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Abstract. In this article, we explore and interpret organizational identity transformation associated
with the open innovation strategy of the largest telecommunication company in Italy, Telecom Italia
(TIM). When TIM established eight joint laboratories within five major Italian universities to benefit
from opening its business model, it transferred some R&D employees to the new laboratories to work
with the university scientists. This organizational transformation imposed challenging conditions for
R&D employees engaged in the open innovation activities of the firm. We conducted an interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) to answer the question of “how do R&D employees experience the
implementation of an open innovation strategy from an organizational identity perspective?” Our analysis
is based on the interpretation of the lived experiences of 14 employees. Studying the phenomenon of
open innovation implementation using the lens of organizational identity suggests the following: (1) The
process of open innovation through mobility of skilled R&D employees triggers organizational identity
ambiguity and change, (2) Organizational identity ambiguity phase in the process of open innovation
can be shortened by the support of parent company and managerial skills highlighting sensemaking
mechanisms, (3) Constructing a shared organizational identity with university members involved in this
process is an undeniable element of OI success. We contribute to the literature by establishing linkages
among organizational identity and open innovation and building on recent works on the role of individuals
within open innovation ecosystems. Our qualitative analysis draws on a conceptual framework for open
innovation and organizational identity transformation.
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1 Introduction

In this article, we conduct an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to answer the ques-
tion of “how do R&D employees experience the implementation of an open innovation strategy
from an organizational identity perspective?” In order to address this question, we explore and
interpret the phenomenon of open innovation strategy implemented through the mobility of high
skilled employees, applying the theoretical lens of organizational identity. Our study sheds light
on the underexplored conditions that organizational identity transformations generate in the pro-
cess of an organizational change, related to a specific mode of implementing the open innovation
strategy, i.e. the collaboration between university and industry.

Chesbrough and Bogers (2014) provided the most recent definition of open innovation describing
it as knowledge flows across organizational boundaries using mechanisms in line with the orga-
nization’s business model. Open innovation scholars have studied this paradigm across different
level of analysis, but the individual level received limited attention (e.g., Salter et al. 2015). Bo-
gers et al. (2016) called for more research on how individuals within an organization cope with
the new challenges of open innovation strategies. In their research, there is a specific invitation
for organizational behavior and identity scholars, to address the question of how R&D employees
experience change when they start involving more in the activities outside the organizational
boundaries.

In the last decade, innovation studies gave significant attention to the sources of knowledge
external to the firm. Chesbrough (2006) noted that firms employ ‘open innovation’ strategies
to tap into external R&D, share uncertainties and risks and leveraging on a distributed inter-
organizational network. Following this trend, universities became an interesting source of external
knowledge for companies that look for opening up strategies. Firms usually choose to build up
collaborative networks with universities, especially when the aim is to acquire tacit and uncodified
knowledge (Yusuf, 2008). However, Perkmann & Walsh (2007) noted that according to the
concept of open, in networked or interactive innovation, the actual ties between university and
industry play a stronger role rather than the symbolic links in generating innovation. According
to him, in the ‘open innovation’ context, the links with high relational engagements are beneficial
for partners, as they enable building and maintenance of inter-organizational relationships over
time. An example of these links is the mobility of staff/researchers as, for example, the cases of
academics deciding to manage their own research spin-off, or temporary or industrial scientists
moving to laboratories where they can closely work with university scientists. In these cases, the
organization goes through a process of subtractive change (e.g. spin-offs, de-merges, elimination
of units, against the additive changes related to, e.g., merges, new unit creation, assimilation).
The subtractive change questions members’ understanding of organizational identity (Corley
and Gioia, 2004). Indeed, the establishment of university-industry joint laboratories – outside
of the firm’s boundaries and within university’s ones – can configure as a subtractive change
to the firm. In this context, companies’ employees that move to work within the laboratories
become outsiders to their own organization and go through an identity change over the process
of implementation of the open innovation strategy. Corley and Gioia (2004) pointed out the lack
of understanding around identity change dynamics in this context.

While open innovation is indeed well researched, the role of individuals and human resources
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within a collaborative innovation process – especially in the form of separate research entities –
is still not fully understood. Feller (2005) and Nelson (2004) raised the necessity of exploring what
institutional and organizational conditions can and should be reconfigured to make university-
industry collaboration work more efficiently, while West et al. (2014) emphasized the role of
human resources in open innovation processes as a specific research gap. Furthermore, the
research on open innovation has not clearly investigated changes and challenges that result
from adopting open innovation, particularly at the individual level of analysis. The research
has been focusing more on the organizational level of exploration both for open innovation and
organizational identity, neglecting the analysis at the individual level (Reissner, 2019). Therefore,
the challenges that managers of collaborative processes might face need further investigations.
Organizational identity of R&D employees might, indeed, be affected by the implementation of
an open innovation strategy by the parent firm, especially when stable employees turn to be
mobile and enter new organizational setting.

