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PURPOSE - OBJECTIFS
Whereas formal relations such as alliances have been well-studied, informal
inter-organizational relations still need to be analyzed. This gap in the literature leads
to the following research questions: How do organizations manage their informal
inter-organizational relations? What are the effects of such relations? How can firms
organize influencing activities based on these relations?
The theory of dynamic capabilities addresses relations between the firm and its
environment. The dynamic capabilities of the firm can be defined as the capacity of
the firm to sense and shape opportunities and threats, to seize opportunities and to
reconfigure assets. They permit the organization to adapt to and to shape its
environment. This work contributes to answering the call from researchers to analyze
the microfoundations of dynamic capabilities. It studies the role played by boundary
spanners, individuals playing an interfacing role between the firm and its environment,
in the dynamic capabilities of the firm.

DESIGN / METHODOLOGY - DESIGN / METHODOLOGIE
This research is based on a qualitative study of a professional association specialized
in the management of diversity in the workplace. I collected data over a 5-year period,
most notably through observations of meetings and workshops held by the
association, and interviews and interactions with meeting participants and the
association’s support staff. This research is based on semi-structured interviews with
about 40 diversity managers coming from 30 different organizations who attended
meetings organized by the professional association. Further, I observed 27 events
organized by the association between 2011 and 2015.

FINDINGS - RESULTATS
This work contributes to defining the concepts of boundary spanner, gatekeeper and
knowledge broker. A review of past research allows to propose a set of new
definitions and also to the detection of 5 research avenues.
This research also contributes to strategy by answering the call to understand the
microfoundations of dynamic capabilities, i.e., organizational capabilities allowing the
firm to adapt to and to shape its environment. This work sheds a light on the influence
of boundary spanners on the sensing, shaping and seizing of opportunities.
Further, this work leads to conceptualizing the capacity to manage informal
interorganizational relations as a dynamic capability. This capability allows the firm to
develop its absorptive capacity, legitimacy and influence on its environment.

VALUE - IMPLICATIONS
The ability of organizations to recognize, source and integrate key outside information
or knowledge is important for their strategy, innovation and performance over time.
Three types of individuals have information gathering and knowledge dissemination
roles at the frontier of organizations: boundary spanners, gatekeepers and knowledge
brokers. Although research on these individuals is well developed, I found that in
practice the definitions of the concepts overlap and still need a clarification. No
systematic comparison of these roles had been undertaken previously. This work
clarifies the concept of boundary spanner and demonstrates the influence of boundary
spanners on the capacity of firms to sense and seize opportunities.
Further, this research sheds a light on the role of informal relations between firms.
These relations, which can be supported by organizational processes and
management, are a source of learning, legitimacy and influence for firms. This
research encourages managers to develop the capacity of their firms to manage
informal interorganizational relations. These relations can allow organizations to
develop their absorptive capacity, legitimacy and influence on their environments.

