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Tiivistelmä Voidakseen asianmukaisesti palvella eri yhteisöjä, digitaalisen yhteiskunnan on tarjottava asiakaslähtöisiä palveluita, jotka perustuvat yksilöiden ja yritysten eri elämäntilanteissa kokemiin tarpeisiin. Kokonaisvaltaisten julkisten palveluiden tarjoamiseksi julkisten ja yksityisten organisaatioiden on kyettävä yhteistyöhön, joka mahdollistaa datan sekä alustojen jakamisen. Esimerkkinä tällaisesta yhteistyöstä toimivat innovaatio ekosysteemit, joissa eri toimijat, teknologiat ja instituutiot yhdessä mahdollistavat uusien tuotteiden ja palveluiden kehittämisen, tuomalla yhteen eri alojen osaamista sekä tietoa asiakkaiden tarpeista. Tämä tutkimus keskittyi selvittämään mitä haasteita uusi innovaatio ekosysteemi, joka koostuu sekä julkisista että yksityisistä toimijoista, kohtaa muodostumisvaiheessaan. Tutkimus kartoitti myös keinoja, joilla julkis-yksityisten innovaatio ekosysteemien tyyppistä yhteistyötä voitaisiin parhaiten kehittää ja tukea. Tutkimus toteutettiin induktiivisena ja kvalitatiivisena tapaustutkimuksena. Tapaustutkimuksen kohteeksi valikoitui tutkimuksen toteutuksen aikana muodostumisvaiheessa oleva innovaatio ekosysteemi, jota oli ryhdytty kehittämään merkittävän julkisen sektorin organisaation aloitteesta. Haastateltavat valikoitiin organisaatioista, jotka olivat olleet mukana innovaatio ekosysteemin varhaisissa kehitysvaiheissa, ja joiden oletettiin liittyvän sen jäseniksi toimintojen alkaessa. Haastattelumateriaalin analysointiin ja kuvaukseen käytettiin Gioia -metodologiaa (Gioia et al., 2013), joka tarjoaa käytännöllisen sekä loogisen tavan tulkita ja visualisoida kvalitatiivista tutkimusmateriaalia. Tutkimuksen tulokset paljastivat useita rakenteellisia esteitä innovaatio ekosysteemien muodostumiselle. Esteet olivat sekä alakohtaisia että organisaatioiden sisäisiä, ja yhdistettävissä julkisten organisaatioiden tyypillisesti kohtaamiin haasteisiin innovaatio- ja yhteiskehittämisessä. Erilaiset riskit ja hyödyt, jotka yhdistettiin innovaatio ekosysteemiin liittymiseen vaihtelivat haastateltujen organisaatioiden välillä, viitaten muodostuvan innovaatio ekosysteemin tarvittavaan kykyyn vastata jäsentensä monenlaisiin toiveisiin ja huolenaiheisiin. Uusien innovaatio ekosysteemien muodostumisen tueksi esitettiin julkisen sektorin rakenteellisia uudistuksia, esimerkiksi rahoitusmekanismien ja strategiauudistusten muodossa. Lisäksi avoimien foorumien ja vuoropuhelun edistäminen, sekä asiakasnäkökulman liittäminen yhä keskeisemmäksi osaksi palvelukehitystä nähtiin keskeisimpinä keinoina mahdollistaa parempien julkisten palveluiden kehittäminen tulevaisuudessa.  Avainsanat  innovaatio ekosysteemi, innovaatio ekosysteemien muodostuminen, julkis-
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1 Introduction 
This first section intends to firstly describe the background and motivation for conducting 
the study. Second, it defines the objectives for the research and introduces the research 
questions formulated for investigating and answering the defined objectives. Lastly, the 
scope of the research and the context of the case ecosystem featured in the study are further 
explored. 
 
 
1.1 Background and motivation 
Over the past 20 years, the concept of ecosystems has been widely explored and applied in 
the realms of academia, industry, policy and management alike (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 
2017; Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018). The core of the ecosystem concept is that in 
interconnected and dynamic business environments an organizations’ ability to produce and 
implement innovations is tied to the external actors in their environment (Adner & Kapoor, 
2010). Drawing an analogy to biological ecosystems, the term highlights interdependencies 
between organizations and their operative environments (Moore, 1993). The ecosystem 
concept provides a way of understanding specialization, coevolution and creation of value 
in modern, intertwined economies.  

