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Abstract
While external knowledge has the potential to benefit a firm’s innovation activities, 
research shows that the positive effects of a more open model of innovation do not 
come naturally. This paper draws on the project level to explore the organizational 
factors that hamper or impede the integration of external knowledge sourced from 
an open innovation platform and to suggest interventions to overcome these barri-
ers. While open innovation is mainly discussed as a concept that resides at the level 
of the organization, this paper draws on the project level to contribute to a multi-
level understanding of open innovation and to offer a deeper understanding of the 
challenges project teams face, when integrating external knowledge. To investigate 
occurring barriers, four cases of external knowledge integration within a multina-
tional corporation are analyzed. The results show that due to the external nature of 
the knowledge, an additional effort of project teams is required such as forming alli-
ances with key individuals and changing negative attitudes towards external sources 
to overcome organizational resistance. Theoretical as well as practical implications 
are discussed.

Keywords Open innovation platforms · Not-Invented-Here · Barriers to innovation · 
Absorptive capacity · Knowledge transfer

Introduction

Staying innovative over time in complex and volatile environments is a major chal-
lenge for organizations in different industries alike. In their efforts to develop new 
products, services, or processes, firms have incorporated knowledge, ideas, or tech-
nologies from external sources for decades (Trott and Hartmann 2009). However, 
since the term open innovation (OI) was coined, firms increasingly started to search 

 * Tim Hampel 
 Tim.Hampel@gmx.net

1 Department of Innovation and Technology Management, Karlsruhe Institute of Technology 
(KIT), Fritz-Erler-Str. 1-3, 76133 Karlsruhe, Germany

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1599-9860
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43546-021-00101-5&domain=pdf


 SN Bus Econ            (2021) 1:98    98  Page 2 of 32

for external input on a larger scale (Chesbrough 2003; Enkel et al. 2009). Research 
in the area of OI emphasizes that external actors hold potentially valuable knowledge 
which may spur internal problem solving and innovation (Dahlander and Frederik-
sen 2011; Nylund et al. 2020). Incorporating external knowledge can enable firms to 
connect formerly disparate ideas and therefore unlock significant commercial poten-
tial (Baron 2006; Dahlander and Frederiksen 2011). To tap into the creative poten-
tial of external actors, a vast number of firms have implemented dedicated platforms 
and programs to search for knowledge outside the firm’s boundaries (Brunswicker 
and Chesbrough 2018; Bogers et al. 2018a). P&G’s “Connect + Develop” platform, 
Lego’s “Ideas” platform, or NASA “Tournament Lab” platform are examples of how 
large corporations search for and engage with external knowledge (Ozkan 2015; 
Andersen and Gadde 2019; Devece et al. 2019). Lego, for example, has already real-
ized 34 products which have been suggested by the crowd and Dell has implemented 
more than 548 ideas from participating users of their IdeaStorm platform (Schlag-
wein and Bjorn-Andersen 2014; Hossain and Islam 2015). Therefore, open inno-
vation platforms are set up to enable crowds to engage for various purposes such 
as idea generation, problem-solving, or discussion. However, despite the potential 
benefits and growing popularity of OI platforms, their effectiveness has been ques-
tioned recently (Cheng and Huizingh 2014; Miozzo et al. 2016; Stanko et al. 2017). 
In a study of 121 large firms in the U.S. and Europe, Brunswicker and Chesbrough 
(2018) found that closed innovation projects still share higher success rates com-
pared to OI projects. Additionally, the number of reports about failure cases and 
firms that turn back their OI activities seems to grow in recent years (von Briel and 
Recker 2017; Hewitt-Dundas and Roper 2017). These findings indicate that a more 
open model of innovation does not per se lead to higher levels of innovation perfor-
mance. Searching knowledge (ideas, technologies) from external actors via OI plat-
forms is only a first step to benefit from open innovation as this knowledge has to be 
absorbed, i.e. recognized, assimilated and transformed by the individual members of 
the firm (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Zahra and George 2002). As OI platforms are 
set up to improve the identification and acquisition of external knowledge through 
sourcing activities and pilot programs it can be argued that, at best, they enhance the 
early phase of the absorption process. Hence, the prevailing question remains how 
firms successfully integrate and commercialize external knowledge sourced from 
OI platforms. As firm internal project teams are usually responsible for transform-
ing external ideas into products or services for commercialization (Kim et al. 2015; 
Midler et al. 2016), the project level becomes especially important in investigating 
the process of external knowledge absorption.

The purpose of this paper is to identify the factors that hamper or impede the 
integration of externally sourced knowledge via an OI platform at the project level 
and to derive suggestions for practical interventions to remove these barriers. 
Therefore, four cases of external knowledge integration from an OI platform of an 
MNC—referred to as Jupiter in the following—have been analyzed. By means of 
this multiple-case study approach (Creswell 2012; Yin 2018), the paper contributes 
to the state of the literature in primarily three ways.

First, it responds to calls for more research on how to develop organizations to 
support cooperation with external actors (Tucci et  al. 2016; Ghezzi et  al. 2018; 
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Foege et al. 2019). While most large firms have implemented dedicated platforms 
and programs to source external knowledge, relatively little is known about the 
hurdles organizations face when integrating promising external ideas and technolo-
gies into the innovation process (Monteiro et al. 2017). Second, past studies mainly 
explored the antecedents, mechanisms, and outcomes of OI at the firm level (Foss 
et al. 2013; Salter et al. 2014; Bogers et al. 2018b). Therefore, research advocates the 
need to further explore the multi-level processes of OI (Bogers et al. 2017). Since OI 
activities are usually organized as projects (Kim et al. 2015; Midler et al. 2016), this 
paper draws on the project level to offer a deeper understanding of the challenges 
project teams face when integrating external knowledge. Third, the paper addresses 
a well-known but little investigated barrier of integrating external knowledge—the 
Not-Invented-Here (NIH) syndrome (Katz and Allen 1982; Lichtenthaler and Ernst 
2006; Antons and Piller 2015). The research exemplifies the occurrence and persis-
tence of the NIH syndrome during external knowledge integration and shows how 
the NIH syndrome is leading to project failure, but at the same time, it provides 
exemplary measures on how NIH tendencies can be overcome (Weissenberger-Eibl 
and Hampel 2021).

The remainder of the article continues as follows. It depicts the conceptual back-
ground of the research and briefly reviews the literature on open innovation, absorp-
tive capacity, and the barriers’ approach to innovation. Thereafter, it describes the 
research setting and methodology that structured the investigation. Following the 
methodological part, it presents the results of four cases of external knowledge inte-
gration within an MNC. The paper ends with the discussion, contribution to theory 
and practice, suggestions for further research, and a conclusion of findings.