In this article we address these underexplored issues by focusing on employees who went through
this transformation and joined cooperative research centers between university and industry. Our
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) sheds light on the literature on open innovation
and organizational identity theories. We base our analysis on interpreting lived experiences of
14 employees.

Our study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, by establishing linkages among
organizational identity and open innovation, we shed light on how elements of the organizational
identity change are triggered in the implementation of an open innovation strategy, particularly
through the mobility of skilled R&D employees (Chesbrough, 2006). Second, building on recent
works on the role of individuals within open innovation ecosystem (Bogers et al., 2016), we
emphasize the importance of human resources in open innovation research. Finally, our paper
adds to organizational identity theory not only by bringing open innovation into the discourse and
conceptualizing it, but also employing IPA in addressing organizational identity change (Gioia
et al., 2013). Our qualitative analysis draws on a conceptual framework for open innovation
and organizational identity transformation. The following sections include a brief review of
organizational identity and the process of change/transformation. We continue by introducing
the methodology applied, followed by our results and concluding remarks.

2 Literature background

2.1 The changes related to open innovation strategy implementation

Firms’ open innovation implementation covers a wide range of practices, such as in-/out-licensing
(van de Vrande et al., 2009), involvement of different stakeholders in the open innovation ecosys-
tem (van de Vrande et al., 2009), participation in public technology transfer programs (Dodgson
et al., 2006). Open innovation practices also include research contracts and ventures with univer-
sities (Perkmann and Walsh, 2007). Regardless of the type of activity chosen, organizations still
face a variety of challenges in practicing open innovation. Scholars highlighted two categories
of challenges: internal and external, according to whether they arise within or beyond organi-
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zational boundaries (De Marco, 2017). While the external challenges of open innovation result
more impactful for SMEs (De Marco et al. 2020), the internal ones appear more severe for large
organizations, as they are related to the organizational and cultural changes needed to favor the
successful implementation of the open innovation strategy.

Addressing these challenges to deploy different practices within the open innovation paradigm
requires not only knowledge and resources, but also expertise. According to Chesbrough (2006),
the increasing attention toward opening R&D procedures requires new organizational choices for
R&D. In this paradigm, universities have been treated as important external actors in facilitating
access to new scientific knowledge (Klevorick et al., 1995; Belderbos et al., 2004). Collaboration
with universities is perceived as a productive mean for partnerships at the technology/knowledge
development level (Chesbrough, 2003; Harwing, 2004; Blau, 2007). Establishing joint laborato-
ries with universities has not been excluded from this trend as shown, for example, in the case
of Deutsche Telekom creating an open innovation ecosystem with universities by establishing
T-Labs (Rohrebeck et al. 2009). Providing a separate organizational structure for academics
and R&D personnel allows overcoming many barriers associated with university-industry col-
laborations (Rohrbeck and Arnold, 2006; Mahdad et al., 2018). Indeed, even the practice of
establishing separate organizational structures for open university/industry collaboration is not
free from challenges. The organizational and cultural (internal) challenges of such structure can
emerge when industry collaborates with academia in ad hoc created laboratories and scholars
showed how applying structural properties of adaptive capacity can trigger positive effects and
help in handling these challenges (Mahdad et al, 2019)

2.2 The mobility of high-skill workers

Literature recognized the role of labor mobility, particularly of high-skilled workers, as the most
effective mean enabling the transfer of knowledge and skills (Arrow, 1962; Gilson, 1999). Since
knowledge is embedded in individuals, their movements across firms and organizations generate
involuntary spillovers of tacit knowledge transfer. A strong body of literature focused on the
importance of labor mobility and its positive impact on regional culture, including on non-
hierarchal business culture and socio/cultural learning features (Saxenian, 1994; Florida, 2000).
Scholars also highlighted the importance of factors and attitudes that can facilitate mobility
impacts, such as the willingness to experiment and take risks, informality of work styles, and high
occupational mobility (Saxenian, 1994). Despite the definition of open innovation is based on the
flows of knowledge and, as mentioned, workers mobility is a major mean to make knowledge flow,
not many studies focused on the impact of workers’ mobility within open innovation. However,
in the specific practice of open innovation in which industry collaborates with academia, scholars
identified the transfer of human resources, i.e. movements of the staff between the two types
of organizations, as a learning mechanism and knowledge transfer mean (Perkmann and Walsh
2007; De Fuentes and Dutrénit, 2012). Literature showed that the interorganizational mobility
of employees implies the dissemination of cognitive resources derived from the organization of
origin, even influencing innovation capabilities (Herstad et al., 2015).

