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Introduction

The importance of inter-organizational relationships 
and networks to innovation is widely acknowledged. 
And now, there is active discussion on the topic of 
value co-creation within boundary-spanning activities 
and various concepts related to collaborative innova-
tion (Lee et al., 2012). Recent studies of such innovation 
practices underline a variety of different forms, such as 
inter-organizational alliances and collaborations with 
and within communities, crowds, or networks of indi-
viduals – including users, citizens, scientists, etc. 
However, although these perspectives deliver unique 
insights into specific distributed innovation processes, 
there are only limited connections across them (Bogers 
et al., 2016).

The notion of “ecosystems” offers an attractive meta-
phor to explore a variety of interactions and inter-

linkages between multiple organizations in innovation 
(Autio & Thomas, 2014). The metaphor emphasizes 
that the relationships are constantly co-evolving 
through actions and interactions of involved actors 
(Moore, 1996). In other words, inter-organizational re-
lationships in ecosystems evolve through repetitive se-
quences of cooperation, conflict, and compromise, 
thereby altering positionings of actors and generating 
new roles (Pellikka & Ali-Vehmas, 2016). Although eco-
systems are a usual context for doing business in some 
industries, such as software and communication tech-
nologies (Muegge, 2013), research on ecosystems is un-
derdeveloped and undertheorized (Spigel, 2017).

Ecosystems include broad sets of actors and, even in 
business ecosystems, the relationships and interactions 
are not always governed with contracts. This lack of 
formal structure increases the role of relational gov-
ernance mechanisms (Poppo & Zenger, 2002). As an

This article explores how firms can orchestrate innovation ecosystems to enhance collab-
oration for innovation among different actors. Most previous research on ecosystems has 
focused on firm-level strategies to operate in an ecosystem rather than the composition 
or orchestration of an ecosystem as a whole. However, finding the balance between the 
self-interests of involved actors is critical in order to create collaborative settings that in-
duce different parties to jointly develop and put their best efforts into a joint endeavour. 
Thus, we undertook a qualitative study with 35 case companies from the metal and engin-
eering industries, each of whom was interested in developing their position in ecosystems 
and improving their relational business practices. The findings suggest that there is an es-
sential ecosystem competence that is needed by all actors in an ecosystem, regardless of 
their position, and that is the ability to manage dynamic strategic interactions related to 
innovation. This competence enables them to ensure the future vitality of the ecosystem 
and their own business. These results highlight the need for managers to profile their own 
company’s role in an ecosystem in relation to the type of ecosystems, while simultan-
eously evaluating the ecosystem’s ability and potential to survive.

Nothing is more difficult than the art of 
maneuvering for advantageous positions.

Sun Tzu (544 BC – 496 BC)
Military general, strategist, and philosopher
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example, consider entrepreneurial or innovation eco-
systems, which lack a clear power hierarchy or formal-
ized enforcement methods that could impede informal 
interaction between firms (Bell et al., 2016; Pitelis, 
2012). Thus, the key management issue in an ecosys-
tem is setting the right balance between a shared vision 
and the self-interests of involved actors to influence, fa-
cilitate, and motivate their actions (Adner, 2006; 
Valkokari & Valkokari, 2014). However, an ecosystem 
(as well as a network) is a multi-level phenomenon, 
which makes its orchestration challenging for a firm as 
a single entity. Still, the current research has focused 
more on firm-level strategies to operate in existing busi-
ness ecosystems rather than their composing or orches-
trating innovation ecosystems as a whole. 

This article aims to bridge the gap by exploring how 
firms can orchestrate innovation ecosystems to enhance 
collaboration between different actors. Therefore, our re-
search questions are: 

1. What are the main roles of companies in their innova-
tion ecosystems? 

2. How should the actors collaborate by adopting partic-
ular roles?

We sought to answer these questions using a qualitative 
study of 35 companies and their ecosystem positioning 
strategies, with particular attention paid to the differ-
ences between well-established companies and star-
tups. The context of our research is the mechanical 
engineering sector in Finland, which represents a quite 
traditional sector from the viewpoint of ecosystem 
thinking. 