The challenge of integrating external knowledge: conceptual 
background

Closed versus open models of innovation

Following a closed innovation model, firms rely on internal R&D where the entire 
new product development cycle is integrated within the company, reasoning that 
successful innovation requires ownership and control (Gassmann 2006; Almirall 
and Casadesus-Masanell 2010). In this paradigm, firms develop, built, and market 
novel ideas on their own with little to none support from the external environment 
(Chesbrough 2004). OI models, in contrast, are grounded in the idea that external 
sources hold critical knowledge which may accelerate a firm’s innovation activi-
ties (Enkel et  al. 2009; West et  al. 2014). This model of innovation has received 
great attention from research and practice in recent years and has become especially 
important for the innovation strategy among organizations of all sizes (Arora and 
Gambardella 2010; Monteiro et al. 2017; Brunswicker and Chesbrough 2018). On 
a broad level, OI is defined as the use of purposive inflows and outflows of knowl-
edge, ideas, and technologies by firms to accelerate internal innovation and expand 
the markets for the external use of innovation (Chesbrough 2003, 2006). Accord-
ing to prior research, OI approaches entail two distinct advantages. First, external 
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knowledge fosters problem-solving activities by enriching the firm´s knowledge base 
and second, it benefits innovation by providing the possibility to conduct a com-
binatory search (Nelson and Winter 1990; Katila and Ahuja 2002; Monteiro et al. 
2017). Therefore, external knowledge can potentially lead to higher levels of inno-
vation performance when this knowledge is processed and coupled with firm inter-
nal expertise (Gibb 2002; Hargadon and Fanelli 2002; Weissenberger-Eibl 2019). 
In doing so, OI can help firms to overcome the familiarity trap by challenging firm 
internal routines (Cassiman and Veugelers 2006; Monteiro et  al. 2017). Although 
the benefits of a more open approach to innovation have been investigated and 
demonstrated by previous research (Laursen and Salter 2006; Leiponen and Helfat 
2010), more recent studies emphasize that openness has its limits in fostering firm 
internal innovation activities (Almirall and Casadesus-Masanell 2010; Tucci et  al. 
2016; von Briel and Recker 2017).

Organizational barriers to OI

On the level of the organization, several barriers that hamper or impede the shift 
to a more open model of innovation have been identified by previous research such 
as overcoming cultural path dependencies (Herzog and Leker 2010), the identifica-
tion of relevant external partners (Dyer and Singh 1998; Brunswicker and Vanhaver-
beke 2015), legal and regulatory constraints (Enkel et al. 2009; Mergel and Desouza 
2013), financial constraints (van de Vrande et al. 2009), or conflicting demands of 
control and openness (Lauritzen and Karafyllia 2019; Foege et al. 2019). Moreover, 
firms that managed to overcome these initial barriers of opening up the innovation 
process face the challenge of integrating external knowledge for internal innovation 
(Nylund et al. 2020).

Integrating external knowledge deviates from internal development cycles in two 
distinct ways. First, external knowledge most often differs from internal language 
and expertise and has to be transformed in the first place to make it applicable (von 
Hippel 1994; Kostova 1999). Second, the maturity level of external knowledge may 
range from (product) ideas to technological solutions offered by external actors for 
commercialization (Lin et al. 2012; Foss et al. 2013). Therefore, external knowledge 
may not be easily integrated into an established (stage-gate) process due to a trans-
formative up-front effort (Cooper 1990; Lin et al. 2012). Hence, barriers with regard 
to integrating external knowledge may deviate from barriers in intra-organization 
knowledge transfer (e.g. between regionally divided organizational entities) (Birkin-
shaw and Ridderstråle 1999; Seus et al. 2020).

To benefit from the expertise of outsiders, external knowledge has to be 
absorbed—acquired, assimilated, transformed and exploited—by firms to make 
it commercially applicable (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Zahra and George 2002). 
Previous research has identified several firm-level antecedents that are related to 
a firm´s absorptive capacity. Leiponen and Helfat (2010), for example, found that 
access to a broad external network is associated with higher levels of knowledge 
absorption. Firms with a diverse network of external partners are more likely to be 
exposed to potentially valuable knowledge, which positively affects the recognition, 
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transformation and exploitation of new knowledge, ideas or technologies (Leiponen 
and Helfat 2010; Lowik et al. 2017). Furthermore, organizational coordination capa-
bilities such as cross-departmental and cross-functional interfaces, job rotation pro-
grams, and participation in decision-making have been shown to enhance a firm’s 
potential absorptive capacity. On the other hand, mechanisms that foster firm inter-
nal socialization and connectedness are associated with increased levels of a firm’s 
realized absorptive capacity (Jansen et  al. 2005; Cruz-Ros et  al. 2018). However, 
although a firm’s leadership and strategic direction can set the agenda for opening 
up corporate innovation activities, the actual conduct of a successful integration of 
external knowledge depends “on the absorptive capacities of its individual mem-
bers” (Cohen and Levinthal 1990: 131). Here, firms usually approach OI in a struc-
tured way by defining a project team responsible for integrating external knowledge 
(Chiaroni et  al. 2010; Pellizzoni et  al. 2019). This team-centered approach, most 
firms share, make it particularly important to develop a deeper understanding of the 
challenges project teams face when integrating external knowledge from OI plat-
forms (Pellizzoni et al. 2019).

OI platforms and project‑level barriers to external knowledge integration

In their attempt to shift to an OI model and absorb external knowledge, firms have 
implemented digital (internet-based) as well as physical (event-based) OI platforms 
(Hilbolling et al. 2020). These platforms are set up to identify and attract valuable 
external knowledge for internal problem solving and innovation activities (Kozi-
nets et al. 2008; Jeppesen and Lakhani 2010). In contrast to innovation communi-
ties, which are characterized by a loosely coupled cooperation of voluntary actors 
who share a vast interest in the phenomena of innovation (West and Lakhani 2008; 
Kozinets et al. 2008), OI platforms seek to fuel the firm’s own innovation pipelines 
(Frey et al. 2011). These platforms are either run by firms itself or an intermediary 
who acts as virtual knowledge brokers for firms (Sawhney et al. 2003; Jeppesen and 
Lakhani 2010). Whether OI platforms appear in a digital or physical format or are 
run by the firm itself or an intermediary, they share the common goal of attracting 
external knowledge for internal innovation (von Briel and Recker 2017). Given the 
purpose of these platforms—the search and acquisition of potentially valuable exter-
nal knowledge—this is only a first step to benefit from OI and the question remains 
how to integrate external knowledge successfully into the firm’s innovation process.

