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Abstract: Ever since the introduction of Open Innovation as a concept over 13 
years ago, it has been debated heavily. Most of the debate has been on the 
openness itself, such as Open Innovation versus Open Source. Other have 
discussed it as an old phenomena and that it is not new or changed enough to be 
able to call it a new paradigm, the aim in this paper is to lift the discussion to a 
more theoretical area. This literature review shows the different definitions 
used and is analyzed in how they all relate to the development of the field of 
Open Innovation, with the help of texts from Kuhn and Wittgenstein, amongst 
other philosophers. The results show that it is important to have a definition 
that can evolve by being challenged instead of being destroyed by competing 
definitions. It is also suggested to let the definition build upon the criteria that 
has been used and can be measured in empirical data. As an example a sliding 
scale is used instead of the common binary definitions. 
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1  Introduction 
Joe Tidd (2014) wrote, about the issues with Open Innovation, that the main point of 

research right now is a need of a tighter theory. As noted by Tidd (2014) and others 
(Huizingh 2015), there is a problem with several definitions, of Open Innovation, today. 
Chesbrough (2003; 2011) have himself noted a similar issue and have tried to defend his 
original definition. 

Tidd (2014) starts with a wider definition than Chesbrough (2003): 
 

…firms should acquire valuable resources from external firms and share internal 
resources for new product/service development… (Tidd 2014 p1) 

 

This definition is the starting point in this paper and a literature review was conducted 
to show the different definitions used in research today in Open Innovation. The reason 
for choosing this definition as a starting point is that it is the widest definition found in 
the literature today. Chesbroughs (2003) definition of Open Innovation is found in table 1 
and is the most commonly used definition. 
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The main problem with Open Innovation research is that it has several definitions and 
many researchers are arguing that Open Innovation might not even be research; instead it 
is something for consultants only. In this paper the area of Open Innovation is considered 
as a research topic and the problem is narrowed down to a problem with definition. If 
several definitions are used then it is of course problematic for researchers to see what is 
the field actually researching. If there is a clearer definition that is agreed upon and there 
is a possible path onwards, for falsification (Popper 1963) it would also be needed to be 
something that is possible to disprove. Disproving something in turn needs a proper 
definition of what is the term that might be disproven. 

For the literature review part the two keywords “Open Innovation” and “Literature 
review” were used in a search in SCOPUS. The purpose of collecting the papers was to 
find the different definitions used in research today, which means that papers with 
different definitions are used but papers with the same definitions might be mentioned in 
this paper but not used in the table. The timetable for the papers is ranging 
from 2003, when Chesbrough wrote his book (Chesbrough 2003) up until the latest paper 
written 2017 (Zobel et al. 2017). This gives a clear taxonomy of what the areas inside the 
Open Innovation paradigm are regarding definitions. The second section will deal with 
the different definitions and see if it is possible to sort these into proper categories, and 
most of all show the difference between definitions. After the definitions there is a short 
section regarding philosophy of science and how a term should be defined, which leads to 
the fourth section were the theories from philosophy of language apply to the Open 
Innovation definitions found within this study. 

2 Definitions 

The purpose of collecting the papers was to find the different definitions used in 
research today, by looking at literature reviews and similar papers giving a picture of 
current research. This gives a clear taxonomy. The different definitions found are shown 
in Table 1. Several papers (Abbate et al. 2015; Bianchi et al. 2010; Fabricio et al. 
2015; Effelsberg 2013; Salvador et al. 2013) state the same definitions as Chesbrough 
(2003) is using, so it seems to be the dominant definition. Table 1 below shows the 
different definitions found in 9 different papers, other papers that were found showed 
definitions such as Chesbroughs or another definition found in the table. It is assumed 
that papers explaining specific cases use one of the definitions found. The reason for this 
assumption is that these papers are supposed to be literature reviews, and therefor they 
should have caught the definitions used. The definitions are used to show a difference 
and how they might affect the future of the area of Open Innovation. Therefor it is also 
assumed that if a definition was not caught in the search, it will still fit within the current 
definitions or at least close enough. One way to falsify the argumentation then would be 
to provide a definition in use that do not fit with these other definitions, and that do not fit 
within the argumentation in this paper. 