This article is organized as follows. First, we review the 
literature and then create a framework for ecosystem 
strategies in the innovation ecosystem context. Next, 
we present our research design and our results. Finally, 
we discuss our academic and managerial contributions.

Background

Innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystems
There has been and still is an enormous amount of 
scholarly attention paid to ecosystem typologies – and 
their differences and similarities. The innovation eco-
system approach has emphasized fostering the creation 
of growth, interaction, and innovative startups around 
so-called knowledge hubs (Engel & Del-Palacio, 2011). 
Thus, a defining characteristic of innovation ecosys-
tems is their ability to adapt and evolve (Basole, 2009). 

For instance, Silicon Valley is often put forth as an ex-
ample of a successful (local) innovation ecosystem 
where there are plenty of interactions and inter-linkages 
between multiple organizations. The innovation ecosys-
tem concept is often utilized to highlight innovation 
emerging from the interaction between different actors 
or to differentiate them from national innovation sys-
tems and policies (Suominen et al., 2016). Similarly, en-
trepreneurial ecosystems have become a popular tool in 
the study of the geography of high-growth entrepreneur-
ship (Spigel, 2017). From the company perspective, 
such innovation or entrepreneurial ecosystems may of-
fer different learning possibilities according to their 
structure and participants Companies in the same in-
dustry or supply chain that serve the same larger cus-
tomers learn from each other’s production and service 
processes (Priore & Sabel, 1984), whereas technology 
firms that have the same core technology share know-
ledge and networks related to new business opportunit-
ies (Spigel, 2017). Thus, in addition to growth-oriented 
SMEs and startups, regional innovation ecosystems 
need larger anchor companies close to the core in order 
to ensure connection to the global competition in busi-
ness (Viitanen, 2016).

To sum up, in an innovation or entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, the focus is on creating new business opportunit-
ies or new knowledge, whereas a business ecosystem 
operates within the present business context and uses 
existing resources. In addition to companies, an innova-
tion or entrepreneurial ecosystem may include many 
different actors, such as entrepreneurs, innovators, ven-
ture capitalists, accelerators, vendors, and academic in-
stitutions. For instance, in an innovation (or 
knowledge) ecosystem, the financial network that sup-
ports the actors (both companies and research insti-
tutes and other technology developers) has recently 
been identified as one of the key success factors 
(Clarysse et al., 2014). Regardless, established compan-
ies typically have their main focus on their current busi-
ness ecosystems – even when building new solutions 
such as platforms (Evans & Gawer, 2016).

For many companies, the attempt at ecosystem innova-
tion has been a costly failure. This is because, along 
with new opportunities, innovation ecosystems also 
present a new set of risks (Adner, 2006). After all, firms 
are still interested in their own survival even if their eco-
system strategies should also consider how to increase 
the resilience of the whole ecosystem (Seppänen et al., 
2015). Consequently, the concept of ecosystem resili-
ence or health is “fuzzy”, and it should be noted that 
ecosystem health (defined in natural ecosystems as a 
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state of ecosystem equilibrium) is not necessarily bene-
ficial from the viewpoint of all involved actors 
(Valkokari, 2015). Thus, the previous literature has typ-
ically highlighted how the ecosystem leaders (i.e., or-
ganizations in central leadership positions) should take 
care of ecosystem health (Iansiti & Levien, 2004).

Ecosystem borders
In present-day business, ecosystems are global and set-
ting an ecosystem’s borders is complicated – or even 
impossible (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Still, studies of in-
novation ecosystems as well as entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems have often neglected this global dimension and 
focused on actors that are regional or geographically 
proximate (Valkokari, 2015) or have examined national 
innovation systems (Suominen et al., 2016). Thus, the 
borders of innovation ecosystem are even fuzzier than 
the borders of business ecosystem given that they are 
more dynamic, with actors, roles, and interlinkages 
changing constantly (Valkokari et al., 2016). Hence, the 
most recent innovation studies point out that discus-
sions about closed national innovation systems are 
rather factitious: new innovations are actually gener-
ated in global settings (Viitanen, 2016; Oksanen & 
Hautamäki, 2015). If an innovation ecosystem is to be 
defined more extensively – by more than business rela-
tionships or national borders – one of the key chal-
lenges is determine how it can be formed through 
shared sense-making and by the cognitive construction 
of the ecosystem participants, (in line with the cognit-
ive model of strategic groups introduced by Reger and 
Huff (1993). However, it should be noted that compan-
ies’ strategies related to collaboration within innova-
tion often are more typically emergent than deliberate 
(Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).