While the phenomenon of knowledge transfer and collaboration between university and industry
have been widely explored at the organizational level, literature still lacks clear understanding
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of the dynamics at the individual level (Bogers et al. 2016, Perkmann et al. 2013). Perkmann
et al. (2013) argue that a good understanding of the individual behavior in the collaboration
between academia and industry would benefit the overall organizational performance. Moreover,
shedding light on how individuals adapt to the rules of their work contexts and how they react
to different institutional logics, would contribute to the understanding of the open innovation
phenomenon in its university-industry collaboration form.

2.3 Open Innovation and organizational identity

According to Petroni et al. (2012), open innovation influences R&D personnel for their role
in inter-organizational innovation activities. When open innovation comes into the debate, the
dynamics of organizational and individual collaboration merge and need to be managed with
a human-centric approach, rather than an organizational-centered one, as individuals deal with
the uncertainty of the ‘give-and-take’ of the collaboration that generates innovation (Salampasis
and Mention, 2017; Webb 2017). This ‘give-and-take’ is the source of innovation as it comes
from the above-mentioned knowledge flows. Nonetheless, grasping external knowledge is very
different from generating internal innovation. When we talk about open innovation adoption and
its process, the attention should also move toward actors within this paradigm. R&D employees
are directly involved in the process of innovation, weather it is closed or open. Changing the
organizational structure might have various influences on the organization itself and its members,
including a change in organizational identity (Gioia and Thomas, 1996). Organizational identity
is considered crucial for organization development since it affects actions, interpretation, and
decision making of the members and management. Indeed, in open innovation, employees coming
from different organizations keep representing their parent one, but still identify with the new
organization established for the collaboration, incurring in identity shifts that might affect joint
innovation activities (Webb 2017). For these reasons, scholars suggested the combination of
managerial actions that can drive the dynamics related to the ‘dual allegiance’ of R&D employees
involved in the exchange of knowledge during collaborative projects: a good governance of the
balance between disclosure and protection of knowledge would allow success of collaboration
(Husted and Michailova, 2010).

The concept of organizational identity was initially introduced by Albert and Whetten (1985)
as a set of features that should be central, enduring and distinctive. Hatch and Schultz (2002),
complemented this concept as a ‘reflective dialogue between the organization and social con-
text’. Whetten (2006) referred to the features of organizational identity that conceptualize self-
referencing and help members to construct a collective sense of self that satisfies organizational
and individual needs for continuity, coherence and distinctiveness.

Albert and Whetten (1985) proposed three definitional elements of organizational identity:

• What is taken by organization members as being central within an organization and the
organization’s work, such as beliefs and norms, that cannot be changed without redefining
the organization itself.

• How organization members distinct their organization from other similar ones, e.g. from
competitors (Ravasi & Phillips, 2011).
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• How organization members endure or link the past, present and presumably future of the
organization activities to each other.

Other scholars evolved and redefined the definition of organizational identity after Albert and
Whetten’s work. Gioia (1998) defined organizational identity as a ‘shared answer to the question
of “who we are as an organization?”; later, Navis & Glynn (2010) built upon this definition
by including “what do we do?”. Many scholars noted that organizational identity refers to the
collective level where members define themselves relating to the organization (Ashforth and
Mael, 1989; Corley and Gioia, 2004; Corley et al., 2006). In contrast, Polos et al. (2002),
defined organizational identity as a concept of the organization held by outsiders rather than its
members. Scholars have been investigating the organizational identity theory within different
context. The static perspective of organizational identity has been recently changed to a more
fluid one, considering a process view of organizational identity (Hatch and Schultz, 2002). From
another perspective, Scott & Lane (2000) believe that organizational identity is neither static
nor fluid, but it is rather ‘sticky’, meaning that organization members tend to preserve the old
identity and resist the change.

Although there have been complementary definitions of organizational identity in the field of
organization studies, Albert and Whetten’s definition (1985) seems to be the backbone of this
literature. Therefore, we also build our research on their ‘three pillars’ definition of organizational
identity. However, we use this definition more in a dynamic than a static setting, to see how the
main features of identity might change during an open innovation process.