Typically, OI is put into practice on the level of projects where a dedicated pro-
ject-team processes and integrates the external knowledge (Kim et al. 2015; Midler 
et  al. 2016). Here, previous research has structured barriers to the integration of 
external knowledge on a rather broad level, which makes it particularly challenging 
to make these barriers tangible and to derive practical recommendations. Especially 
two problems of integrating external knowledge on the project level have been dis-
cussed. First, in an OI paradigm, the knowledge base of the recipient firm and the 
knowledge holder may differ, making it difficult for project teams to assimilate and 
transform the external knowledge (Schwenk and Weissenberger‐Eibl 2009; Lake-
mond et al. 2016). In this vein, external knowledge has been described to be “sticky” 
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to the context in which it was first developed. Therefore, external knowledge is often 
incompatible with internal capabilities, language, and expertise (von Hippel 1994; 
Ter Wal et al. 2017). Second, due to the external nature of the knowledge, negative 
attitudes with regard to the knowledge source may lead to underutilization or rejec-
tion of the knowledge despite being of considerable potential value (Lichtenthaler 
and Ernst 2006; Kathoefer and Leker 2012). This negative attitude of employees 
towards external knowledge is called the Not-Invented-Here (NIH) syndrome and 
is one of the most cited problems in innovation management research and practice 
(Antons and Piller 2015; Antons et al. 2017). Especially at the project level, previ-
ous research emphasizes the separation of project teams from external sources and 
the rejection of external knowledge due to a potential threat to the team’s expert 
status (Katz and Allen 1982; Allen et al. 1988). Besides the well-known disturbing 
effects of the NIH syndrome on the absorption of external knowledge, research on 
the phenomenon itself and—arguably most importantly—on possible countermeas-
ures, remains scarce (Hannen et al. 2019).

Therefore, the objective of this paper is to obtain a deeper understanding of the 
barriers project teams face when integrating external knowledge and to derive inter-
ventions to overcome these barriers. In line with the literature on innovation man-
agement, a barrier is defined as an issue that either hampers, delays or impedes inno-
vative activities within organizations (Larsen and Lewis 2007; Pablo et  al. 2012). 
To investigate occurring barriers and suggest interventions, four empirical cases of 
external knowledge integration within Jupiter, an MNC of the automotive industry, 
have been analyzed.

Research setting

Methodological approach

This study employed an exploratory research approach, as very limited is known so 
far about the project-level barriers and success factors of external knowledge inte-
gration from OI platforms. To shed light on these aspects, a qualitative case study 
approach was chosen which allows it to obtain data from various sources such as 
personal interviews, field notes, or direct observations that in combination inform 
the study´s focal purpose (Creswell 2012; Yin 2018). To comprehensively investi-
gate occurring barriers and success factors, a contrast of different cases becomes 
necessary. Therefore, this study investigated multiple cases of external knowledge 
integration within a single firm. Multiple-case analysis provides the possibility not 
only to observe a phenomenon from various perspectives but also to strengthen the 
methodological rigor of the investigation (Eisenhardt 1989; Stake 2005). Especially 
in situations where novel organizational instruments and methods have been intro-
duced, multiple-case studies are considered particularly appropriate to investigate 
their effectiveness and acceptance (Miles and Huberman 1994). In this sense, mul-
tiple-case analysis can be distinguished into two classes. On the one hand, devel-
oping case studies focus on a close collaboration of the researcher with dedicated 
individuals of the firm to observe and understand emerging phenomena during the 
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implementation process of new methods. On the other hand, extracting case stud-
ies focus on analyzing patterns of organizational phenomena with the aim to derive 
managerial recommendations for problem solving and refinements (Aken 2005). 
This research followed the latter type to examine the challenges managers and pro-
ject teams face when integrating external knowledge from OI platforms through (1) 
extensive semi-structured face-to-face interviews as a primary data source and (2) 
multiple data sources including internal information, informal conversations, field 
notes, and relevant newspaper article.

Data collection, data analysis and empirical setting

The investigated MNC is located with its headquarter in Germany and belongs to 
the automotive industry. The company was chosen as subject to this study due to 
its intense OI activities and several years of experience with an in-house OI plat-
form. For reasons of confidentiality, the company name has been removed. In the 
following, the organization will be referred to as “Jupiter”. Four cases of external 
knowledge integration within Jupiter are analyzed in this study. Within the year of 
data collection, the total number of external knowledge projects considered for inte-
gration was five. Therefore, our sample reflects a major proportion (80%) of the total 
projects concerned with external knowledge. Purposive sampling was used to ensure 
that the selected cases offer insights into the phenomenon of interest (Creswell 
2012). Therefore, the selection of cases in the purposive sample was based on 
three criteria. First, a 50:50 mix of successful and unsuccessful cases of external 
knowledge integration to contrast findings. Second, projects of external knowledge 
integration should not be completed longer than 6 months ago due to memory rea-
sons of respondents. Third, with regard to the focal point of the study, only cases 
have been considered where external knowledge entered the company via the firm’s 
OI platform. This sampling strategy was chosen to ensure cross-case comparabil-
ity and to improve the credibility of the cases. Table 1 provides an overview of the 
selected cases. Each case represents a project in which a dedicated team of Jupiter 
was involved to integrate the external solution. The first case was concerned with 
a technical solution from a supplier to improve the handling of lightweight robotic 
production systems via a newly designed user interface. The second case dealt with 
an improved vehicle navigation system sourced from a startup. The third case was 
about a trip planning software for electric vehicles that connects drivers to near-by 
charging stations from a startup. The fourth case dealt with a cashless parking solu-
tion via a Near Field Communication (NFC) chip developed by a startup.

The data collection spanned over a period of 8 months and was collected between 
August 2018 and March 2019. During this time, data from newspaper articles, inter-
nal information, informal conversations, and interviews were collected. Interviews 
as the primary data source were conducted on the company’s premises. All inter-
views were face-to-face and approved by the participants themselves as well as the 
firm’s works council. Participants were interviewed independently of each other to 
ensure privacy and to avoid biases in responses. Following each interview, partici-
pants were asked for further potential candidates who contributed to the integration. 
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In total, 23 face-to-face interviews were conducted. Two interviews took place with 
managers of the OI platform to develop a comprehensive understanding of the struc-
ture and operation of the firm’s OI platform. 21 face-to-face interviews were con-
ducted on the four cases with project participants including project managers, tech-
nical experts and participants from other departments involved in the projects. An 
overview of informants can be found in Table 2.

The interviews lasted between 40 and 90 min and included a variety of aspects 
around the process of external knowledge integration (see ‘‘Appendix  1’’ for the 
interview guidelines). As participants represented different organizational functions 
and hierarchies, questions were adapted to meet the specific expertise and hierarchi-
cal position of the respondents. Aspects captured in every interview dealt with ques-
tions about the overall project satisfaction, critical decision-making situations and 
other key events.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure the reliability 
of the results. In the phase of analysis, the researchers looked for common patterns 
across the cases with regard to challenges and success factors of the project teams 
during the integration process. The interview material was approached through a 
thematic analysis process. This procedure included the following steps: (1) data 
familiarization, (2) coding, (3) thematic search, (4) theme definition and naming 
and, (5) report generation (Braun and Clarke 2006; Dillworth et  al. 2019). After 
familiarizing with the data, the interview material was approached without a pre-
defined coding system to meet the exploratory nature of the research. Therefore, an 
open coding process using in vivo coding was chosen. Specifically, repeatedly men-
tioned terms by participants were used as codes to identify common themes across 
cases. (Creswell 2012; Dillworth et al. 2019). To ensure the methodical rigor of the 
analyzing and coding procedure, thematic codes were structured and listed in a doc-
ument. These codes were reviewed by a second qualitative researcher with the aim 
of at least 80% congruency to ensure inter-coder reliability (Creswell 2012; Dill-
worth et al. 2019). The interview material was reviewed until thematic saturation. 
Afterwards, the cases were contrasted to identify common patterns as well as differ-
ences with regard to project-level challenges and success factors. During this phase, 
interview analysis was supplemented by information from field notes of informal 
conversations and internal project reports to facilitate triangulation and validation of 
the data (Maxwell 2012). Therefore, the secondary data (which were not coded) pro-
vided additional information on the cases as they included comments such as addi-
tional remarks of the respondents about their personal perception of the challenges 
and strategies to possibly resolve them. In sum, the different data sources helped to 
validate the emerging themes through triangulation and to minimize the perception 
biases of the researchers (Yin 2018).