Since Chesbrough’s (2003) seminal work on open in-
novation, the need for openness and collaboration in 
innovation has been highlighted through numerous 
concepts such as “collaborative innovation”, “demo-
cratized innovation”, “open innovation”, “networked 
innovation”, and “co-innovation”, as summarized by 
Lee and colleagues (2012). Although open innovation 
has received broad acceptance since its initial launch 
over a decade ago, there is undoubtedly more work to 
be done. Open innovation was initially understood and 
implemented as a series of collaborations between two 
organizations to open up the internal innovation pro-
cess. Today, however, we may see multiple cases in 
which the concept is being used to orchestrate many 
players across manifold roles in the innovation process. 
Put simply, designing and managing innovation com-
munities will become more and more important to the 

future of open innovation (Chesbrough, 2012). Accord-
ing to this new model of open innovation, company 
boundaries are becoming more permeable, enabling re-
sources to increasingly flow into and out of the firm at 
various stages of the innovation funnel (Lee et al., 2012: 
Bogers et al., 2016; Zobel, 2016). Recent studies present 
inconsistent results regarding the outcomes of open in-
novation, suggesting positive, curvilinear, and even neg-
ative associations between openness and innovation 
performance measures at the company level. These het-
erogeneous empirical findings call for an explanation of 
the interfirm differences in benefiting from external 
sources of innovation and how organizations imple-
ment open innovation in ecosystems in which all parti-
cipants are depending on each other in co-evolving 
their capabilities and innovation outcomes (Bogers et 
al., 2016). Nevertheless, there is a gap in understanding 
of how companies are able to translate their openness 
into innovation outcomes and whether – and if so, how 
– companies can create a competitive edge in product 
innovation by utilizing these external sources (Zobel, 
2016).

In addition to changing in space, ecosystems borders 
also change in time, and the innovation ecosystem life-
cycle spans the time from the discovery of a new techno-
logy until the first successful commercialization of that 
technology (Dedehayir & Seppänen, 2015). Similarly, 
Moore (1993) has identified four lifecycle phases in an 
ecosystem: birth, expansion, leadership, and self-renew-
al (or death). And Adner (2012) suggests that there are 
five levers of reconfiguration: relocation (of actors); sep-
aration (of tasks to be undertaken by different actors); 
combination (of separate tasks); addition (of new actors 
to undertake tasks that would benefit the ecosystem); 
and subtraction (of existing actors and their tasks to be-
nefit the ecosystem). To summarize, ecosystem manage-
ment can be divided into composing and orchestration 
tasks (Valkokari & Valkokari, 2014). Thus, the compos-
ing phase – how ecosystems come into existence in the 
first place – has received scarce attention (Dedehayir & 
Seppänen, 2015), and discussion of ecosystem manage-
ment has focused on orchestrating business ecosys-
tems. Furthermore, orchestration has been conceived 
as a function performed by one actor, designated for in-
stance as a keystone (Iansiti & Levien, 2004), an ecosys-
tem leader (Adner, 2012), or an ecosystem coordinator 
(Jansen & Cusumano, 2013). Still, perspectives on innov-
ation-ecosystem strategy, such as co-creation, network-
ing, and interaction with innovation ecosystem 
partners, play a crucial role in an individual company’s 
success given that companies are increasingly depend-
ent on their collaborators (Pellikka & Ali-Vehmas, 2016).
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Ecosystem strategies 
The choice of ecosystem strategy is affected both by a 
firm’s intentions, strategic thinking, and current posi-
tion in an ecosystem. Iansiti and Levien (2004) have 
identified three (business) ecosystem strategies that a 
firm can choose: keystone, dominator, or niche. These 
strategies are strongly linked with the actors’ positions 
within the network structure, which can be central or 
peripheral. According to network scholars, a central po-
sition in a network has a positive influence on an act-
ors’ own innovativeness, for instance through access to 
different knowledge sources (Zaheer & Bell, 2005). 
However, the three roles of “feeder”, “breeder”, and 
“niche”, as identified by Zahra and Nambisan (2011), 
highlight that the attitudes of actors lean more towards 
ecosystem co-evolution than their own strategic posi-
tioning. These authors also acknowledged that the roles 
are typical manifestations and hybrids of those that ex-
ist in a wide variety of companies. Furthermore, 
Muegge (2011) has identified different innovation eco-
system roles of technology-intensive business organiza-
tions as adopters and patrons of open platforms, and 
stewards and promoters of innovation communities. In 
addition to the key roles played by financiers and spon-
sors, the discussion of entrepreneurial ecosystems also 
highlights the important role of mentors (Ozgen & Bar-
on, 2007; Lafuente et al., 2007) and dealmakers (Feld-
man & Zoller, 2012).