 



 

 
 
 
Table  1  Different definitions 

Author Definition used 

Chesbrough 2003 purposive inflows and outflows of knowledge to 
accelerate internal innovation, and expand the markets 
for external use of innovation 

Lazzarotti & Manzini 2009 A collaboration with high variety of partners and high 
count of partners 

Dahlander & Gann 2010 Outbound innovation – Non pecuniary, how internal 
resources are revealed to the external environment 
Outbound innovation – pecuniary, firms 
commercialize their inventions and technologies 
through selling or licensing out resources developed in 
other organizations 
Inbound innovation - non-pecuniary, firms use 
external sources of innovation 
Inbound innovation – pecuniary, firms license-in and 
acquire expertise from outside 

Banu et.al. 2016 Government, research organisations, clients and 
consumers, suppliers, business actors, aiming at linking 
human, financial, material resources, information and 
knowledge for the purpose of obtaining shared-value 
innovation 

Bengtsson et.al. 2015 The definition focuses on management of knowledge 
flows and organizational boundaries  

Zobel et.al. 2017 … firms make greater use of external knowledge and 
increasingly collaborate with a variety of external 
partners 

Wallin & Krogh 2010 … process that covers the creation and use of 
knowledge for the development and introduction of 
something new and useful. 

Hossain & Anees-ur-Rehman 2016 …effective in acquiring external knowledge for internal 
innovation and taking internal innovation to external 
markets 

Greco et al. 2016 …innovating capability of a firm deriving from the 
interaction with other firm 

Tidd 2014 …firms should acquire valuable resources from 
external firms and share internal resources for new 
product/service development… 

 
It is clear in the table that the definitions vary, but all the definitions centre on the 

original definition. A flow of something, no matter the direction, from the perspective of 
an organisation to aid in developing and selling an innovation. Some research (Dahlander 
& Gann 2010) discuss if Open Source should be considered as a true form of Open 



 
 

This paper was presented at The XXVIII ISPIM Innovation Conference – Composing the 
Innovation Symphony, Austria, Vienna on 18-21 June 2017. The publication is available to ISPIM 

members at www.ispim.org. 

4 
 
 

Innovation, due to it being a total open process and using a lot of actors for knowledge 
exchange. Open Source (Open Source Initiative 2017-04-28) is defined by fulfilling 10 
criteria, which together shows that the work being done needs to be open and available 
for free. So even if the process is open and using a lot of resources for gaining 
knowledge, the result is still a free product and not part of a business model which means 
that it is not within the definition of Open Innovation. This conclusion is also something 
Chesbrough (2012) have mentioned. Even if Open Source clearly fulfils one of the 
criteria, constants, being very heavy with knowledge exchange it fails to fulfil the second 
constant, a business model.  

 
The main difference found with the definitions is in how precise they are. Chesbrough 

(2003) discusses knowledge flows, but Tidd (2014) chooses to view it as resources 
instead which is a wider area. Others (Dahlander & Gann 2010) do not even bring up 
exchange into the definition, instead they define it as a collaboration, where there is 
multiple partners doing something together. Lazzarooti & Manzini (2009) do mention 
resources, just as Tidd (2014). The other issue in the difference between definitions is 
whom do the organisations collaborate with. Hossain (Hossain & Anees-ur-Rehman 
2016) and Wallin (Wallin & Krogh 2010) do not even mention the partner, while Greco 
(Greco et al. 2016) and Tidd (2014) specifies that it is a firm. Bengtsson (Bengtsson et al. 
2015) do not specify whom, but discusses it as organisations. Chesbrough (2003) also 
discusses organisations, and do not specify that it needs to be a certain type of 
organisation. If all these definitions are combined it shows that they all refer to 
collaboration, but some specify which ones and some specify regarding what. In other 
words there exists a very general definitions, such as Tidd (2014), that incorporates more 
cases than the more specific definitions such as Banu (Banu et.al. 2016). 

 
The summary to draw from these findings is that the definitions have become both 

more general and more specific since Chesbroughs original definition. How these two 
paths can have an effect on the paradigm of Open Innovation will be discussed in the 
section results and analysis. 

  

3 Paradigms and Philosophy of Language 
The taxonomy is now clear, and this section will try to explain the philosophy of 

science and language impact different definitions have on a paradigm. 
 
Chesbrough (2003) calls Open Innovation a paradigm, which would not be approved 

by Kuhn (1962). According to Kuhn (1962) a paradigm is a set of theories and methods 
that used in defining an area of science and according to him it is basically Physics and 
similar sciences that are proper paradigms. Other areas in research might be considered 
pre-paradigms at most, and in the case of Open Innovation it is plausible to think that 
Chesbrough means a paradigm in a more general term and not as a scientific term. 