 SN Bus Econ            (2021) 1:98    98  Page 10 of 32

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 P
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

 a
nd

 in
te

rv
ie

w
 d

et
ai

ls

In
te

rv
ie

w
 n

o.
C

as
e 

no
.

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l f

un
ct

io
n

C
om

pa
ny

 te
nu

re
 

(y
ea

rs
)

Pr
oj

ec
t t

as
k

In
te

r-
vi

ew
 

du
ra

tio
n

1
–

H
ea

d 
of

 O
I p

ro
gr

am
13

Pr
og

ra
m

 o
w

ne
r

50
2

–
Te

am
 le

ad
er

, O
I p

la
tfo

rm
8

Pr
og

ra
m

 c
oo

rd
in

at
or

55
3

1
M

an
ag

er
, R

&
D

18
Pr

oj
ec

t e
va

lu
at

or
48

4
1

Te
am

 le
ad

er
, R

&
D

13
Pr

oj
ec

t i
ni

tia
to

r a
nd

 p
ro

je
ct

 le
ad

er
60

5
1

Te
am

 le
ad

er
, R

&
D

8
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 in
te

rn
al

)
62

6
1

En
gi

ne
er

, R
&

D
5

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 in

te
rn

al
)

45
7

1
En

gi
ne

er
, R

&
D

7
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 in
te

rn
al

)
59

8
1

IT
 sc

ie
nt

ist
, R

&
D

3
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 e
xt

er
na

l)
60

9
1

En
gi

ne
er

, R
&

D
15

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 e

xt
er

na
l)

40
10

1
En

gi
ne

er
, R

&
D

15
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 e
xt

er
na

l)
54

11
1

IT
 sc

ie
nt

ist
, R

&
D

8
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 e
xt

er
na

l)
80

12
2

M
an

ag
er

, i
nn

ov
at

io
n 

m
an

ag
em

en
t, 

R
&

D
3

Pr
oj

ec
t i

ni
tia

to
r a

nd
 p

ro
je

ct
 le

ad
er

65
13

2
Te

am
 le

ad
er

, U
X

 R
&

D
6

Pr
oj

ec
t E

va
lu

at
or

45
14

2
IT

 sc
ie

nt
ist

, r
es

ea
rc

h/
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t
4

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 in

te
rn

al
)

50
15

2
IT

 sc
ie

nt
ist

, R
&

D
11

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 in

te
rn

al
)

90
16

2
IT

 sc
ie

nt
ist

, R
&

D
3

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 e

xt
er

na
l)

55
17

3
M

an
ag

er
, R

&
D

5
Pr

oj
ec

t e
va

lu
at

or
42

18
3

Te
am

 le
ad

er
, R

&
D

25
Pr

oj
ec

t i
ni

tia
to

r a
nd

 p
ro

je
ct

 le
ad

er
70

19
3

IT
 sc

ie
nt

ist
, R

&
D

5
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 in
te

rn
al

)
50

20
3

IT
 sc

ie
nt

ist
, R

&
D

14
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 e
xt

er
na

l)
50

21
4

Te
am

 le
ad

er
, R

&
D

5
Pr

oj
ec

t i
ni

tia
to

r
75

22
4

En
gi

ne
er

, R
&

D
9

Pr
oj

ec
t s

up
po

rt 
(te

am
 in

te
rn

al
)

48
23

4
En

gi
ne

er
, R

&
D

12
Pr

oj
ec

t s
up

po
rt 

(te
am

 in
te

rn
al

)
54



SN Bus Econ            (2021) 1:98  Page 11 of 32    98 

Results

Jupiter’s OI platform

Based on the results of the interview analysis with managers responsible for the 
firm’s OI activities and the analysis of internal documents and relevant newspa-
per articles, Jupiter’s initial motivation of establishing an OI platform in 2013 and 
thus, opening up the innovation process were twofold. First, an incipient transfor-
mation process within the automotive industry regarding stricter regulations (emis-
sions standards), new powertrain concepts (electrification), increasing servitization 
(mobility-on-demand), and the increasing relevance of software technologies forced 
Jupiter to broaden its knowledge base by tapping into external knowledge sources. 
Second, while in the past, Jupiter followed a closed innovation model with remark-
able expenditures in research and development, severe competition in the automo-
tive industry also served as a trigger to reconfigure innovation activities.

Jupiter’s OI platform is embedded into the firm’s so-called “OI program” which 
constitutes the firm’s external knowledge sourcing and integration activities. Similar 
to most OI platforms, Jupiter’s platform provides a digital front-end that serves as 
an interface between Jupiter and external knowledge holders. Additionally, the plat-
form’s appearance (basically its name) is used as an umbrella under which a dedi-
cated four-stage process was developed to source external knowledge and to prepare 
its integration. The platform is hosted by a dedicated team of Jupiter located in its 
R&D division. The content (e.g. calls for dedicated problems or ideas for product 
features) is managed by the team itself. Although located in Jupiter’s R&D divi-
sion, external problem solving or ideas are not limited to R&D only. The responsi-
ble manager of Jupiter’s OI program summarizes the platforms’ role as: “The focal 
place where we post relevant questions, external solutions can be submitted, and 
integration is prepared” ([1] Head of OI program). The descriptive logic of Jupi-
ter’s OI program is depicted in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1  Jupiter’s external knowledge sourcing and integration process
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In phase 1, which lasts around 3 months, a dedicated team of Jupiter called “open 
innovation” is actively scouting promising external ideas and technologies concern-
ing a specific, pre-defined topic. In parallel, external actors are invited to submit 
ideas or solutions via the platform’s internet-based interface. Having completed the 
scouting phase, promising solutions and respective external knowledge holders are 
invited for an on-site presentation. During this second phase, external actors pre-
sent their ideas to a pre-selected audience consisting of managers, team leaders, and 
experts of Jupiter positioned in business units relevant to the presented topics. Fol-
lowing up presentations, informal discussions between experts of Jupiter and exter-
nal actors take place. During these informal conversations, application possibilities 
of external solutions are discovered. Phase 2 ends with the selection of promising 
external solutions for a pre-integration period of 100 days. The selection of promis-
ing external solutions is based on (a) the experts’ evaluations of fit between Jupi-
ter’s internal product and process strategy and the suggested solution, and (b) the 
fit between the demands of the external knowledge holder and Jupiter’s resources. 
During the pre-integration period of phase 3, the selected external actors closely 
cooperate with experts of Jupiter to discover applications of the external knowledge 
and to prepare integration. At the end of the pre-integration period, experts of Jupi-
ter decide upon final integration. Reaching a positive conclusion, an investment, in-
licensing, or cooperation contract will be realized in phase 4.

