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A boundary object (Star & Griesemer 1989) is something 

that enables different people to work together. Typically it will 

be adaptable and ‘weakly-structured’ in joint use (but

‘strongly-structured’ when used by individuals)

Boundary objects enable knowledge use by (Carlile 2002):

• Establishing a shared language

• Providing a means to communicate questions

• Empowering people to transform their knowledge

So what?

Programmes of Integrated Knowledge Translation have the 

potential to evaluate theory-informed IKT strategies that 

operationalise boundary object concepts
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What are we doing?

Research into boundary 

objects pre-dates work on 

Engaged Scholarship (Van de 

Ven & Johnson 2006) and 

Integrated Knowledge 

Translation (Graham et al. 

2018), but there is no map and 

the fields rarely cross paths.

Our systematic scoping review  

investigated the use of 

boundary objects in health, 

social care, and public health. 

How can our scoping review 

inform KT research and 

practice?

- Boundary objects 

themselves don’t do the work; 

their function is enabled by 

context and facilitation

- It’s a process not an event -

constructive disagreement 

rather than consensus may 

still be a success

- Distinguish between 

functionalist and emancipatory 

perspectives

- Ignore issues of politics and 

power in knowledge use at 

your peril!

- Don’t under-estimate how 

important symbolic aspects of 

boundary objects can be

- Don’t get carried away with 

the concept in isolation -

consider in relation to broader 

theory and actors

References: CARLILE, P.R 2002 A pragmatic view of knowledge and boundaries: boundary objects in new product development. Organization Science 13, 442-455; GRAHAM, I. D., 

KOTHARI, A., MCCUTCHEON, C. 2018. Moving knowledge into action for more effective practice, programmes and policy: protocol for a research programme on integrated knowledge 

translation. Implement Sci, 13, 22; FREEBAIRN, L., RYCHETNIK, L., KELLY, P., MCDONNELL, G., ROBERTS, N., WHITTALL, C. & REDMAN, S. (2017) Knowledge mobilisation for policy 

development: implementing systems approaches through participatory dynamic simulation modelling. Health Research Policy & Systems 15:83; PAPOUTSI, C., MATTICK, K., PEARSON, 

M., BRENNAN, N., BRISCOE, S. & WONG, G. (2018) Interventions to improve antimicrobial prescribing of doctors-in-training (IMPACT): a realist review. Health Serv Deliv Res 6 (10); 

STAR, S.L & GRIESEMER, J.R 1989 Institutional ecology, “translation” and boundary objects: amateurs and professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology 1907-39. Social 

Studies of Science 19, 387-420

Freebairn et al. (2017) Papoutsi et al. (2018)

mailto:mark.pearson@hyms.ac.uk
https://hyms.ac.uk/research/research-centres-and-groups/wolfson
http://www.clahrc-peninsula.nihr.ac.uk/

