting is a business unit in a large medical technology company that develops 
products for use in intensive care units. Shaw (1985) studied a sample of 34 medical 
equipment innovations produced by 11 companies and showed that 26 (76%) had been 
developed through multiple and continuous interaction with users. Twenty-two (65%) 
of these products were successfully commercialized. Many medical technology 
companies see increased emphasize on market driven innovation as the most important 
issue to R&D (Calcoen et al., 2010). Subsequently, medical technology companies 
frequently experience barriers in their interaction with existing and potential users. 
These may, for instance, be a lack of resources to allow user involvement or a lack of 
availability to users in healthcare (Shah and Robinson, 2007). Hence, we would argue 
that efficient handling of user information is important for innovation in medical 
technology companies.  
 
The case company is a market leader in several product segments. The business unit, 
which is a subsidiary of an international firm, has 116 employees working in marketing, 
sales, product development, research, product application, quality and environment, 
finance, after market and service, and operations. These functional units are organized 
in a matrix organization. The research group includes technological researchers and two 
physicians, who work part-time and act as scientific and medical advisors to the group. 
The group also has close links with a number of nurses who work on the product 
application. The company’s new product development process starts with the idea and 
concept phase. If a new concept seems promising, a business analysis is conducted 
resulting in a report, which is used to decide whether the concept should be developed 
further. The business unit’s user groups include national and international physicians, 
nurses, clinical researchers, bio-engineers, and patients’ family members. These groups 
were identified in collaboration with the company’s marketing department. All business 
unit employees are located in the same building. Employee turnover in the three years 
prior to the study was minimal.  

DATA COLLECTION 
We employed a mixed data collection methodology that allowed triangulation of 
different data sources in order to achieve a better consensus across qualitative and 
quantitative methods (Jick, 1979). We used social network analysis (SNA) to provide a 
snap-shot of how boundary spanners of user information acquire and disseminate this 
information. The questionnaire also included questions regarding employees’ tenure, 
education and age. SNA is a social science method for studying human relations and 
social structures in which social relationships are seen as ties between individuals. SNA 
is being used increasingly to analyse informal relationships within various formally 
defined groups (Cross et al., 2002) and to identify key roles within groups (Cross and 
Parker, 2004). All the employees in the business unit were asked to complete a paper-
based questionnaire. A pilot test was conducted with five employees to ensure that the 



questions were clear and easy to respond to. In order to ensure reliability of the results 
two R&D managers reviewed the social network diagrams and confirmed that the snap-
shot of acquisition and sharing of user information corresponded to their views of these 
activities. In line with original research on gatekeepers (Allen, 1977), we applied a 
frequency measure to capture the acquisition and sharing of user information. Previous 
research reveals that, theoretically, emotional closeness and communication frequency 
are distinct, but in empirical analysis they are often correlated (Hansen, 1999). In 
enquiring about external contacts respondents were asked to indicate how frequently on 
average they interacted with the identified user groups. The frequency measures applied 
were ‘never’, yearly’, ‘monthly’, ‘once a week’, ‘a few times a week’, ‘daily’ and ‘don´t 
know’. To measure internal sharing of user information respondents were asked to 
indicate against a list of colleagues’ names ‘how frequently, on average, did you receive 
valuable information regarding your users from colleagues, over the last three years’. If 
never, they were asked to not put a mark against any names. The frequency measures 
here were ‘daily’, ‘weekly’, ‘monthly’, and ‘yearly’. The semi-structured interviews 
were designed to probe the SNA results and achieve a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon being studied. To get a non-biased view of flows of user information 
around the business unit we interviewed one gatekeeper of user information, four 
internal user information ‘stars’, one external user information ‘star’, and five ‘non-
stars’. The interviews lasted for approximately 60 minutes and were conducted face-to-
face. With the permission of respondents interviews were recorded and later transcribed. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
Of the 116 questionnaires administered, 86 were completed, representing a response 
rate of 75 percent. In the original definition of gatekeepers a once-a-week frequency 
measure was applied. This frequency is arbitrary although it is indicative of regular 
communication (Allen, 1977). In line with this reasoning, we argue that boundary 
spanners of user information need to communicate with users at least once a month on 
average. We adopt this measure since, for most employees, the acquisition of user 
information is related mostly to their work tasks. Consequently, there may be periods of 
more or less frequent interaction. This definition is also supported by the notion that the 
relationships that gatekeepers develop with colleagues and others are ‘weak’ by nature 
(Macdonald and Williams, 1993). We investigated employees’ frequency of interaction, 
with several different user groups, to identify those individuals who interacted with 
multiple user groups at the given frequency. We applied the same criterion to 
investigate the internal dissemination of user information. External interaction was 
analysed in MS Excel, summarizing the number of user groups with which each 
employee had interacted at the given frequency. For internal networks, we applied the 
SNA software package UCINET v. 6.286 (Borgatti et al., 2002) to calculate the degree 
centrality (Freeman, 1979) of the employee’s dissemination of user information at the 
given frequency. That is the number of colleagues that experience that they have 
received valuable user information from a certain colleague (at the given frequency). 
 