Despite its popularity in both academia and practice, the ecosystem concept has 
endured criticism over the inconsistent application of the term and whether it adds value (Oh 
et al., 2016). Since Moore (1993) first coined the term ‘business ecosystem’, an avalanche 
of research has focused on ecosystems, yet no comprehensive definition has emerged from 
the literature regardless of multiple attempts to consolidate the concept (Adner, 2017; 
Audretsch et al., 2019). Complicating the matter is that several sub-streams of ecosystem 
literature have stemmed from the original business ecosystem concept, such as the 
knowledge ecosystem and innovation ecosystem (Valkokari, 2015). Rooted in business 
ecosystem literature initiated by Moore (1993), there is considerable overlapping between 
the different types, further underlining the conceptual confusion over ecosystem terminology 
(Thomas & Autio, 2020).   

The stream of literature focusing on innovation ecosystems became prominent when 
Adner (2006) introduced the term in an article on the strategic advantages of cultivating 
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ecosystems for organizations looking to launch new innovations in the market. Adner & 
Kapoor (2010) suggest that the success of an organization’s newly launched innovation 

depends on other innovators in the operative environment, as their preparedness and 
willingness to cooperate in enabling the innovation is critical for its realization and diffusion. 
The innovation ecosystem is specifically geared towards producing an ecosystem-level 
output of innovation, whether in terms of products or services, and consists of heterogenous, 
yet complementary participants (Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018). Due to their alignment 
structure, heterogeneity and focus on the co-creation of value, they are able to realize 
complex innovations, that could otherwise not be introduced to the markets. Contributing to 
growing interest towards innovation ecosystems is the trend of digitalization and a 
subsequent rise of the open innovation paradigm, encouraging organizations to tap into 
external sources of knowledge and creativity (Durst & Poutanen, 2013). This development 
has enabled organizations to rethink and redesign interactions with surrounding stakeholders 
in terms of value creation, delivery and capture (Thomas & Autio, 2014). 

Such development has not gone unnoticed in the public sector, where the need to 
respond to emergent and persistent societal challenges compels governments to look into 
collaborative innovation as a way to address complex problems like unemployment, 
population ageing or the climate crisis (Nambisan, 2008). Governments are transforming 
existing systems and creating novel ones in an attempt to put individual and social outcomes 
at the heart of policy approaches, but to succeed, the right conditions for innovation must 
first be created (Osborne, 2010). Structural barriers for innovation in the public sector 
include bureaucratic and hierarchical governance, risk aversion, organizational silos and 
fiscal austerity (de Vries et al., 2016; OECD, 2017). Due to these characteristics, it is 
sometimes claimed that innovation in the public sector be an oxymoron, or at least 
challenging to pursue (Bommert, 2010). Nevertheless, the government and public sector 
have the duty to address societal issues and ensure development. Collaborative innovation 
can help governments create policies and solutions that are more broadly based, inclusive 
and better targeted towards citizens’ needs (OECD, 2017).  

Principals of interdependence, complementariness, coevolution and collaborative 
creation of value and innovation are present both in discussions of innovation ecosystems 
and public sector innovation. The importance of government and public sector’s role in 
facilitating and participating in innovation activity is increasingly emphasized, as they hold 
the tools for both enabling and encouraging innovation through regulation, policymaking 
and funding (Rinkinen, 2016). In fact, public organizations are argued to play an important 
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role in the early stage assembling of innovation ecosystem participants, in their efforts to 
pursue value creation, that private sector actors may not yet be fully committed to (Dedehayir 
et al., 2018; Asplund et al., 2021). To promote the emergence of innovation ecosystems, it 
is critical to first understand their logic of action and dynamics and address bottlenecks that 
may prevent their emergence (Laasonen et al., 2019). 