The important role of ‘enduring’ features of organizational identity comes into the debate when
a change or transformation occurs to the members of an organization. The debate over the
‘continuity’ element of organizational identity can rely on a strong body of research confirming
that identity can change over time (Corley and Gioia, 2004; Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Fiol,
2002). Organizational identity received significant attention in studies on different transforma-
tional phenomena, particularly acquisition (Melewar and Harrold, 2000; Reade, 2001; Vaara et
al. 2003; Ullrich et al. 2005; Bartels et al. 2006; Van Dick et al. 2006), and post-acquisition
integration (Van Knippenberg and Van Leeuwen, 2001). Corley and Gioia (2004) highlighted
temporal identity discrepancy and change in social referent as triggers of organizational identity
transformation, while the importance of managing image and identity during a radical change
has been studied by Fiol (2002). According to Vieru and Rivard (2012), challenges of organizati-
onal identity change appear not only with members’ attempts to answer the question “Who are
we?”, but also with the question of “Who do others think we are?”.

In accordance with this, an open innovation practice can be very challenging for R&D employees
who join a new organization with new institutional settings. Scholars highlighted how organizati-
onal identity elements can generate employees’ resistance to technological changes and innovation
perceived as going against their organization identity (Tripsas 2009). Nonetheless, supporting
the dynamic view of identity, Lifshitz-Assaf (2018) recently connected the literature on open
innovation to the one on organization identity, showing how professionals’ identity is crucial to
avoid resistance to change and innovation.

Three decades of research on organizational identity topics built a rich body of literature; even
though, scholars still call for more research on the relevance of organizational identity for the
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inter-organizational phenomenon, i.e. open innovation (Randawa et al. 2016; Bogers et al.,
2017), and the conceptualization of the field, e.g. learning, strategy, innovation, etc. (Gioia et al.,
2013). Trying to answer these calls, our research’s goal is to address the question of ‘how do R&D
employees experience the implementation of an open innovation strategy from an organizational
identity perspective?’. In doing so, we aim at enriching the literature on organizational identity
and open innovation by providing empirical evidence of the relation between open innovation
practices and organizational identity change. In addition, this research contributes to the recent
literature of open innovation and the importance of R&D employees as a unit of analysis. We use
the term organizational identity transformation when R&D employees change their organization
as a part of the parent company’s decision of opening its business model.

3 Method

We chose a qualitative research design because it gives importance to interpretation, descriptions,
characteristics and meaning (Kvale, 1996).

Denzin & Lincoln (2004) established the relevance of qualitative research in the field of hu-
man behavior. In addition, we chose qualitative approach to understand the true value of the
employees’ behaviors beyond numbers and measure. Exploring the phenomenon based on par-
ticipants’ experiences was the main aim of this research. Willig (2001) noted that qualitative
research is able to connect the researcher to the experience of the individuals’ context. Qualita-
tive methodologies in organization studies include different methods of interpreting and exploring
participants’ experiences.

For this research, we chose interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) over other qualitative
methods because of our focus on the phenomenon of experiencing organizational change in the
process of open innovation implementation. We aim to enrich the theory rather than genera-
ting new ones. According to Gill (2014), phenomenological methodologies enable researchers to
adopts a more dynamic and process view of organizational identity in their research contexts.
Gill claims that the supporters of this perspective (e.g. Corley et al., 2006) believe that orga-
nizational identity is truly phenomenological, which means that it is something experienced as
a phenomenon by organizational members. In our study, because of its focus on how employees
interpret and make sense of a particular experience, namely change, Smith’s IPA (1996) offers a
suitable methodology to address our understanding of organizational identity in the context of
open innovation.

IPA’s distinctive element is its high emphasis on interpretative and idiographic account rather
than seeking subordinate themes that emerge through data codification (Gill, 2015). The ideal
situation is to have rich data from few informants rather than having enough numbers of partici-
pants. IPA is an established methodology mostly in the field of psychology (Smith, 1996). Using
semi-structured interviews with a small set of participants, normally from two to ten in IPA, gives
researchers a taste of participants’ experiences through an interpretative analysis. IPA methodo-
logy does not test hypotheses and is neither inductive or abductive. It is a pure interpretation of
researchers aiming to understand the participants’ lived experiences without imposing the cons-
traints of prior theory. There is a lack in using any phenomenological methodologies within the
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scope of organizational identity studies even though scholars refer to organizational identity as
phenomenological and highly dependent on experiences of organizational members (Gill, 2014).
Therefore, we chose IPA to understand employees’ experience when the parent company decides
to open its business model and how this organizational change influence how participant make
sense of their current world and experience. Moreover, in our case, IPA provides an explanatory
perspective that can complement other approaches in enriching existing theory.