In line with early work on boundary spanners by Tushman and Scanlan (1981), we 
categorized the members of the business unit based on the Phase 1 SNA results as: a) 
gatekeeper; b) internal communication star; c) external communication star; or d) non-
star. Gatekeepers were those individuals in the top 20 percent of both interaction with 
external user groups and distribution of user information internally at the given 
frequency. Internal communication stars were those individuals in the top 20 percent of 
the internal distribution of user information but below the top 20 percent in the external 



user interaction. External communication stars were those in the top 20 percent of the 
interaction with user groups but below the top 20 percent in the internal distribution of 
user information. Non-stars were below the top 20 percent for both internal distribution 
of user information and external user interaction. We used the network visualization 
software Netdraw v. 2.097 (Borgatti, 2002) to generate a snapshot of how user 
information was acquired and disseminated by gatekeepers, external communication 
stars, internal communication stars and non-stars. Analysis of the interview data was 
performed by two researchers and followed established inductive qualitative methods: 
coding, data categorization and pattern identification (Miles and Huberman, 1984; 
Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994). 

RESULTS 

The data analysis reveals that among the 86 respondents there are 12 internal 
communication stars of user information, one external communication star of user 
information, and four gatekeepers of user information. Thus, five percent of our 
respondents can be considered gatekeepers of user information. This result indicates 
that the number of gatekeepers of user information is probably smaller than the number 
of technology gatekeepers. Several studies show that approximately 20 percent of R&D 
workers act as technology gatekeepers (Allen, 1977; Allen and Cohen, 1969). In our 
study, gatekeepers were in the marketing, product application and research groups. The 
external communication star was a member of the research unit, and the internal 
communication stars were from marketing, research, product application, development, 
sales and operations. The majority of gatekeepers, and external and internal 
communication stars worked for the company for at least five years. Table 1 shows 
department and length tenure in the company of gatekeepers, external communication 
stars and internal communication stars.   
 

[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

HOW IS USER INFORMATION DIFFUSED 
The SNA results show that the number of gatekeepers of user information within the 
business unit is small, but that dissemination of user information involves a relatively 
large number of internal communication stars with less direct interaction with users. 
Figure 1 provides a snap-shot of the flow of user information into and around the 
business unit. The nodes represent individual business unit members; diamonds denote 
gatekeepers of user information;, triangles denote external communication star; inverted 
triangles denote internal communication stars; circles are user groups. Figure 1 diagram 
shows that the acquisition and dissemination of user information is a multi-step process 
in which gatekeepers, external communication stars and internal communication stars 
share information with each other and acquire information from various user groups. 
 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

The interviews confirmed this mapping and emphasized that the interactions and 
sharing of perspectives among gatekeepers, internal communication stars, external 
communication stars and non-stars contributes to a user orientation within the 
organization. One internal star explained it thus.  
 

I don’t believe that there is one person that knows everything (about the use of 
the company’s products, author’s remark). I don’t believe that clinicians, 



engineers, nor interaction designers have the entire answer. I believe in a 
meeting between many different perspectives where you collaborate in a ‘sober’ 
way and respect each others’ stand points is the best way of doing it. 

