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Abstract: Introducing change into established social systems is a risky
endeavor. To initially gain acceptance, entrepreneurs must locate their ideas
within the set of existing understandings and actions that constitute the
institutional environment yet simultaneously set their innovation apart from what
already exists. To ultimately change the existing system, they must also retain
the means to evolve beyond—even reshape—those existing institutions. This
paper considers the role of design, as the emergent arrangement of concrete
details that embodies a new idea, in mediating between innovations and
established institutional fields. Analysis of perhaps the prototypical innovation,
Edison’s system of electric lighting, offers insights into how the grounded details
of an innovation’s design shapes its acceptance and ultimate impact. The notion
of robust design is introduced to explain how Edison’s design strategy enabled
his organization to successfully gain acceptance for an innovation that would
ultimately (and rapidly) displace the existing institutions of the gas industry. By
examining the principles through which design allows entrepreneurs to
simultaneously exploit the established institutions while retaining the flexibility to
ultimately displace them, this analysis highlights the value of robust design
strategies in innovation efforts.
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