3.1 The case of Telecom Italia

Telecom Italia (TIM) changed its innovation model to agile model of innovation, which enhances
co-creation and co-development. Since 2012, TIM opened up eight joint laboratories within five
major Italian universities as a strategy to take a step forward in the adoption of the open inno-
vation paradigm. The Joint Open Laboratories (JOLs) are research and innovation laboratories
set up within university centers, as a result of partnerships and agreements between TIM and
the universities in specific fields of scientific and technological domains. The establishment of the
JOLs aimed at overcoming barriers of collaboration between university and industry in practicing
open innovation by transferring and mobilizing skilled R&D employees to the new organization
structures within universities.

3.2 Participants

Participants of the study were initially R&D employees who moved from TIM or any branch of
TIM to work in the new organizational setting of the JOLs. Eight employees moved voluntarily
(transferred employees), because of their field of interest or personal motivations. Preliminary
results showed that the six employees directly employed (newly hired employees) by the JOLs
could also provide valuable insights. Therefore, we included a total of 14 employees from both
groups in our study.

3.2 Data collection

We performed semi-structured interviews that lasted between 45 minutes to 90 minutes. The
topics of discussion with participants concerned the organization of the parent company and
organization of JOLs; how do they perceive themselves as employees; what TIM and JOLs
expects from them; how do they experience moving from TIM to JOL. These questions were
open-ended and allowed participants to talk about the topic in a detailed way. The researcher
remained for 2-5 days within each laboratory to further observe and collect data. This allowed
researchers to enter participants lived experiences.

3.3 Data analysis

The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. We used Smith et al. (2009) method to
initiate the data analysis process including thematic coding on single interview and identified
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table themes for the group followed by interpretation of meanings of participants’ experiences.
Nvivo software was used as a qualitative data management tool. We stored extracted themes
in Nvivo and this allowed to manage and interpret qualitative data by eliminating the need for
many of the manual tasks traditionally associated with qualitative analysis (Sorensen, 2008). As
we mentioned, the aim of the IPA is to interpret rich data rather than coming up with a pattern
in the themes and sub-themes.

4. Findings and discussion

The explanatory case design allows us to investigate the distinct phenomena of identity transfor-
mation when a company opens up by establishing research centers in collaboration with universi-
ties outside of the firm and undertakes labor mobility strategies to bring the knowledge generated
from the labs inside the company. The initial basis of our findings emerged from the question
‘how do you find yourself within the organization?’. The analysis is driven from the variety of
subthemes emerged and can be categorized in three stages or three main themes.

We divide the process through which employees went into two stages: 1) shift from company’s
core identity to ambiguous identity and 2) construction of an open identity. We explain how TIM
employees sustain the identity transformation and what are the mechanisms involved in different
stages of identity transformation. The existence of core organizational identity (the identity that
is related to parent company and employees who transferred from the parent company to the
new venture) provided a firm baseline to start from.

4.1 First stage: From company's core identity to identity ambiguity

We started to explore individual’s experience by interpreting their responses on how their core
organizational identity changed (if changed) when entering to a new institutional context. TIM’s
paradigm shift - moving from closed to agile business model by implementing radical open in-
novation practice - enforced an institutional change on employees who had to move to a new
venture, the JOLs established within the universities.

Central characteristic of the main company’s organizational identity faces discontinuities. Em-
ployees that moved into JOLs had to maintain the organizational identity but being ready to
also include some elements of the newly formed research center’s identity. Features, beliefs and
norms had to be transformed to the new ones due to the redefinition of a new institutional con-
text. Based on our interpretation, we observe that in some cases the research center’s director
helped maintaining the central identity attributes of the organization. This was more visible in
the JOLs that, in terms of physical distance, were closer to TIM.