 
The interviews also revealed that different gatekeepers, external communication stars 
and internal communication stars acquire and disseminate user information in different 
ways. The first category observed is engineers or researchers with extensive experience 
of working in the R&D group and participating in collaborative R&D projects with 
users. This group consists mainly of internal stars who typically interact with users in 
relation to specific development projects or clinical studies. Identifying user needs that 
might be satisfied by a new technology, or identifying a new technology that might 
satisfy user needs provides a strong incentive for these individuals to access user 
information. An internal communication star in the development department described 
it as follows: 
 
 It was commonly known that our equipment could not be used together with 

magnetic resonance cameras due to the negative influence of the radiation on the 
software in our products. At the same time there was a huge clinical need to use 
our equipment in combination with MRI. My contribution in this case was that I 
found a small company that developed a technology that could solve our 
problem. I took an old machine and went, together with a colleague, to the 
hospital to try it out. 

 
These individuals also acquire and disseminate user knowledge by solving technical 
problems with users and colleagues. Their boundary spanning activity frequently 
involves boundary objects such as sketches or prototypes. We define this group as 
technology-oriented boundary spanners of user information.  
 
There is a group of clinical experts in the unit that were hired deliberately by the 
company (see Wadell et al., 2013, for more detail on the roles of these individuals in 
innovation). They act as gatekeepers of user information and internal communication 
stars. They have extensive networks of users built up over long periods of time, which 
they exploit in order to acquire user information. One of them described that:  
 
 We have fantastic networks that we can use. I got the mailing addresses of a 

large number of clinicians and if I don´t know the specific person I almost 
certain know someone who knows that person. It is easy to get in contact and 
start working together. 

 
They acquire valuable user information from attendance at fairs and seminars, clinic 
visits to accompany engineers, and continuing clinical practice. They are motivated to 
disseminate user information by potential new developments which could facilitate their 
and their colleagues’ clinical practice. One gatekeeper explained that:  
 
 I demonstrated to a colleague how I normally use the product and he pointed out 

that ‘but then you have to stand like that, in the same position, for 10 minutes?’ 
and I replied that, yes, that was my problem. 

 



These gatekeepers disseminate user information through their presence in the business 
unit, through informal conversations with firm colleagues on user needs and feedback 
on ideas. One gatekeeper in this category explained that: 
 

Most of the time you don´t have time to write a detailed report, even if you 
wanted to. I would say that most of it [information sharing] happens in different  
meetings where you find it appropriate to share certain knowledge. Information  
sharing is difficult since people are moving around a lot. I tend to just walk  
around and ask my colleagues lots of questions. 

 
We define this group as user-oriented boundary spanners of user information. 
Another category of employees includes those working in sales and marketing who 
typically acquire information through direct feedback on existing products from 
customers and users. They are motivated by a desire to satisfy existing customers. We 
define this group as market-oriented boundary spanners of user information.  
These three types of boundary spanners related to user information were confirmed by 
our interviews. One non-star explained the strategy she used to acquire users’ input: 
 

He [internal communication star] is a clinical engineer and not a nurse and 
consequently I value the feedback I receive from him differently. When we 
evaluate concepts with user representatives we certainly take their background in 
consideration. However, it is also a matter of personal chemistry as to how well 
you receive user information from others. 

 
User information is often practical and easy to understand, but the value of the 
gatekeepers’ translation is in evaluating, prioritizing and contextualizing user needs, and 
predicting how new ideas and concepts might satisfy these needs. Gatekeepers of user 
information tend to have both broad and specific knowledge regarding users’ needs and 
requirements. Broad knowledge based on their experience of working on many different 
projects and being exposed to many different types of users and user needs. Specific 
knowledge is based on detailed understanding of the functionality of a certain product 
and its affect on the user. The interviews indicated that many employees have a too 
narrow view of user needs. This can result in developments in one part of a system to 
satisfy a specific need, while ignoring several others or catering to only a very limited 
user group. Non-stars confirmed that the combination of broad and specific knowledge 
in gatekeepers is one of the main reasons they consult them in the problem solving.   