 

Independent on how Chesbrough thinks about Open Innovation being a paradigm or not, 
it is important that researcher agree on how the term is being used, and of course develop 
it within the proper scientific methods. This is why the definition of the term used as the 
title of the research field is an important thing to consider. 

 
Wittgenstein (1922) explains, in his picture theory of meaning, that the definition of a 

term needs to have a counterpart in the real world. To define a term in science this would 
mean that a term, such as Open Innovation, must have a definition that is found in the 
studies being conducted within the proposed paradigm. Other researchers (Russell 1919) 
seems to agree, that a definition should show the connection between the words used and 
the real world application of the words used. Another point of view on definitions is 
from Kripke (1977), which states that words that are used references to what the speaker 
of those words wish for it to reference. In other words, for Kripkes (1977) definition, it 
means that words can only define whatever the subjective view of the speaker wishes. In 
science this could mean that the term Open Innovation means different things, depending 
on the scientist using the term, a kind of stipulative definition. Of course a definition like 
that of a term, relying on a subjective view, undermines the whole field of science where 
the aim is to describe and understand the world we are living in. This conclusion means 
that it is better to view science-definitions from the perspectives of Wittgenstein (1922), 
Russell (1919), and similar researchers. 

 
What it then means to define a term, such as Open Innovation, is to look at what 

research is being done and define it from that perspective. Another way, which is what 
was done, is to view the trends and then sum up the trends into a definition. In 
Chesbroughs (2003) case he noticed collaboration between firms, where the knowledge 
flow went in both directions to improve the internal innovation process. What is proposed 
in this paper is the opposite, look at what the definitions are and see what it should be 
based on research that has been conducted. 

 

4 Results and Analysis 

The openness of innovation has been the focus in discussions regarding the definition 
(Dahlander & Gann 2010). As seen in table 1 above it is obvious that the different 
definitions all try to handle openness but only a few deals with the innovation part. To be 
able to properly use the term Open Innovation and define it, it is needed to look at both 
words and clearly show what the definition is. As stated previously an innovation has a 
business side to it, and therefor Open Source is not Open Innovation until it has a 
business model also. The innovation part is not in any other way discussed, instead it is 
assumed that a development project should lead to an innovation and that encompasses 
being sold and so on. This is probably why the innovation part is not as heavily 
discussed.  
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According to Lazzarotti & Manzini (2009) it is openness based on how many partners 
and how many partners are involved in the collaboration, where a high number indicates 
high openness. The result from their (Lazzarotti & Manzini 2009) was that only projects 
with a high number of collaborators and a high variety of collaborators are true Open 
Innovation, other combinations are closed innovators, specialized innovators, or 
integrated innovators. So it is a clear taxamony, based on certain criterias a collaboration 
is or is not Open Innovation. 
 

There is one paper (Banu et al. 2016) that does not conform to the following general 
definition. According to Banu (Banu et al. 2016) the exchange between companies can be 
regarding other resources and not only knowledge, which gives a very wide definition 
that makes Open Innovation having almost the same definition as ‘collaboration between 
companies’. Tidd (2014) suffers a similar problem, stating that it is resources 
and not only knowledge that can be shared within Open Innovation. Going from a general 
definition, such as Chesbrough (2003), to an even more general definition is 
counterintuitive if the aim of research is to describe and explain the world. The aim of 
research should be to make statements more precise. Therefor those two definitions will 
be handled a bit differently. 
 

All the other different definitions, besides Tidd (2014) and Banu (Banu et al. 2016) 
leads to the following figure being formed, Figure 1. 

 
 

 
Figure 1 The scale and variables of Open Innovation 
 
Looking at the combined definitions on a scale it becomes possible to create a 

formula to calculate and see how much Open Innovation is present in a specific case. The 
two constants are taken from the definition regarding it needing a business model and that 
the exchange is knowledge. It would be possible to change knowledge to resources but in 
this case knowledge is chosen because it is more precise and more widely used in the 
definition. The variables are taken from the definitions that tried to separate into 
categories, such as Lazzarotti & Manzini (2009), but also those definitions that have 
more precise partners described.  