“We have a contract with university but our rules and structure are still of the company, (even
though) I have the feeling that in the company there is no idea of what is this innovation and who
we are.” (Transferred employee)

The theoretical explanation of the mechanisms that maintain centrality in the core organizati-
onal identity can be found in the “sensemaking” literature (Fiol, 1991, Corley and Gioia 2004).
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The centrality and firmness of norms and beliefs within an organization positively influence per-
ceived organizational identity by employees and thus their performance. In our case, TIM risked
the centrality of its organizational identity by creating a new institutional setting for those em-
ployees who were transferred from the central site to new locations. Different identities were
formed when this institutional change occurred as a result of radically practicing open innova-
tion and conflicting visions and beliefs emerged among employees who associated themselves to
the new research center as central to their identity, with the ones who maintained the parent
identity. Indeed, the few employees employed directly by the research centers tended to associate
themselves with the parent company as their identity is stronger and well-structured.

The role of directors in creating a balanced view in the current ambiguous identity situation,
was undeniable. Directors first reinforced central beliefs and, then, helped employees sustaining
the vision shift. The important role of leaders becomes evident here. When asked whether they
considered themselves as a member of the JOL or TIM, research centers’ directors responded:
‘Of course TIM’.

“We are using the open innovation paradigm but we are new to this approach, everyone in the
lab is aware of this approach but I am not sure if other departments of the company know about
open innovation and that we are involved in this approach. We are TIM and we are not any kind
of spin-off or an independent company.”(JOL director/transferred)

Identity endurance was challenged in the process of moving from stable identity to a more flexible
one. In our interviews, employees projected an inconsistent identity especially in the initial phases
of institutional transformation. The main unclear situation was when employees had doubt on
whether to maintain the core identity of TIM or build a new identity shared with university
representatives.

“What we do as company is really state of the art and innovative. We give a very good image
of TIM to the outside of the company and I think we need to better understand the environment
and where we belong to.” (Transferred employee)

Identity alignment practices were found to be beneficial in overcoming ambiguous situation.
The phase of ambiguity in identity endurance was facilitated by reinforcement practices such
as directors’ strategic actions for the vision alignment, and practices that were deployed by
the company in order to involve mobile employees in the internal activities. Our interviewees
argued that this was difficult to implement because employees should maintain consistent images
of their existing identity over time, but the meanings linked to these images would change in
order to suit new institutional settings (i.e. being in a joint laboratory). However, this has
been a puzzled discussion in the field of organizational identity and change as well, especially
when organizational identity issues arise during the implementation of structural changes in the
organization.

To deal with distinctiveness feature of organizational identity, lab directors faced a twofold
problem related to, on one side, the employees who had to make a distinction between the
parent firm and other similar companies and, on the other side, the ones that had to be able
to differentiate their research center from similar ones. In our dataset, managers who refined
the identity overcame the identity ambiguity phase faster than the ones who solely enriched
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the core TIM identity. Constant re-elaboration of identity attributes aimed at fitting changing
organization’s goals and missions helped employees redefining identity distinctiveness.

The first phase of the organizational identity change process has been discussed similarly in the
literature. Some scholars noted organizational identity should be characterized by instability,
thus the ability of members to adopt the change is not enduring (Gioia et al., 2000). Albert
and Whetten (1985), on one hand, mentioned the multiplicity nature of organizational identity.
Firms’ success in organizational change is related to members’ willingness to accept the change
and form the transformed organizational identity.

“I really don’t know the reality of TIM because I started to work in JOL and I never experienced
working at TIM. JOLs are not independent but maybe something similar. Because most of them
(JOLs) are not working on the core business of TIM.” (Newly hired employee)

On the other hand, Gustafson & Reger (1995) claimed that identity in an organization is a
multilayer construct with core parts and organizational change can, therefore, occur without
meaningful change in the core identity. Although these views represent theoretical bases, our
empirical case shows that success could be achieved in the first phase of transformation. Ide-
ally, this would happen by making sense of new organizational identity with employees, while
reinforcing core company’s identity. These two are not mutually excluding. Managers who keep
close contact with the core company, manage to overcome the early period of ambiguity faster.
Younger members of the organizations, hired had hoc in the JOLs, are willing to be associated
with the parent company: this might be because of TIM’s reputation which lies in its brand
rather than its laboratories. Our explanatory case shows that sensemaking practices should be
included in the early phase of transformation. According to Weick et al. (2005), identity for-
mulation represents a sensemaking process enabling employees to build new events on top of
past experiences, and to meaningfully interpret and incorporate new information into a frame of
explanatory reference. These practices include daily formal and informal collaborations with new
colleagues in new institutions, trust building efforts, coordinated events with the core company
and laboratories, and mission alignment with new colleagues from the merging laboratory.