Most of the above-mentioned roles and also their con-
tingent strategies can be linked to the network position 
of the company. The keystone, dominators, patrons, 
promoters, feeders, as well as breeders act as a hub, 
whereas niche firms, stewards, and adopters are typic-
ally in the position of spokes. Consequently, other 
kinds of organizations, in addition to companies, oper-
ate in some of the roles, for example as financiers, spon-
sors, mentors, and dealmakers, and their network 
positions are less clear. A hub often provides a single 
face for the customer and operates as an ecosystem or-
chestrator whereas the spokes represent complement-
ary actors that provide the services, technological 
solutions, and other assets distributed across various 
settings. Thus, the actor’s network position and role are 
dependent on other actors’ strategies and actions, and 
they are therefore constantly changing (Pellikka & Ali-
Vehmas, 2016). In other words, the ecosystem is co-
evolving all the time and a niche player may eventually 
become a keystone in a new emerging ecosystem. Fur-
thermore, a given actor may play different roles in the 
different ecosystems to which they belong (Iansiti & 
Levien, 2004).

Preliminary research framework
In line with strategy in general, the ecosystem strategy 
should answer the questions of where to compete, 
when to compete, and how to compete (Adner, 2006). 
On the other hand, success in an ecosystem requires a 
new kind of strategic thinking – concurrent collabora-
tion and competition (Zahra & Nambisan, 2011). Fur-
thermore, through an ecosystem strategy, companies 
should consider interdependency and complementary 
resources in their business as well as their own capabil-
ities to integrate these external resources and know-
ledge (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). 

Based on the above-mentioned characteristics of eco-
system strategies and in order to highlight the need for 
collaborative innovation in the ecosystem, we have 
built our preliminary research framework prior to data 
collection. The framework has two dimensions answer-
ing the questions of how and where to collaborate 
(Figure 1). The first dimension (the x-axis) explores the 
“where” question (i.e., where to set the borders for an 
ecosystem) and the second dimension (the y-axis) con-
siders the “how” question (i.e., how the actors should 
collaborate by adopting particular roles). The question 
of where to set the ecosystem borders represents a con-
tinuum from local to global ecosystems. The question 
of how to collaborate represents a continuum of ecosys-
tem roles extending from the hub (i.e., owner, keystone, 
promoter) out to the spokes (i.e., adopters, niche firms, 
stewards). Most studies consider a snapshot of ecosys-
tem strategies of one firm at one point in time, rather 

Figure 1. A preliminary research framework on 
ecosystem strategies
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than exploring the interdependency of evolving stra-
tegic choices in their context, in other words, within the 
ecosystem (West & Wood, 2008). Although the co-evolu-
tion of an ecosystem is an important characteristic and 
is strongly linked with the “when to compete” question 
(Adner, 2006), this perspective is quite case-specific, 
and therefore we focused on the two viewpoints of 
“where” and “how”. 