However, despite being a widely explored topic, literature on the emergence of 
innovation ecosystems is scarce, as research has mainly focused on orchestration and 
management of existent ecosystems (Dattée et al., 2018; Thomas & Autio, 2020). This is a 
critical research gap, as early stages of innovation ecosystem formation are an especially 
volatile but decisive part of the long-term success of an ecosystem (Dedehayir et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, there exists little research of the dynamics of innovation ecosystems featuring 
both public and private sector organizations as members, apart from recent publications by 
Asplund et al. (2021) and Almpanopoulou et al. (2019) addressing challenges and barriers 
ecosystems face in their nascent stage. The topic is particularly interesting, as organizations 
from private and public sectors can be driven by different incentives in their innovation and 
value creation efforts.  

This study aims to contribute to the described research gaps by exploring the 
experienced challenges for an early stage, public-private innovation ecosystem. It seeks to 
determine what are the prevailing obstacles for ecosystem emergence, and how different 
organizations’ experiences of these may differ. For the Finnish public sector to produce 
valuable services and innovations, it needs to explore and adopt new ways of collaboratively 
working with diverse stakeholder groups. To achieve this, current bottlenecks impeding such 
development should be identified and addressed. 
 
 
1.2 Research objectives and questions 
This study aims to understand the initial challenges a public-private innovation ecosystem 
faces in its nascent stage. More specifically, the aim is to observe the emergence from 
multiple participants’ perspectives to gain a holistic understanding of how diverse concerns 
and perspectives affect the motivations and aspirations of participating in a public-private 
innovation ecosystem. As pointed out by Asplund et al. (2021) private sector organizations 
can hold different incentives for participation as opposed to public sector organizations. 
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Moreover, there is also variety among public sector organizations in terms of motivations 
and resources towards the pursuit of innovation (OECD, 2017).  

The research first looks at literature addressing the ecosystem construct, as it is critical 
to understand what makes this approach unique for collaboratively producing innovations 
and creating value. After the ecosystem construct, focus is geared towards the innovation 
ecosystem specifically, in order to review the term’s origins and characteristics. The reason 
why ecosystems and innovation ecosystems are both addressed in the literature review is 
because the two concepts notably overlap due to the latter stemming from original ecosystem 
literature initiated by Moore (1993). However, in regard to the topic of emergence, literature 
has mainly addressed the emergence of innovation ecosystems specifically. Thus, it was 
deemed appropriate to first familiarize this stream of literature, before reviewing the topic 
of emergence. It should be noted however, that further into the study the case ecosystem will 
be simply referred to as the case ecosystem and not the case innovation ecosystem, for 
convenience.   

Lastly, the literature review addresses the state of innovation in the public sector. This 

can be understood in two ways, either as measures the public sector applies to boost 

innovation in the economy, or as measures taken to create innovations within the public 

sector. This research focuses more on the latter, as the case study features an innovation 

ecosystem initiated by and featuring public sector organizations. The reviewed literature 

addresses the history of public governance, as these conventions impact public sector 

organizations and governments’ ability to innovate. The barriers for innovation in the public 

sector are addressed, and some of the more recent ways of practicing collaborative 

innovation in the public sector are reviewed. 

The primary data portion of the study consists of qualitative interviews conducted with 

organizations who were involved in early stages of the case ecosystem’s formation and will 

potentially become its members once operations commence. The aim was to hear from a 

diverse set of organizations, so as to get a broad description of expectations and concerns 

associated with joining the nascent case ecosystem. This objective originated from the early 

discussions with the case organization, as they noted a considerable drop in momentum after 

the initial workshops and proof-of-concept trials for the case ecosystem had been conducted.  

Reportedly, the participating organizations had difficulty moving forward from these initial 

steps, despite proof-of-concept level demonstration of feasibility.  

To retain momentum and keep advancing the case ecosystem, it was deemed necessary 

to explore why the initiative encountered a period of stagnation after these initial 
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experimentations and discussions. Only by mapping the thoughts and experiences of the 

different participants, could these challenges be identified and subsequently addressed. 

Presented here are the research questions for the study: 

 

RQ1: What challenges does a public-private ecosystem experience in its emergent stage? 
RQ2: How do the experienced challenges differ between the actors? 
RQ3: How could the challenges be addressed? 
 

By exploring the insights gained form the qualitative interviews in tandem with the 
information presented in the literature, this study aims to gain comprehensive understanding 
of why innovation ecosystems – specifically those featuring members from both public and 
private sectors – experience challenges in their early stages of development, what these 
challenges are, and how could they potentially be addressed. Obtaining answers to these 
questions is essential for advancing the successful formation of public-private innovation 
ecosystems. Their successful formation in turn is critical for the development of cross-
sectoral innovation and collaboration efforts in the Finnish public sector.  
 