4.2 Second stage: From identity ambiguity to construct an open identity

Being in a period of identity ambiguity requires organizations to react efficiently in order to
overcome this period by deploying certain practices. The evolution of the identity over time
and the emergence of new organizational images and values will need to pass through parallel
processes of sensemaking. During this period, managers’ sensemaking efforts help employees to
overcome the ambiguity process and reconstruct the identity, which is needed to ensure a smooth
functioning of the working environment and performance of the laboratories.

“JOL is not like a start-up, we are employee of TIM and there is a collaboration between university
and the company. We are part of this collaboration which is regulated through a contract ”(JOL
director/Transferred)

Vs.
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“We are like start-up. If we are not connected to different departments of TIM, then we are not
very different from being a start-up.” (Transferred employee)

We identified two sets of actions: 1) from vision shift and goal misalignment, to constructing an
open identity, and 2) trust building and identity negotiation.

From vision shift and goal misalignment to construct an open identity:

Temporal divergences began to emerge when employees started to determine how the mission is
differently perceived by the university representatives in the office. One debatable question for
employees was why TIM established joint laboratories. The answer to this question was different
from the perspective of different unit’s representatives in the labs. It is clear that TIM members
recognized and accepted the rationale for university-industry collaboration, and the reality that
they were going to be partially independent from the mother company, but also responsible for
TIM’s core vision.

“I do not know very well the structure of my company (TIM), I am very interested on what I do
in terms of technical world. I just need to know the structure of my team, like who is my boss
and the boss of my boss, and that’s it.” (Newly hired employee)

Employees were totally aware of the fact that the existing organizational structure of TIM would
influence their actions and interactions on one hand and, on the other hand, they had to produce
income together with their new peers as a separate entity. That is supported by the definition of
identity ambiguity. However, some practice of the management level of the JOLs led employees
to take off from ambiguity phase and reconstruct identity.

“I moved from TIM environment and now I have the possibility to work with students and pro-
fessor in a totally new environment. This needs a totally new mindset because we have different
point of views. That is not easy, but it is possible.” (Transferred employees)

Laboratory directors who took a proactive role in making sense of the new organization by gi-
ving meaning to new visions and how lab members should achieve those visions, were able to
reconstruct a shared identity. A change in the vision requires a change in the organizational
identity; hence, shared visionary environment like university-industry collaborative centers re-
quires constructing a shared organizational identity by leaders. The conflict over mission and
vision related to identity ambiguity is a twofold problem: a flexible mission should be formed
for university members who join the laboratories, on the one side, while TIM employees should
start understanding and making sense of university vision and change their company’s one, on
the other side. Our data showed that these conflicts decrease as interactions increases through
events, formal and informal meetings. Making sense of the differences in the visions is considered
beneficial in constructing a shared identity.

“I moved from T-lab (the company’s research center) to the JOLs. I have to say the organiza-
tional perspectives are very different. We as an organization are trying to achieve our goals.”
(Transferred employee)

This process is an alternating process that should be led by lab directors to simultaneously
reinforce the core company’s identity and reconstruct the shared identity. Often, our respondents
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called for more recognition from TIM, as they perceived themselves more as a TIM employee
rather than a lab one.

Trust building and identity negotiation:

As Gioia et al. (2010, p. 4) indicated, “identity formation is likely to be a complex process subject
to multiple influences and infused with ambiguity and one in which organizational identity is not
defined solely by founders and leaders but negotiated by both insiders and outsiders.” Our empi-
rical data support this in the second phase of identity transformation in the university-industry
joint laboratories. Reconstructing a shared identity could be the result of negotiation and sen-
semaking between stakeholders involved in the organization. In this context, trust between
members from university or industry facilitate the process of negotiation for building a shared
identity. The process of fostering trust within organizations is a result of effective communication
organized and managed by leaders. Therefore, according to our empirical setting, the labs with
effective communication techniques speeds up the process of trust formation and enter negoti-
ation and identity construction. Different members from university and industry often define
laboratory identity the same way, regardless of the connection to the parent company.

“I see myself not only the lab member. I would like to know also what happens in TIM. To better
know the company’s status and what they are heading to.” (Newly hired employee)

They mutually shape norms and values for the laboratories and define themselves as a part of
this organization. The laboratories that lack effective communication, leadership and interacti-
ons, on the contrary, experience ambiguity for a longer period. Langley et al. (2012) found that
the boundary spanners and the employees negotiate different aspects of sameness and differences
between the old and new identities. In our case, leaders facilitated the knowledge sharing pro-
cesses, thus trust formation, when all the members of the new entity started to define and form
an identity, which is newly distinct and central if compared to the previously existing one.