In practice, ecosystem strategies or even memberships 
in ecosystems are not necessarily obvious to firms; their 
ecosystem positioning strategies are more emerging 
than intentional (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Instead, 
firms typically see their networks and other inter-organ-
izational relationships from their own perspectives 
rather than emphasizing ecosystem-level viewpoints 
(Valkokari, 2014). Moreover, ecosystems as well as net-
works are multi-level phenomena, which makes it diffi-
cult to manage them as a single entity. Furthermore, 
companies’ ecosystem roles and congruent strategies 
are often hybrids.

Research Design

In this study, the choice of method was motivated by 
our desire to deepen and enrich our understanding of 
innovation ecosystems in supporting the strategic 
choices of companies. The research was conducted as a 
qualitative analysis, as it was seen best to fit in line with 
the research questions. In qualitative research, the 
chosen sample needs to be purposeful (Eisenhardt, 
1989; Miles & Huberman, 1994) and therefore we integ-
rated a data total of 35 case companies from the metal 
and engineering industries. The selected companies 
were all interested in developing their ecosystem roles 
and relational business practices. By selecting a rather 
traditional industry sector such as the Finnish mechan-
ical engineering sector, we also aimed to look beyond 
the “hype” of the ecosystem concept. With this dataset, 
we compared ecosystem strategies between startups 
(21 cases, 1–21) and well-established large companies 
(14 cases, A–N). In order to ensure richness of data, we 
selected a dataset that represented these two groups, 
which are, according to Viitanen (2016), the main 
groups of private actors that operate in innovation eco-
systems.

Data collection and analysis
The practical challenge of innovation ecosystem or-
chestration and the identification of theoretical typolo-
gies of ecosystem strategies and their characteristics 
were the starting points of the research. Tables 1 and 2 
summarize the case data sources of ecosystem views in 

the startups (Table 1) and in the established companies 
(Table 2). In subclassifying both the startups and estab-
lished companies by size, we used the definition 
provided by the European Commission, (2015):

1. Micro- or small companies employ fewer than 50 per-
sons and their annual turnover or annual balance 
sheet total does not exceed EUR 10 million

2. Medium-sized companies employ fewer than 250 per-
sons and either have an annual turnover that does 
not exceed EUR 50 million or they have an annual 
balance sheet not exceeding EUR 43 million 

The majority of the startups were micro-companies 
with less than EUR 2 million in annual turnover and bal-
ance sheet total and less than 10 employees, except two 
of them that were classified as small companies. The es-
tablished companies were mostly medium-sized or 
large companies and only one of them was a small com-
pany with less than 250 employees.

The empirical material was collected by a group of 6 re-
searchers (including the authors of this article), who in-
terviewed a total of 65 managers from 21 startups and 
14 established companies. Each interview lasted 
between 1 and 1.5 hours. Semi-structured themed inter-
views were chosen as the main source of empirical ma-
terial because the study was partly explorative in nature 
and the meanings of concepts needed to be negotiated 
with the interviewees. The interview themes follow the 
dimensions of the preliminary research framework and 
included questions about innovation ecosystem and 
networks, their borders (global versus local), and the 
company’s roles and strategies within ecosystems. All of 
the interviews were conducted in Finnish. The inter-
viewees in the established companies occupied senior 
corporate, R&D and business unit, or customer and sup-
plier relationship management positions, whereas the 
interviewees with the startups were typically founders 
or CEOs. The interview material was complemented by 
secondary data such as company presentations.

Analysis of the empirical material proceeded by apply-
ing the grounded theory approach. Open coding, “the 
process of breaking down, examining, comparing, con-
ceptualising and categorising data” (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990), was applied to the empirical material. The cod-
ing process created concepts that were later grouped 
and categorized, which enabled comparisons between 
the datasets from established companies and startups. 
Based on the coding, quotations characterizing the 
companies’ ecosystem perspectives were collected and 
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Table 1. Summary of cases from startups
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the most relevant ones were chosen to be presented in 
this article. Then, the researchers who had conducted 
the interviews positioned the companies in the prelim-
inary research framework (Figure 1). The positioning 
was based on shared guidelines. Along the x-axis, the 
share of global revenue and geographical position of 
markets and customers guided the positioning. Along 
the y-axis, network role (i.e., the business model) of the 
companies directed the mapping. 