 
1.3 Research scope 
The scope of the research is primarily directed by the context of the case ecosystem. The 
case ecosystem was still clearly in its nascent stage and not yet operational at the time of this 
study. Thus, the relative novelty of the case ecosystem scoped the focus of the research 
questions and the conducted interviews. An ecosystem could be considered to include all 
relevant stakeholders needed for the materialization of its focal value proposition (Adner, 
2017). For the case ecosystem, these could be considered an abundance of organizations 
providing the services that constitute the focal value proposition, in addition to the users of 
said services.  

However, including all relevant stakeholders would have quickly snowballed the 
interview scope out of proportion. Thus, to maintain the research within a manageable scope 
for a master’s thesis context, the decision was made to focus on the challenges and barriers 
experienced by the organizations considered essential for the operability of the ecosystem. 
This was deemed appropriate, as these organizations were already familiar with the case 
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ecosystem concept, having been featured in the initial discussions and workshops 
surrounding the topic. 

As the case ecosystem specifically deals with topics of digital identification and 
registration of companies, public sector institutions inherently play a large role in enabling 
its focal value proposition. Due to this factor and for the sake of limiting the scope of the 
interviews, the focus of the research is mostly centered around the critical challenges 
experienced by public sector organizations. This focus is somewhat in contrast to the 
reviewed literature, where attention is often given to private companies as the leaders or 
members of innovation ecosystems. However, as the challenges and incentives for 
ecosystem emergence and participation may differ between public and private organizations, 
the contrasting of literature and the case study interviews offers valuable insight for 
understanding the logics and dynamics of public-private innovation ecosystems.  

It should be clarified that while the title of the thesis addresses public-private 
innovation ecosystems, the prefix public-private is not commonly used in the reviewed 
literature. Instead, the reviewed literature has most often featured ecosystems that are made 
up of private sector organizations, which as mentioned may have different challenges and 
incentives for establishing and joining innovation ecosystems than public organizations. The 
distinct context of the public sector is strongly present in the primary data, and thus might 
not align with challenges encountered by innovations ecosystems featuring only private 
sector organizations as its focal members. However, some of the identified issues are most 
probably universal to all types of constellations of collaborating organizations. 

In regard to using the term innovation ecosystem over simply the ecosystem, the 
literature on the subject does not offer a straightforward distinction between the two, as 
further explained in the literature review section of the study. The case ecosystem falls 
mostly under the category of the innovation ecosystem, due to its focal value proposition of 
introducing new and innovative services and solutions for foreign entrepreneurs entering the 
Finnish market. The case ecosystem of course aims to boost economic activity in the Finnish 
markets and facilitate the collection and sharing of digital data between the members. 
However, as it does not focus solely on the production of excess profit or information for its 
members, it does not fully fit neither the business nor knowledge ecosystem definitions.  

Additionally, most of the cited literature exploring the emergence of ecosystems 
specifically focuses on the innovation ecosystem concept. Due to this, and the fact that the 
case ecosystem predominantly fit the innovation ecosystem definition, it was deemed the 
most suitable term. However, Adner (2017) has suggested that ecosystems be viewed as a 
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general concept, as the different types are used rather interchangeably. This should also be 
stressed for the purpose of this study, as to not strictly label the case ecosystem as one type 
of ecosystem, but rather an ecosystem in and of itself.  
 
 
1.4 Research context 
This study was conducted for a major Finnish public sector organization, hereafter referred 
to as the case organization. The case organization’s operations are a critical part of the 

functioning of the welfare state and their services are used by individuals, businesses and 
corporations alike. The case organization has recently either introduced or been involved in 
a number of ecosystem initiatives ranging in scale and purpose. Through these ecosystem 
activities the case organization seeks to improve its performance in addition to the overall 
quality and reach of its services across the Finnish public sector. In discussions with the case 
organization, it was determined that going forward with these activities it becomes crucial 
for them to understand how to proactively cultivate ecosystem activity and influence the 
creation of an environment fit for ecosystem formation.  