5 Identity Transformation Process in Open Innovation Initiati-
ves

The main finding of this study is the analytical model for the process of identity transforma-
tion when a company opens its business model by establishing laboratories outside the firm
boundaries, within the university. In our case, TIM established joint laboratories with major
Italian universities within their sites. This happened through a change in the institutional and
organizational settings. Figure 1 shows the process of employees’ organizational identity trans-
formation.

The identity of corporate employees that move to work in joint laboratories within universities
reflects a growing sense of identity ambiguity among the members and how they construct a new
shared identity. The figure represents the emergence of identity ambiguity and its increasing
tension before and during the opening up period, which are followed by efforts to restore the
shared identity. The activities of sensemaking are continuous throughout the process. The
dynamics of identity transformation entail three stages: parent company’s core identity, identity
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Fig. 1. The process of employees’ organizational identity transformation

ambiguity, and restored shared identity. Furthermore, the effectiveness of leaders’ sensemaking
practices to move away from identity ambiguity phase results crucial.

6 Conclusions

Studying the phenomena of organizational identity change during the process of open innovation
implementation suggests the followings:

1. The process of open innovation through the mobility of skilled R&D employees triggers
organizational identity ambiguity and change;

2. The phase of organizational identity ambiguity in the process of open innovation can be
shortened by the support of the parent company and the deployment of managerial skills;

3. Constructing a shared organizational identity with university members involved in the open
innovation process is necessary and possible with leadership efforts.

This study contributes to the open innovation literature and offers implications for research
on organizational identity change and transformation. Our findings support earlier research
showing the complexity of conducting research in the areas related to processes of organizational
identity (Whetten 2006). Although implementing open innovation through the mobility of skilled
workers might bring external sources of knowledge, and therefore revenue, the organization and
management of these approaches require accurate considerations in balancing identity issues of
R&D professionals with the parent company and/or with the joint activities, as to manage the
impacts on innovation and change acceptance (Lifshitz-Assaf, 2018). The results emerging from
our case support earlier research on the importance of sensemaking and negotiation in the process
of organizational identity, especially in the reconstruction phase (Hamalainen, 2007; Gioia et al.
2010). Based on our analyses, the formation of shared identity or co-existence of multiple identity,
could be possible if – and only if – it adds value to the organization. This topic has been discussed
admirably in the research related to organizational identity and mergers and acquisition (Bond

ISSN 2183-0606
http://www.open-jim.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0 60



Journal of Innovation Management
JIM 8, 2 (2020) 47-67

Mahdad, De Marco, Piccaluga, Di Minin

and Seneque, 2012). However, as our case showed, constructing a shared identity rather than
coping with co-existence of multiple ones can be more beneficial because of the severe cultural
differences. According to the research on organizational identity within an international joint
venture (IJV) dual identification with the IJV and the parent company might lead to significant
conflicts, especially at the management level, and more stress at the individual level (Li et al.,
2002). We observed that younger employees tend to resist more to the organizational identity
change. This might be due to the importance that the image and power of the parent company
assume for them. Less experienced employees in our case reflect more heterogeneous perspective
on their identity. The reason could be that they tried to build a non-collaborative identity,
either professional or organizational, in order to achieve collaboration goals. However, Corley
(2004) suggested that organization members should consciously consider the possibility that
their perception of ‘who the organization is’ differs from the one of their colleagues, because of
perceptual differences regarding the need for change in the organization. Clark et al. (2010) and
Gioia and Thomas (1996) confirmed that strategic or transformational change are improbable
to be done successfully without relative identity change. This is also confirmed by our study
of open innovation phenomena underlying the importance of organizational identity change of
mobile employees within the process of transformation.

In sum, our research offers a new perspective in the era of open innovation. Despite the limita-
tions of our study, we shed light on the managerial practices of open innovation settings. Efforts
in constructing a shared identity would help firms to avoid identity conflicts, thus benefiting effi-
ciently from open innovation practices. We do not know yet how identity differentiation between
laboratories and the parent company ultimately affects organizational and innovation perfor-
mance. Nonetheless, the recognition and acceptance of its possibility within the organization is
an important first step in diminishing negative consequences. The important role of leaders in
the sensemaking process is an undeniable factor in overcoming identity ambiguity phase. In ad-
dition to our theoretical contributions, we can argue that firms could benefit from understanding
the subsequent effects of adapting to open innovation paradigm particularly by taking advantage
from the mobility of skilled employees in the generation of joint innovation.
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