Jupiter’s project teams were formed on basis of the best fit of internal experts 
partially across departments. In case 1 (Table 1) the project team consisted of nine 
members from three different departments. As the project was concerned with an 
innovative user interface for robotic production systems, both, IT as well as produc-
tion specialists were internally recruited for the project. The project team was led by 
a team leader responsible for a production facility. In case 2 (vehicle navigation soft-
ware), the project team consisted of seven members from one department responsi-
ble for navigation. The background of the project members was IT and User-Interac-
tion (UX) and was led by an innovation manager. In case 3 (trip planning software 
for electric vehicle charging), the project team consisted of four members from two 
departments responsible for navigation and in-car services. The background of the 
project members was IT and was led by a manager responsible for service integra-
tion. In case 4 (cashless parking solution), the project team consisted of four mem-
bers from one department responsible for strategy. The background of the project 
members was engineering. No project leader was appointed.

Analysis of main barriers during the phase of external knowledge integration

Five overarching themes which constitute factors that either prevented or hampered 
the integration of external knowledge emerged from the analysis of the cases: (1) 
a lack of internal commitment and support, (2) negative attitudes towards external 
knowledge, (3) cooperation and communication problems with external partners, 
(4) coupling mismatches between internal and external knowledge and, (5) strategic 
orientation.



SN Bus Econ            (2021) 1:98  Page 13 of 32    98 

The first type of barrier that emerged from the expert interviews was a lack of 
internal commitment and support in integrating external knowledge. As at the end 
of phase 2, experts of Jupiter decide upon a pre-integration period, they transfer the 
external knowledge to their respective departments. At this stage, a project team 
is established which examines integration possibilities in exchange with various 
departments and across different hierarchical levels. Here, a lack of internal commit-
ment and support resulted from mainly two different aspects: an insufficient prepara-
tion of integration and an undefined integration process. Insufficient preparation of 
integration can be traced back, as in the third case, to missing information such as 
technical aspects, customer relevance, or preliminary economics analysis. Because 
gaining internal commitment requires information about the external knowledge 
to be presented at a glance, e.g., by means of a business case or market research 
analysis.

“We presented a detailed formulation of the technical aspects and various 
application use cases to the steering committee. But they were more interested 
in the numbers than the technical aspects like how much is it, what are the 
licensing cost per vehicle, where is the break-even?”. ([19], IT scientist, Case 
3)

Additionally, the absence of a formalized integration process in respective depart-
ments hampers the formation of a cross-department project team at an early stage. 
Therefore, role conflicts and undefined responsibilities hinder the exploration of 
application possibilities of external knowledge.

“The roles have not been clear at the beginning of the project. […] We had 
a hard time explaining procurement that we are not doing their job”. ([22], 
Engineer, Case 4)

Further reasons that caused unwillingness of internal support observed during the 
analysis were a lack of hierarchical power, financial constraints, and negative former 
experiences with external knowledge.

The second thematic barrier which emerged from the case analysis is negative 
attitudes towards external knowledge—referred to as the NIH syndrome. Especially 
in the first case, strong resistance towards the external technology led to severe prob-
lems because several involved employees refused to collaborate with the external 
partner. In this regard, information has been restrained and communication with the 
external partner has been aborted to sabotage the integration process.

“These people [external partner] are mostly engineers and not IT scientists. 
Engineers know how to build cars, but not how to program interfaces”. ([8], 
IT Scientist, Case 1)

It also emerged that an NIH attitude of employees was revealed in various and 
often more indirect behavioral reactions. That is, the negative attitude towards the 
external knowledge holder was repacked into arguments that apparently question the 
benefit of external knowledge per se instead of directly arguing against the external 
knowledge holder.
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“What I hear a lot, especially in a situation where new ideas enter the room 
that came from even outside that particular building, is that questions are 
raised like: can we even handle that? is it save? what are we paid for anyway? 
And I know it´s not about that they can´t, they just don´t want”. ([12] Innova-
tion Manager, Case 2)

Additionally, during the analysis, it was observed that although employees who 
show no negative attitudes prior to the integration can become skeptical about exter-
nal knowledge and develop an NIH attitude. Especially in case 3, where cooperation 
with the external partner was problematic, the emergence of an NIH attitude was 
observed.

“I was eager about the integration at the beginning but the cooperation was 
really disappointing and I learned that we at [Jupiter] built the best cars for a 
reason”. ([19], IT Scientist, Case 3)

But even in the absence of negative attitudes, cooperation problems with external 
partners can emerge that hamper the integration process. This third thematic barrier 
mainly appeared in the third case. Here, the external partner rejected face-to-face 
meetings due to travel costs and suggested phone calls and online meetings instead.

“Coordination with them was really problematic. Often, I had to write a sec-
ond email to remind them to answer the first one. And I rarely got a call back”. 
([18], Team Leader, Case 3)

Also, the willingness of external actors to modify their ideas or technologies to 
make them applicable and remove the “stickiness” is a key requirement during the 
integration process (von Hippel 1994; Weissenberger-Eibl 2018). The reluctance of 
external partners to make modifications, therefore, compromises integration success. 
The fourth thematic barrier constitutes the incompatibility of internal and external 
knowledge. Even when the application of external knowledge seems promising at 
the beginning of a cooperation, incompatibility can turn out during the integration 
phase. For example, in the third case, integration mainly failed due to the coupling 
mismatch between internal and external knowledge.

“It just turned out that it was not possible. We modified, they modified, back 
and forth, but we did not recognized a performance improvement”. ([17], 
Manager, Case 3)

The second aspect of this barrier is the adaptability of external knowledge. In the 
first case examined, the application of the external technology was fixed to one situ-
ation (use case). This increases the dependency on the external partner and leads to 
dissatisfaction with the external technology and integration failure.

The fifth thematic barrier refers to the strategic orientation of the firm. In-licens-
ing models and temporary exclusive rights of external technologies are often not suf-
ficient to reach a competitive advantage. Also, trust in the external partner emerged 
as a vital component of successful cooperation, especially in situations where criti-
cal data are exchanged. Table 3 provides an overview of the thematic barriers and 
representative quotations from expert interviews.
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Contrasting cases and analysis of success factors

While the thematic barriers which emerged from the interview analysis of case 1 
and 3 should highlight obstacles emerging during the transfer of external knowl-
edge from OI platforms, a contrasting analysis with two successfully integrated 
cases (2 and 4) should demonstrate how project teams developed interventions 
to remove these obstacles. Contrasting successful and unsuccessful cases, four 
thematic success factors became evident, namely: (1) gaining internal commit-
ment and support, (2) attitude change toward external knowledge, (3) managing 
the cooperation with the external partner and, (4) support of the OI platform and 
the OI program.