Next, we highlight typical perspectives on ecosystems 
through various quotations, then the positionings of 
startup and established companies are presented and 
discussed. 

Case Findings 

The interviews revealed that companies’ views about 
ecosystems differ significantly, and thereby both their 
resources and capabilities to orchestrate ecosystems 
were different. Even so, all 35 of the case companies re-
ported engaging in having collaborative relationships 

to develop new innovations and look for new sources of 
competitive advantage.

Making sense of ecosystems 
Although most of the interviewees were familiar with 
the concept of ecosystems, only a few of the established 
companies (B, C, D, H, and I) reported that they had 
actively considered their own a strategy or approach. In 
other words, the ecosystem strategies of the inter-
viewed companies were more emergent than deliber-
ate. The firms – especially the well-established 
companies – were typically thinking more about the 
business than innovation activities. Furthermore, at-
tempts to intentionally influence other actors (i.e., 
through ecosystem orchestration) were uncommon. 
Still, deviating examples could be found, as represented 
by the following quotation from the sourcing manager 
of company D: “Operating in ecosystems means that 
your role is dynamically changing from customer to tech-
nology provider and that you have to concurrently col-
laborate and compete. So, we have to think about our 
strategic position all the time.”

Table 2. Summary of cases from established companies
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The startups in particular perceived themselves as inde-
pendent actors, as emphasized by the founder of com-
pany 16: “We are more of an independent actor. Well, 
we’re actually producing very little – we’re more like cre-
ating our own ecosystem network for the world.” Also, 
the importance of social networks was highlighted by 
the startups, who highlighted that key actors consist 
mostly of the entrepreneur’s own personal relations, in-
cluding family (case 3), neighbours (case 8), friends 
from school (case 5), colleagues from a previous firm 
(case 9), industry connections (case 17), or contacts re-
lated to a research project (case 10). 

In the well-established companies, there was typically a 
long history of different relationships and, in addition 
to business actors, the representatives mentioned a 
broad list of other ecosystem actors, from regulators 
and politicians to members of local communities. The 
following quotation from company H provides a good 
example of the complexity of connections needed: “We 
are in a field in which it is not enough to collaborate 
with a paying customer, but to come into contact with le-
gislators and authorities, when developing new solu-
tions. Customers often need funding and we have to 
participate in such discussion with the World Bank etc. 
Finally, at the project site, communication with the local 
community is needed to understand their expectations 
and needs. There is a sacred tree that needed to be appre-
ciated, and the social dimensions are important.”

Few representatives of the startup companies acknow-
ledge the larger business environment – or even the in-
novation ecosystem – around them, as this example 
from company 13 shows: “But it [the ecosystem] can 
change, or it is living. Let’s say it [the company] is not 
firmly there in its own place – we have to [be part of an 
ecosystem], we do not have money to produce 
everything ourselves.” The large well-established com-
panies typically recognized the broader business (or in-
novation) ecosystem around them.

Still, hardly any of the large companies had an explicitly 
intentional approach in their development related to 
an innovation ecosystem. One diverging example was a 
representative of company C, who highlighted their 
role as a network promoter: “We have been building a 
Western Finland business cluster and contacted some 
other manufacturing companies (interviewee mentions 
companies in other industrial sectors…) to make the 
change on-going.” Another example of intentional 
building of new ecosystem partnerships was men-
tioned by the representative of company B: “We are

negotiating our role as a system integrator in a triad 
aiming to provide solutions to big global players.” 

Additionally, within the startup companies, there were 
some examples of an intentional approach to the utiliz-
ation of ecosystems as a source of external knowledge, 
as noted by the interviewee from company 5: “We were 
looking at what we do not have and what we need more 
of. We were looking at who we have in the social circle.” 
On the other hand, related to the possibility of utilizing 
external knowledge, the established companies high-
lighted the need to understand the company and cus-
tomers’ specific needs, as illustrated by a representative 
from company E: “External actors in the innovation eco-
system must be able to understand our solution from the 
viewpoint of our customers, and even the customer’s cus-
tomers’ needs. The product must be suitable for our 
world – it must be anchored into a certain way of life, 
maintenance, etc..”