This research was carried out as a case study, focusing on a single case ecosystem that 
had been initiated by the case organization. The focal value proposition of the case 
ecosystem is to fully digitalize the process of foreign entrepreneurs establishing a company 
in Finland, thus enabling a streamlined service system featuring all the relevant and 
necessary stakeholders for the process. The initiative includes two core objectives. First is 
the creation of reliable digital identification for the foreign owner or owners, and their 
respective company. Second is the enabling of real-time sharing of digital company data 
between all the relevant public and private stakeholder organizations. These core objectives 
are presented in simple format in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Focal value proposition of the case ecosystem: Digital founding of a company. 

 
The idea for the initiative stems from identified bottlenecks and outdated practices in 

the process that foreign entrepreneurs go through when establishing a company on the 
Finnish market. Problems identified include slowness and inefficiency of the process caused 
by manual paper-filing, and the lack of data sharing structures between the involved 
stakeholder organizations. The practices cause a lot of additional labor for the foreign 
founder, as they have to deliver documents and information to various organizations yet 
cannot rely on smooth or quick processing, in order to move on to next steps in the process. 
The process of founding a company is reportedly described as unpredictable and complex, 
which is feared to repel entrepreneurs and investors looking to found or expand operations 
globally. If in turn allured and relatively easily able to establish operations in Finland, these 
companies could potentially provide new employment opportunities, skills, services and tax 
money to boost the Finnish economy. 

The value proposition of the case ecosystem is thus to firstly provide foreign 
entrepreneurs and their companies with reliable digital identification, thus granting them 
access to all necessary services in Finland. Second, the case ecosystem aims to enable the 
digitalization of the company founding process, so that digital company data could be shared 
in real-time between relevant stakeholders. Relevant stakeholders in this context include all 
the public or private sector organizations providing services that a company may need over 
the course of its existence. For the ecosystem’s focal value proposition to materialize, all 

essential organizations need to be aligned as part of the ecosystem infrastructure, for the 
purpose of allowing companies and owners access to services and enabling the real-time 
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sharing of company data. A long-term vision for the case ecosystem is to involve a diverse 
set of members providing innovative services for foreign entrepreneurs. However, being in 
its nascent stage it is foremost important to include members who are considered essential 
for materializing the focal value proposition.  

The case ecosystem has gone through initial experimentations and proof-of-concept 
work with the prospective members of the ecosystem. However, its advancement has 
reportedly stagnated after early experimentations. This perceived “valley of death” in the 

advancement of the case ecosystem was the core issue in forming the objectives and research 
questions for the study. In order to introduce such cross-organizational and -sectoral 
solutions like ecosystems, roots of the problem need to be identified and addressed. This 
research sets out to explore the challenges and barriers for the particular case ecosystem, but 
also identifies hindrances that could be applied in general to the emergence of ecosystems. 
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2 Literature review 
This section aims to explore the previous findings and research around the topics of this 
study. First, the history and common characteristics of the ecosystem concept are reviewed 
through an investigation of past literature. Second, innovation ecosystems and the topical 
theme of their emergence is further explored in terms of roles, challenges, success factors 
and phases in emergence. Lastly, in compliance with the context of the study, literature 
addressing innovation in the public sector is examined. 
 
 
2.1 Ecosystems 
In this section, the definition and characteristics of the ecosystem concept are reviewed 
through exploration of literature. First, the history and use of the concept is examined, 
followed by a description of attributes that make ecosystems unique as a type of 
collaborative network. In the concluding section, the most prevalent types of ecosystems 
present in literature are identified, guiding the way to the second section on innovation 
ecosystems. 
 
2.1.1 Conceptualization of the ecosystem concept 
The ecosystem concept was most notably introduced in management literature by Moore 
(1993), who drew a parallel between the dynamics of biological ecosystems and what he 
termed business ecosystems. In the 1993 article, Moore describes how similarly to species 
surviving and thriving in continuous reciprocal cycles, constantly impacted by the success 
and demise of others, companies too are radically influenced by events in their operational 
environment. What shields companies from external shocks that risk their extinction is their 
ability to remain innovative in the face of change. Companies ensure this by working 
“cooperatively and competitively to support new products, satisfy customer needs, and 
eventually incorporate the next round of innovations.” (Moore, 1993: 76) A core argument 
for the ecosystem approach is derived from the fact that no company, like any other living 
organism, can exist in a vacuum.  Continuous facilitation of innovative products and services 
relies on attracting the right partners, knowledge, technology, investments and customers to 
create cooperative networks (Moore, 1993).  
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In a similar vein, Iansiti & Levien (2004) describe business ecosystems as loose 
networks of actors, whose actions and performance mutually affect one another. This 
interdependence implies that in an interconnected world an individual company’s success is 

