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Framing open innovation: an ethnographic case study on the 
“La  Cantine  par  Silicon  Sentier” 

 

As the use of participatory formats and tools proliferate within public and private sectors, 

specialized institutions emerge as third parties to promote and organize cooperative 

efforts between actors. Unlike traditional organizational consultancy which operates 

between management and staff within an organization, these institutions focus on the 

middle ground between product designers and users, companies and clients, independent 

developers and online project communities. Acting as independent intermediaries, they are 

defined by both the economical value they create in a two-sided market and an expertise 

in designing on a case-by-case basis participatory formats. Thus, while they provide the 

aims and tools to separate groups, to interact with each other, they organize cooperation 

between different social worlds through a translation process of different socio-cultural 

contexts. This study proposes to develop a socio-ethnographical approach to cooperative 

innovation processes through the case study of a non-profit organization named Silicon 

Sentier, operating as a third party within and through a semi-public space called La 

Cantine, where various participatory formats are developed and promoted to improve 

innovation processes within a heterogeneous network of private companies, public 

institutions and individuals. 

La Cantine is mostly known as a co-working space hosting independent workers coming to 

use a free Wi-Fi connection and a desk to work individually, or to organize or attend a 

meeting collectively. The place is also well known for its numerous events (approximately 2 

to 3 events per day), in various formats (e.g. conferences, workshops, demonstration 

sessions, meet-ups, etc.), on technology-related subjects (e.g. programming languages, 

internet filtering policies, mobile applications, open source, etc.), and from different 

perspectives (technical discussions, political topics, marketing aspects, management 

issues). Finally, above all, La Cantine is known as a Living Laboratory referring to a variety 

of participatory formats developed and experimented within (e.g. barcamps, co-creation 

workshops, hackathons, startup weekends, etc.). Focusing mostly on the design and 

prototyping phases of application software (generally for mobile), participatory formats are 

used for a wide range of purposes (e.g. as independently organized creativity sessions, as 
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problem-solving on a public institutions demand, as a team-building for companies, as a 

user community initiative to explore possible applications or features for a new technology, 

etc.). This paper proposes an analysis of three main features that makes La Cantine, a 

singular case to study new forms of participation. 

Firstly, it proposes a new physical and material environment, which contributes to redefine 

participation forms. As a physical space, La Cantine offers the possibility to observe 

participation as it occurs real-time and to analyse its production in a context-related 

approach. Thus, participation can be in some cases observed “in   action”   as   a   social  

interaction. In a micro-sociological sense, physical as well as informational structure it 

provides, are analysed alongside with the social and organizational dynamics of each space 

within. These aspects variably conjugate with each other to outline a specific socio-spatial 

framework for each specific engagement mode in cooperative innovation processes. 

Adopting a similar perspective to studies on socio-technical devices and on how they 

participate to coordinate collective efforts, we define the first feature as the distinctive 

physical roots of different engagement modes within La Cantine, and argue that it engages 

individuals uniquely to become a participant.  

Secondly, it offers rich empirical data on the socio-spatial construction of professional and 

cultural discourse on cooperative   innovation,   mostly   referred   by   the   term   “open  

innovation”1. In fact, the term is widely used by actors in La Cantine, in many different ways, 

referring not only to business models or innovation management within an organization, 

but also to various practices as user participation, co-creation and in a wider sense, to 

distributed cooperation models between companies, users and professionals in the 

development of technological innovation. After discussing normative conceptions 

underlying the open innovation   discourse,   we’ll   argue   that   the second feature is its 

performative use to build a common ground for different social world embodying a 

specific  definition  of  “open”.   

Finally, acting as an independent intermediary, the paper problematizes participation not 

only through formats like socio-technical devices or physical gatherings, but also in 

                                                             
1 Originally, the term is coined by the American organizational theorist Henry Chesbrough to emphasize a new paradigm 
in innovation management (Chesbrough 2006). According to a definition of organizations made by their boundaries, it 
refers to internal and external knowledge flows used to improve technological innovation and commercialization 
processes within a firm. 
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relation to the designing process of these participatory formats. It allows exploring how 

third parties conceptualize and translate different constraints, needs, demands but also 

languages, references, interests to design participatory formats, how social intermediation 

policy is defined by these third parties and how underlying social and economical tensions 

effect the participation modes. It is through the design process of participatory format that 

we’ll   explore   how  normative   conceptions  of  what   is   being   “open”   and   “cooperative”   are  

translated into interaction  rules  elaborated  by  Silicon  Sentiers’  team.   

To summarize, we propose in this paper to analyse a physical space as a socio-spatial 

framework for new participatory practices defined widely under the conceptual umbrella of 

“openness”, which needs to be framed for each cooperative effort in La Cantine, in order to 

be effective in innovation processes. In results, La Cantine is defined not only as an 

interface between different social worlds, but also as a medium to develop, experiment 

and disseminate participatory tools - a place for innovating in participation.  
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