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

Research related to user innovation is largely focused on the interaction between users 
and producers in innovation (e.g., Urban and von Hippel, 1988; Neale and Corkindale, 
1998; Lilien et al., 2002). Much less attention is paid to employees’ indirect acquisition 
of user information, i.e. acquisition of user information via colleagues. In order to 
provide a more complete picture of this phenomenon we investigated boundary 
spanners of user information. Our results show that in relation to user information there 
are boundary spanners who are instrumental in transferring information on user needs. 
Furthermore, our results reveal several important insights regarding the nature of these 
boundary spanners and their functionality, in an innovative medical technology 
company. Applying the definition of boundary spanners suggested by Tushman and 
Scanlan (1981), we found that only five percent of our respondents could be considered 
gatekeepers of user information. We also found also that internal communication stars 



play a major role in the dissemination of user information: 12 percent of our 
respondents can be considered internal communication stars. This suggests that, in 
practice, many potential gatekeeper roles remain unfilled due to the absence of a strong 
communication network with users. At the same time, our results reveal that individuals 
acquiring the most frequent valuable user information have developed and cultivated 
their user relationships over long periods of time and these relationships often involve 
both formal and informal interaction. Consequently, these individuals have an in-depth 
understanding of user needs and the user community. These results indicate that only 
certain employees are likely to become gatekeepers of user information. This implies 
that there can be a problem if the organization is becoming too dependent on a small 
number of key individuals for the acquisition and dissemination of user information. 
These characteristics are similar to the characteristics of technology gatekeepers (e.g., 
MacDonald and Williams, 1994; Nochur and Allen, 1992).  
However, our results also show that boundary spanners of user information can have 
different orientations, namely technology-oriented, user-oriented or market-oriented. 
We found that the incentives and preferences related to the acquisition and sharing of 
user information differed among these three types of boundary spanners. We argue that 
this requires a knowledge integration perspective on boundary spanning for user 
information since these different views of user needs must be integrated in the 
organization and groups in the organization, in order for them to be valuable. This is 
supported by the notion of boundary spanning for user information being a multi-step 
process involving different user groups, gatekeepers, and external and internal 
communication stars. However, the different individual incentives for acquiring, sharing 
and exploiting user information can become obstacles to the integration of user 
knowledge. Hence, managers keen to improve user knowledge integration have to learn 
how to manage these different roles and the different individual incentives for sharing 
user information. Depending on the company’s objectives these roles can be extended to 
facilitate sufficient flows of user information. 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The present study adds to our understanding of how boundary spanners of user 
information acquire, translate and disseminate user information. However, it has some 
limitations that need to be taken into account when considering its contribution. Some 
of these limitations provide avenues for future research. The selection of a single case 
study design limits the generalization of results. Hence, a study of boundary spanners of 
user information based on a multiple case study should be an objective for future 
research and would hopefully provide support for the findings from the present study. 
The case company also presents some limitations in the sense that it is a rather specific 
industry setting with unique barriers to accessing the user community. Future research 
could confirm our findings in different, more accessible settings. Also, the typology of 
orientations of boundary spanners of user information requires more research based on 
broader evidence. Certainly, large parts of the information on users is acquired and 
disseminated through weak ties which are not considered in this study. Therefore, future 
research should include other measures for network range such as number of users. The 
most important direction for future research is extending the role of boundary spanners 
to acquire and disseminate user information. For instance, future studies could 
investigate how companies exploit different types of boundary spanners to improve 
their handling of user information. This research could be related to the strategic 
objectives and nature of the company’s work. It would also be interesting to investigate 
the role of different boundary spanners within more established user innovation 



approaches such as the lead-user method. A more thorough understanding of the 
boundary spanning process could be achieved by considering network measures such as 
strength of ties, network range, cognitive distance and cohesion. 

NOTES 

1. The social network items used in this paper were chosen from a larger sample in 
a questionnaire intended to capture a broader set of aspects related to the 
handling of user information in innovation. 
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