In aggregate terms, the NIH syndrome and a lack of top management support 
and commitment have been the main reason for integration failure in the observed 
cases. Especially in the cases where the integration of external knowledge suc-
ceeded, interventions emerged from the analysis which particularly relieved these 
barriers. Four sub-factors to gain internal support became evident through the 
case analysis. First, successfully integrated cases developed a fine-grained inte-
gration strategy with the external partner containing information about possible 
application scenarios, a clear customer benefit, and economic analysis. This doc-
ument served as a foundation for the cooperation as well as to inform the manage-
ment about the cooperation. Second, the development of a dedicated integration 
process ensured to comply with internal standards. This department-internal pro-
cess served as a first quality gate before the invention entered the formal innova-
tion process (Cooper and Kleinschmidt 1993). Thereby, the idea or technology, 
whether stemming from an internal or external source has to meet certain “must 
have” criteria such as a clear customer need, a proof of concept, and an applica-
tion scenario. Third, a clear customer need for the innovation has turned out to 
be the critical factor concerning the first go or no-go decision. Demonstrating 
the customer value precisely in both successful cases served as a key success fac-
tor to overcome initial resistance. Fourth, once top management commitment has 
been attained, demonstrating this support positively influences decision-making 
in the subsequent decision-making process.

“[…] and you can get them on your side by focusing on the factors that matter. 
I always ask two questions before every project: will it benefit the customer 
and can we earn more than it costs. And then I present only one slide with 
a preliminary answer concerning those two questions. From my experience, 
they [management] are less fascinated by the technical details but more by the 
story they [management] can tell about how we improve our brand.” ([21], 
Team leader, Case 4)

Furthermore, several critical incidents were encountered that referred entirely to 
the NIH syndrome. While in case 1 and 3 negative attitudes towards external knowl-
edge has been taken for granted, in case 2 and 4 two interventions of the project 
teams showed a positive effect in reducing NIH tendencies.

The first intervention was observed in case 2. Here, it was found that combin-
ing external and internal knowledge at an early stage reduces the negative attitudes 
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toward external knowledge among stakeholders and decision-makers. The combi-
nation of external and internal knowledge in the actual case study appeared in the 
form of a minimum viable product (MVP), where internal developments have been 
coupled with the external technology to demonstrate the operating principle and the 
customer value. This combination gave the external knowledge a “local feel” and 
reduced initially negative attitudes.

“[…] it was just a box but with our latest head unit inside but when they 
saw how it works in combination with our products, they realized the poten-
tial we can draw from the external idea”. ([13], Team leader, Case 2)

The second intervention was observed in case 4. While the project team was 
confronted with skepticism about the external knowledge due to a lack of trust-
worthiness in the external partner in a first decision round, an on-site meeting 
with the external partner was arranged with the managers of Jupiter. Here, a posi-
tive contact situation between the management team of Jupiter and the external 
partner led to a reduction of prejudices and a more positive evaluation of the 
external technology. Importantly, making it possible to ask specific questions to 
the external partner directly and agreeing on a “common goal” created trust and 
acceptance towards the external knowledge.

“The invitation for a workshop with our management-team was the best 
thing we could do for two reasons: First, they [external partner] could 
answer questions first hand and second, we finally got a decision on how to 
proceed with the project”. ([21], Team leader, Case 4)

Two further thematic success factors became evident during the analysis. 
The first one refers to the management of the cooperation with external knowl-
edge holders. As external knowledge was sourced via Jupiter’s OI platform in 
phase 1 and promising external ideas and technologies were selected in phase 
2, a pre-integration period of 100 days started in phase 3. At this point, experts 
of Jupiter transfer the external solution to their respective departments and pre-
pare the integration. Here, problems of communication and coordination with the 
external partner at the beginning of the project can hamper integration success. 
Success factors for providing the foundation of an effective and efficient coop-
eration between internal and external partners included a detailed cooperation 
plan as well as fast and reliable communication. Regarding a cooperation plan, 
a preliminary workshop with the external partner and internal stakeholders are 
one example of how to set up a common strategy for integration preliminary to 
further stage-gates. Also, physical proximity between internal and external part-
ners proved to be crucial to quickly adopt changes and to conduct face-to-face 
meetings.

The second one refers to the OI platform and program itself. Here, interview par-
ticipants highlighted that Jupiter benefited from the external knowledge, whether 
it was successfully integrated or not. That is, they agreed that the presented ideas 
or technologies were relevant for the problem at hand and, although in case 1 and 
3 the integration failed, Jupiter benefited from the external perspectives as they 
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fueled internal problem-solving. Furthermore, in successfully integrated cases, it 
was emphasized, that the four-phase process under the umbrella of the platform’s 
appearance supported the integration. While the involvement of experts of Jupiter in 
the selection of external ideas and technologies supported the selection of relevant 
ideas in phase 2, the 100-day pilot phase in phase 3 created a formal framework 
for experimentation with the external knowledge. The formalized nature of the pilot 
phase helped projects to gain a certain degree of relevance in the eyes of the top 
management and other internal stakeholders. In addition, the OI team assisted with 
legal and administrative issues to reduce the bureaucratic barriers of integration.

“Starting a pilot phase means that the external startup has overcome the first 
hurdle and an internal commission has them assessed as relevant. This also 
strengthens the relevancy in the eyes of decision-makers.” ([21], Team leader, 
Case 4)

Table 4 provides an overview of the thematic success factors and representative 
quotations from expert interviews.