 
Having zero partners would mean literally no collaboration and therefor end up on the 

left side. As stated earlier in the paper there has probably always been some sort of 
collaboration, example Huizingh (2011) and therefor, it is a line with no ends, so a 

Open Innovation

    

Closed Innovation

Constants:
Business Model

Knowledge exchange

Variables:
How many Partners
Variety of Partners

Variety during the process-steps



 

smaller amount of partners will end up on the left side. If the collaboration has a large 
amount of partners and a variety of partners that collaborate in different parts of the 
process then the case ends up on the right side of the scale. Technically it would be 
possible to quantify this by assigning numbers to the three variables and calculate a total 
that can be compared to other totals from other cases. This might be something for future 
research, for now this scale can be used to measure how a specific case has evolved, is 
the total higher now compared to before. It would also be possible to add importance to 
one or several variables by assigning a specific constant to that variable. 

 
Using the variables in the scale it also becomes possible to define what Open 

Innovation should be based on the scale in other words than the ones used by 
Chesbrough. The two constants are knowledge sharing and business model, so the 
definition should start with this. Open Innovation is: Knowledge sharing, across 
organisational borders, as part of a business model…What follows then should be the 
variables regarding the amount and variety of partners, and when they collaborate. Open 
Innovation is: Knowledge sharing, across organisational borders, as part of a business 
model with a variety of many partners working together during the whole, or part of, 
development process. A definition such as this is based on the research being done and it 
is very close to Chesbroughs definition. 

 
By Kuhn’s definition Open Innovation is not a paradigm, but if viewed as such then it 

should be challenged with cases and not by widening the definition. By having a wide 
definition all cases fit inside and therefor the term looses its meaning, which is something 
suggested by Huizing (2011) who stated that in the future it will be so common and 
natural with Open Innovation that the term will not even be used. By having a definition 
that is challenged by cases that suggest narrowing down the definition more, it becomes a 
clearer field in science. If the definition is challenged then by cases not confirming the 
definition, it will be overturned and a new terminology with a new definition will be in 
use. 

5 Conclusions and Discussion 

The reason for collecting the papers was to find the different definitions used in research 
today regarding Open Innovation. This should give a clear taxonomy of how Open 
Innovation is being defined in research. The main conclusion regarding how it is used is 
that the definition has evolved into being a bit more specific and the other is a bit more 
general. Another perspective of knowledge exchange is if it comes in or knowledge going 
out of the organization, called outbound and inbound Open Innovation. But it is within 
the original definition that most researcher used and therefor a natural development in 
trying to make a more precise definition. On the other hand, other researchers have widen 
the definition which makes it less precise and for a paradigm, and science in general, it is 
better to be precise and the aim of research should be to be as precise as possible. 
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None of the papers did mention if the definition is on a sliding scale or clear 
categories, but it seems all papers use a categorisation of something either being Open 
Innovation or not being Open Innovation. It seems to be a binary statement made, and not 
a definition. A sliding scale, as suggested in this paper, would instead indicate a level of 
Open Innovation, which seems to be a better fit for how the research is being conducted 
now. This also fits well into the prediction of Huizingh, who stated that in the future 
everything will be Open Innovation. So instead of trying to redefine what Open 
Innovation is, keep the definition close to the original one; Knowledge sharing, across 
organisational borders, as part of a business model with a variety of many partners 
working together during the whole development process. Then from that definition see if 
it is possible to narrow it down and make it more precise. An example of using this 
definition would be as a formula to measure the level of Open Innovation, and then 
anomalies could be collected to see if more variables are needed which would lead to a 
more precise definition of Open Innovation.  

 
Future research based on the notion of using a sliding scale instead of binary 

statements to improve the definition could be two-fold. First it could entail looking at 
cases already finalized and presented, to see where they fit on the scale and if the binary 
statements give a divider that is useful or not for the definition. The second way would be 
to look at new cases and then measure these specific variables and see how these cases fit 
into the scale and if any anomalies are found. As an example it might be found that 
something that seems to be Open Innovation do not match the scale at all, or that 
something that clearly is not Open Innovation can be put on the scale. Another use for a 
scale might be to measure progress. If a company has a low number first and manage to 
increase it over a couple of years, then the new measure will be more to the right and 
hopefully it has also increased the revenue, or some other value, for the company. 
 

Using this definition on a scale instead of making a binary judgement regarding if 
something is or is not Open Innovation, is a new take on the definition and might help 
researchers by having a similar view on what Open Innovation is. Practitioners can in a 
similar manner see a bit more clearly that their focus should rely more on the knowledge 
exchange and finding more partners and communicate with them in more phases. 
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