To sum up, when discussing key network dimensions, a 
small number of startups identified their supplier net-
works (cases 8 and 9), their startup network (case 1), 
and their industry forums or intermediaries (case 12). 
In the established companies, the interviewees typically 
mentioned all these networking dimensions, although 
the interviewee’s own role might have focused on one 
of the relationship types. Regarding the collaboration 
between startups and the large established companies, 
the representative of company B stated how their mind-
sets differ and how the management of intellectual 
property is therefore a key challenge: “Startups want to 
work with us, but they also say openly that they give the 
same rights to all possible partners in order to access to 
the new markets.”

Summary of cases 
As described above, the case companies differed in 
their ecosystem activities and especially in the extent to 
which they intentionally operate in different ecosys-
tems. Still, we were able to locate all the cases in our 
framework according to the main focus of their ecosys-
tem strategies at the time of study. Figure 2a locates the 
startups, Figure 2b locates the well-established com-
panies, and Figure 3 locates all 35 case companies to-
gether.

According to the interview material, 17 startups out of 
21 are seen as global actors who clearly have an object-
ive of operating in global markets and increasing world-
wide sales, therefore not only focusing on the domestic 
market. In a few cases, the volume of exports was even 
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larger than that of domestic trading. Due to scarce re-
sources, startups typically operated in one or two inter-
national markets and therefore the “global” dimension 
differs from the global ecosystem activities of the estab-
lished companies. Only four startups are located in the 
local part of the framework depicted in Figure 2a. Their 
business activities and collaboration between other 
stakeholders took place mainly at the local level and 
there was no solid intention to broaden the innovation 
activities globally. All companies had quite a restricted 
impression of the ecosystem surrounding the company. 
Instead of being an owner/promoter and having an es-
tablished position in the ecosystem, many startups are 
seen in steward/adopter/niche roles, focusing on their 
own needs and operations. Given that all the compan-
ies located in this framework are fairly young startups, 
they may not have fully established their positions in 
their innovation ecosystems.

Only a few of the globally operating established com-
panies (E, D, and I) have a central role in their innova-
tion ecosystems at the global level (Figure 2b). Six of the 
established companies (A, C, D, H, I, and K) belong to a 
large, globally operating corporation and therefore 
their innovation activities also have global perspectives. 
Thus, their activities are often based on internal R&D 

cooperation between business units in different coun-
tries. Typically, these companies were operating as 
technology providers. Within the small and medium-
sized companies (F, J, and N), the network roles were 
similar and the local dimension was even stronger.

Discussion and comparison between the companies 
Both the descriptive quotations and the qualitative ana-
lysis of the companies’ positioning advance our under-
standing of ecosystem strategies in startups and 
well-established companies, along with their perspect-
ives of innovation ecosystem orchestration in different 
roles. Figure 3 summarizes the positions of all 35 case 
companies.

There were some differences between startups and well-
established companies, although most of them are posi-
tioned at the bottom-right corner of the framework, or 
the “spoke role in global innovation ecosystem” as de-
picted in Figure 1. The well-established companies typ-
ically highlighted their operations in different network 
dimensions; the startups typically did not see that they 
would be part of any existing ecosystem and instead en-
vision themselves as players in emerging new ecosys-
tems. In summary, the qualitative analysis of the 
ecosystem strategies in the 35 case companies provides 

Figure 2. The 21 startup case companies (a) and the 14 established case companies (b) located in the ecosystem 
strategies research framework
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answers to the research questions as follows. First, with 
regards to the main roles companies play in their innov-
ation ecosystems, we found that spoke roles (i.e., adop-
ters, niche firms, stewards) are typical among 
companies in the Finnish mechanical engineering sec-
tor and that these companies were generally operating 
on a global scene related to their innovation ecosystems. 
This finding highlights the global dimension and is in 
line with the most recent discussions on innovation eco-
systems (Viitanen, 2016), but challenges the former liter-
ature on innovation or entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Second, regarding orchestration, we found that the es-
tablished companies focused more on orchestration in 
existing business ecosystems but that the startups more 
typically saw their role in composing future ecosystems. 
Furthermore, the roles were often seen as hybrids, and 
most of the companies consider that their actions may 
influence the future development paths of an ecosystem 
and its health, which complements the previous literat-
ure. 