Discussion, implications and conclusion

Discussion

OI platforms are increasingly set up to benefit a firm’s absorptive capabilities 
(Devece et  al. 2019; Hilbolling et  al. 2020). In this regard, they are a promising 
means to attract external knowledge (ideas, technologies) and to create a pool of 
valuable external knowledge potentially applicable for internal problem-solving 
(Rosenkopf and Nerkar 2001; Ter Wal et al. 2017; Weissenberger-Eibl 2018b). How-
ever, as platforms are instrumental by their very nature it became apparent that the 
contribution of OI platforms is limited to the early phases of the integration process. 
For firms to benefit from OI, attracted external knowledge has to be processed (i.e. 
assimilated, transformed, and exploited) by the individual members of the firm to 
make it applicable to commercial ends (Zahra and George 2002; Zahay et al. 2017). 
As external knowledge is usually integrated on the project level (Midler et al. 2016; 
Pellizzoni et  al. 2019), the successful integration requires project teams to couple 
external knowledge with internal expertise to develop new knowledge connections, 
often incorporated in product-, process-, or service innovations (Baron 2006; Maier 
and Brem 2018). Here, previous literature has pointed to the fact that the process of 
external knowledge integration is rarely linear but contains much of what is called 
“trial and error” (Teece 2012; Brunswicker and Vanhaverbeke 2015). Additionally, 
previous research has identified project-level barriers that hamper the integration 
of external knowledge such as knowledge stickiness and negative attitudes towards 
external knowledge. (Katz and Allen 1982; von Hippel 1994; Lichtenthaler and 
Ernst 2006). As these barriers were described on a rather broad level, the underlying 
study specifically investigated the nature of these and other barriers on the level of 
projects to make them more tangible and to derive specific interventions.
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Contrasting multiple cases of projects integrating external knowledge from a 
firm-owned OI platform, the overarching theme that emerged through the case 
analysis which hampered the integration process referred to a lack of internal com-
mitment and support. Although this barrier has been acknowledged by previous lit-
erature in the area of innovation management (Lüttgens et al. 2014; Sandberg and 
Aarikka-Stenroos 2014), the case analysis revealed various sub-themes possibly ini-
tiating this barrier. On a broad level, a lack of internal commitment and support can 
be traced back to the barrier of ability which is related to a lack of expertise within a 
specific domain, or the barrier of will which is related to a general resistance against 
change and innovation (Gemünden et al. 2007; Lüttgens et al. 2014). Regarding the 
barrier of ability, project teams have to make an additional effort to prepare for the 
integration. Due to the external nature of the knowledge, it often deviates from firm 
internal standards, language and routines (von Hippel 1994; Cassiman and Veugel-
ers 2006; Foss et al. 2013). In this regard, the case analysis revealed that knowledge 
stickiness may appear in two different forms: stickiness with regard to the (techni-
cal) language new and distant knowledge is packed-in and stickiness with regard 
to physical (technological) requirements. As external knowledge holders usually 
develop their distinct way of presenting and transferring their ideas (Monteiro and 
Birkinshaw 2017), external knowledge sourced from OI platforms has to be trans-
lated to internal norms and standards by project teams in a first step to gain stake-
holder acceptance. Here, a contrasting of cases showed that project teams presenting 
a detailed integration strategy and demonstrated the customer value could overcome 
a lack of ability among managers and decision-makers. In particular, by focusing 
on economic terms (e.g. conducting market research or economic analysis) prior to 
discussing technical matters, project teams could manage to overcome initial resist-
ance. Furthermore, demonstrating the commitment of key individuals once obtained 
(e.g. top-management support) by means of a record or protocol in subsequent deci-
sion rounds showed a positive effect on gaining the acceptance of internal stakehold-
ers. To overcome the physical stickiness, both, internal projects teams and external 
knowledge holders have to take into account process and technology-related adjust-
ments. In case 2 for example, a member of Jupiter stayed on side of the external 
knowledge provider for more than ten days to cope with technology-related chal-
lenges. The direct (face-to-face) communication enabled ad hoc problem solving 
and the development of a minimum-viable product to demonstrate technology readi-
ness, known as an antecedent of technology adoption (Lin et  al. 2007; Walczuch 
et al. 2007; Hampel and Sassenberg 2021).

However, even in  situations when the external input is economically benefi-
cial for the focal firm, negative attitudes towards external knowledge—the NIH 
syndrome—may lead to a rejection of external knowledge (Katz and Allen 1982; 
Lichtenthaler and Ernst 2006; Hannen et al. 2019). Although the NIH syndrome 
is a highly cited problem during the transfer of external knowledge, research on 
interventions to counteract NIH remains scarce (Antons and Piller 2015; Hannen 
et al. 2019). While so far evidence for NIH is primarily anecdotal (Agrawal et al. 
2010), the underlying study directly observed NIH tendencies by asking partici-
pants to take a third-person perspective as suggested by Burcharth (2014). In the 
context of the underlying cases, NIH was mainly triggered by the ego-defensive 
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function of the attitude (Ajzen 2001). Suggesting an external solution or technol-
ogy, internal experts and decision-makers either rejected or depreciated the exter-
nal knowledge to defend their expert status. NIH even led to integration failure 
because individuals actively sabotaged the cooperation by restraining information 
and refusing communication with the external partner. To overcome NIH, espe-
cially among decision-makers, this study found two promising interventions with 
the potential to reduce negative attitudes towards external knowledge. First, it 
was found that “internalizing” external knowledge at an early stage by combining 
internal and external knowledge reduces NIH tendencies among decision-makers. 
More specifically, project teams will need to make a “marriage of materials”—an 
effort to repackage external knowledge to give it a local feel (Ter Wal et al. 2017). 
This can be archived by either presenting possible application scenarios showing 
how external solutions might benefit products or services in combination with 
internal knowledge or by demonstrating initial product expressions or operating 
principles (e.g. by means of a minimum viable product). Second, it was observed 
that creating a positive contact situation between internal colleagues and exter-
nal knowledge holders led to a better evaluation of the external knowledge after 
the contact situation. Research in social psychology shows that positive contact 
between groups led to reduced discrimination and attitude change (Brewer and 
Miller 1988; Brown and Hewstone 2005). That is because the personal acquaint-
ances between group members result in a stronger salience of personal charac-
teristics and a decreased perception of group boundaries (Hewstone 2000; Tropp 
and Pettigrew 2016). Therefore, creating a situation where decision-makers can 
encounter external knowledge directly through the external knowledge holder 
(e.g. during a workshop) has the potential to change negative attitudes towards 
external knowledge among individuals affected by the NIH syndrome.

Also, bureaucratic and administrative barriers can hamper the integration pro-
cess. Here, due to assisting with legal and administrative tasks by a dedicated 
OI team, bureaucratic-related barriers can be removed from individuals who take 
over the external knowledge integration role. Additionally, in the case of Jupiter, 
the implementation of a 100-day pilot phase under the umbrella of the platforms’ 
appearance paved the way for external knowledge assimilation by providing a 
“safe space” that allows internal colleagues to analyze and understand the exter-
nal knowledge in depth.

Finally, in successfully integrated cases, it was observed that alliances with key 
individuals have been formed whose involvement became a key success factor 
during the integration process. In this vein, the promotor model suggests that the 
combination of a power promotor (individual with hierarchical power) and a tech-
nology promotor (individual with technological know-how) is required to over-
come organizational rigidity and resistance. In  situations of a growing number 
of internal stakeholders, the additional involvement of a process promoter (indi-
vidual with organizational know-how) can support the communication and align-
ment of involved persons (Hauschildt and Kirchmann 2001; Klein and Knight 
2005; Gemünden et al. 2007). In this sense, the individuals who participated in 
the selection of promising external partners and decided upon a pre-integration 
phase can be regarded as technology promotors. As they have a vast interest in 
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integration, they already gained a sufficient technological understanding of the 
external knowledge. However, especially in the observed cases where the inte-
gration failed, individuals faced severe problems of forming a project team and 
gaining cross-departmental acceptance due to a lack of hierarchical power and 
support (power promotor). Therefore, the study highlights the need of forming 
alliances, especially with individuals who bear a certain degree of hierarchical 
power, early in the process of external knowledge integration.

Theoretical contribution

The effectiveness of OI in general and OI platforms, in particular, have recently 
been questioned by the academic literature (Bayus 2012; von Briel and Recker 2017; 
Andersen and Gadde 2019). However, to address these concerns, a better multi-
level understanding of OI becomes necessary. The study contributes to the literature 
on OI the organizational factors that hamper or impede the successful integration 
of external knowledge within an established multinational corporation. As previ-
ous research states that firm’s often face difficulties in effectively implementing OI 
measures (Hienerth and Lettl 2011; Brunswicker and Chesbrough 2018), this bar-
riers approach should raise the awareness of the challenges managers and project 
teams face when integrating external knowledge from an OI platform. While previ-
ous research has strongly focused on the theoretical development of OI at the level 
of the organization (Bogers et  al. 2017), the current study contributes to a multi-
level understanding of OI by including the project-level perspective (Foege et  al. 
2019). Specifically, five thematic barriers on the project level which might prevent a 
successful integration of external knowledge and ideas have been identified. Unlike 
conducting purely internal projects, where a dedicated stage-gate process formalizes 
project planning and execution (Cooper 1990; Lakemond et al. 2016), an additional 
effort for project teams arises from the internalization of external expertise to make 
it applicable. Hence, an effort of establishing additional routines (e.g. experimen-
tation, communication, contact) with internal and external sources becomes neces-
sary to gain internal commitment and support. Additionally, the study highlights the 
profound role of key individuals during the integration process whose involvement 
becomes necessary to prepare organizations for integrating external knowledge. 
(Hauschildt and Kirchmann 2001; Henkel 2009).

Furthermore, the study contributes to the emerging discussion on how to cure 
the NIH syndrome of affected employees (Antons et al. 2017; Hannen et al. 2019). 
While research on the NIH syndrome itself remains scarce, the underlying study 
directly observed NIH tendencies by asking participants to take a third-person per-
spective (Burcharth et  al. 2014). A view on the NIH syndrome through a social 
psychology lens gives reason to assume that in particular project teams of long-
standing and stable composition have the tendency to reject external knowledge to 
maintain a positive social identity (Tajfel 1974; Turner et  al. 1979). In particular, 
external knowledge might induce a social identity threat when external actors dem-
onstrate a viable solution with the potential for internal application. This assump-
tion is supported by research in the area of R&D management which shows that the 
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more similar an external source is considered from the perspective of an internal 
project team (e.g. a horizontal competitor), the less knowledge is utilized from these 
sources (Hussinger and Wastyn 2016). Therefore, the intervention of positive con-
tact between internal and external knowledge holders observed during the analysis 
phase of the cases built on the social identity view. Through, for example, the pos-
sibility of personal contact (e.g. during a workshop) stereotypes could be reduced by 
increasing the salience of the personal characteristics of external knowledge hold-
ers and reducing the salience of the group memberships (Sherif 1958; Brewer et al. 
1984; Hewstone 2000).

Practical implications

Project teams and respective managers have to be aware of organizational opposition 
when integrating external knowledge. Due to the external nature of the knowledge, 
the NIH syndrome among decision-makers can lead to a devaluation or rejection 
of external ideas or technologies (Lichtenthaler and Ernst 2006; Antons and Piller 
2015). Also, external knowledge may not be easily transferable to other firms as it is 
often sticky to the context where it was first developed. (von Hippel 1994; Schwenk 
and Weissenberger‐Eibl 2009; Ter Wal et  al. 2017). Additionally, inflexibility and 
reluctance of external partners in adapting their solutions to internal requirements as 
well as the absence of communication routines can lead to integration failure.

Three pieces of advice for project teams and respective managers seeking to suc-
cessfully integrate external knowledge can be derived from the research. First, to 
prevent the occurrence of the NIH syndrome, external knowledge has to be com-
bined with internal knowledge at an early stage of the integration process and in 
the apron of decision-making. This may be achieved by means of simulations, pres-
entations, or prototypes showing how external knowledge works in combination 
with internal expertise. Additionally, creating a positive contact situation between 
internal experts and external knowledge holders (e.g. during a workshop) can ben-
efit a trustful climate between involved parties and reduce caveats concerning exter-
nal solutions. Second, to remove the stickiness of external knowledge, it has to be 
acknowledged that external knowledge integration is rather a process than an act. 
Therefore, establishing communication routines with the external partner prior to 
the start of the process accelerates mutual trust and learning. Third, promotors and 
innovation champions contribute to relieving internal barriers and resistance toward 
external knowledge integration by focusing on their specific roles. Meaning, that 
dedicated project members take over responsibility and action for their very roles in 
the integration process (e.g. communication experts, technical experts, structuring 
and planning experts).

Limitations and further research

The methodological approach of the study brings along a number of limitations 
which simultaneously provide a starting point for future research. First, a multiple-
case study design within a single corporation was chosen for the empirical part. 
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While it captured a rich perspective of the barriers that hamper external knowledge 
integration, the results should be interpreted in front of the background of the single 
firm view which did not aim for statistical saturation. Instead, the study’s goal was 
to present indications of how organizational barriers can be overcome to success-
fully integrate outside knowledge within a large organization. To further strengthen 
the generalizability of the findings, additional qualitative and quantitative studies 
are hence needed. Qualitative studies in other industries such as the service sector 
could further shed light on non-technical challenges when integrating ideas from 
external sources. Also, the explored success factors of the underlying study could 
be transferred to correlative designs to test for their explanatory power. Second, the 
present study focused on a large multinational corporation within the automotive 
industry. Additional investigations of SMEs could examine the questions of how OI 
is put into practice and which specific barriers hamper external knowledge integra-
tion within SME’s. Third, the present study investigated the barriers and success 
factors of external knowledge integration from the perspective of the receiving 
organization. To further strengthen these results, future research could include the 
perspective of external actors by means of a qualitative approach. Fourth, the study 
observed the NIH syndrome as a major barrier in the process of external knowl-
edge integration. Beyond the two suggested countermeasures, future research should 
specifically focus on developing interventions to cure the NIH syndrome. Here, 
research in social psychology on interventions to reduce intergroup-conflicts such 
as the Common-Ingroup-Identity-Model (Gaertner et al. 1993; Crisp et al. 2006) or 
the Superordinate-Goals-Framework (Sherif 1958; Gaertner et al. 2000) are promis-
ing directions to derive and test interventions to change negative attitudes towards 
external knowledge directly.

Conclusion

Organizations often fail in adopting OI activities (Hienerth and Lettl 2011; Brun-
swicker and Chesbrough 2018). The implementation of an OI platform to identify 
and source external knowledge does not guarantee OI success (von Hippel 1994). 
After potentially valuable external knowledge has been identified, it has to be sized, 
hence, resources have to be mobilized to integrate external ideas or technologies 
into a firm’s innovation process (Teece 2012). Here, the project level becomes 
increasingly important as integration is typically carried out in the form of projects 
that aim to combine internal expertise with knowledge from external sources. Due 
to the external nature of the knowledge, project teams face organizational barriers 
that hamper or impede the integration process. Managers and project teams have 
to be aware of negative attitudes in form of the NIH syndrome which can lead to 
a devaluation of outside knowledge and result in a lack of organizational support. 
Also, external knowledge may not easily be transferable to internal standards and 
routines (von Hippel 1994; Herzog and Leker 2010) and cooperation with external 
knowledge holders may be problematic if insufficiently planned and prepared. How-
ever, the barriers approach to external knowledge integration should make managers 
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and project teams aware of potential problems and, hence, should serve as a starting 
point in overcoming organizational opposition.
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