Conclusions and Practical Implications

The aim of this article was to explore how firms can or-
chestrate innovation ecosystems to enhance different 
actors’ collaboration for innovation. Based on the empir-
ical data, the ecosystem strategies of the Finnish mech-
anical engineering sector companies seem to be rather 
traditional and technology-oriented. In the present-day 
global business environment, most of the companies 
considered their innovation ecosystem global, although 
setting the ecosystem borders was judged to a complic-

ated issue. Until now, studies of innovation as well as 
entrepreneurial (eco)systems have typically omitted this 
global dimension and focused on regional – and geo-
graphically proximate – actors (Suominen et al., 2016; 
Valkokari, 2015; Viitanen, 2016). Therefore, our findings 
are in line with recent research of inter-organizational 
innovation highlighting crowdsourcing and digital plat-
forms as means to identify novel and distant sources for 
knowledge inflows by broadcasting particular tasks to a 
larger undefined network of potential external problem 
solvers (i.e., the “crowd”). When operating on such large 
geographical scales, for instance when exclusively using 
digital platforms, the levels of interaction and collabora-
tion between the ecosystem actors may remain low, and 
further research on new ways to integrate global and 
local playgrounds – as well as physical and virtual innov-
ation settings – is required.

Firm-centric strategies too often end in “winner-takes-
all” settings in ecosystems. Therefore, our findings high-
light that a new kind of thinking by all involved actors is 
needed in order to share the value for all members in an 
ecosystem and thereby ensure the health of the ecosys-
tem. To a certain extent, this view challenges the previ-
ous literature (Iansiti & Levien, 2004), which has 
pointed out that the ecosystem leader should take care 
of ecosystem health. Furthermore, within their strategic 
thinking, companies should consider how they are per-
ceived by other actors. One way to survive and succeed 
in the innovation ecosystem is to be an attractive collab-
oration partner. And, based on our empirical findings, 
that perception should be a main concern in most of 
the Finnish mechanical engineering companies, as they 
were more often positioned in “spoke” rather than 
“hub” roles.

The results of collaborative innovation in ecosystems 
appear from the dynamics of strategic maneuvering 
among actors. Therefore, the key success factor, and an 
ecosystem competence, is a company’s ability to manage 
dynamic strategic interactions related to innovation. 
Furthermore, these strategic intentions are not often ex-
plicitly pointed out and the orchestration then requires 
interaction and constant follow-up in order to get a 
clear picture of these actions. This understanding 
provides managerial implications in the utilization of in-
novation ecosystems and profiling of both the com-
pany’s own role and the type of ecosystem, while 
simultaneously assisting them in evaluating the ecosys-
tems’ ability and potential to survive. To sum up, this 
view could help managers to better understand how (in 
which role) and where (with local and global settings) to 
collaborate for innovation.

Figure 3. All 35 case companies located in the ecosystem 
strategies research framework
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As with any research effort, this one also has its limita-
tions, some of which offer possible avenues for future 
research. First, due to the qualitative design with 35 
cases and the innovation ecosystem being the main 
unit of analysis, it was not possible to give deeper con-
sideration to entrepreneurship and strategic manage-
ment at the company level. Still, the case examples 
demonstrate that the role of managers and entrepren-
eurs in the orchestration of innovation is challenging. 
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Therefore, one important subject for future studies 
would be to research entrepreneurship and to under-
take a longitudinal study of an ecosystem from com-
position to orchestration through to the strategic 
choices of all involved actors. Second, all of the case 
companies operated in the same industry sector 
(mechanical engineering). Further research on other 
contexts could either validate the study results or 
provide interesting complementary views on the topic.
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