tied to the collective performance of any and all organizations influencing the creation and 
delivery of its products and services. This dynamic has created an incentive for companies 
to try and manipulate the operability, or health, of the ecosystem they find themselves in 
(Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Examples of such tactics include the provision of tools, 
technologies or services to other members of the ecosystem, thus creating symbiotic 
relationships that benefit the overall ecosystem, including the end customer (Iansiti & 
Levien, 2004).   

Williamson & De Meyer (2012) suggest that organizations are increasingly turning to 
the ecosystem approach to access knowledge and capabilities beyond their own borders. In 
doing so, organizations are able to respond to customers’ expectations of complex and 
integrated solutions – a challenge difficult for a single, vertically integrated organization to 
address. Through the ecosystem approach a network of specialized partners can leverage 
each other’s core competencies and deliver complex solutions, all while simultaneously 
maintaining their individual corporate focus (Williamson & De Meyer, 2012). Organizations 
that have the capability to organize the emergence and guide the development of ecosystems 
harness a powerful source for competitive advantage, but must understand the underlying 
mechanisms and applicable strategies of the ecosystem construct for the advantage to unfold 
(Pellikka & Ali-Vehmas, 2016).  

Generally, an ecosystem is defined as a group of interdependent organizations, 
cooperating in collective value creation and capture, enabled by the shared purpose and logic 
among its participants (Thomas & Autio, 2014; Jacobides et al., 2018). The ecosystem can 
feature participants from different industries, and is often described as a loose network, 
which is not strictly hierarchically managed (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Instead of hierarchy 
or contractual obligations, participants are devoted to the ecosystem through the shared 
purpose of creating value in ways that require specific alignment and coordination among 
the members (Adner, 2017). Thus, while participants retain their individual independence, 
they will have to attune their operations to fit the purpose of collective value creation in the 
ecosystem.  

Over time, coevolutionary logic forms among the ecosystem participants through their 
interactions, joint contexts and shared purpose, and impacts the direction and meaning the 
ecosystem takes on (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017). Ecosystems are distinctive from 
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other forms of value networks, supply chains or strategic alliances specifically due to their 
unique alignment structures, multilateral relationships between members and a focus on 
collective value creation (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018).  

Many academic sources report a surge in use of the term ecosystem in depicting 
competitive environments. Thomas & Autio (2014) suggest, that the attractiveness of the 
metaphor stems from its ability to highlight experienced interdependencies between modern 
organizations, offering a novel way for perceiving specialization, coevolution and co-
creation of value. However, being seen as an attractive metaphor has made researchers 
concerned over the potentially careless or inappropriate application of the term. As many 
scholars have expressed concerns over ambiguous use of the term, they have set out to clarify 
where its use is appropriate and adds value (Thomas & Autio, 2014; Adner, 2017).  
 
2.1.2 A structuralist approach to the ecosystem construct 
Literature describing ecosystems appears to be divided into two schools of thought. One 
describes ecosystems as networks of associated actors that form around focal firms, hubs or 
other powerful central actors (Moore, 1993; Iansiti & Levien, 2004), the other as networks 
of associated actors that need to align in order to fulfil a focal value proposition (Adner, 
2017; Jacobides et al., 2018). Adner (2017) makes a distinction between the two approaches 
by terming the first approach ecosystem-as-affiliation and the latter ecosystem-as-structure.  

Ecosystem-as-affiliation views ecosystems as communities of associated actors 
defined by their networks or platform affiliation, and emphasizes the breaking down of 
industry boundaries, rising interdependence and symbiotic relationships (Adner, 2017). It 
focuses on measurements of access and openness, number of partners, network density and 
actors’ centrality in the network. These measures are especially interesting for the focal firm, 
since by increasing the number of affiliated actors linking to it, it simultaneously increases 
its centrality and bargaining power, network externalities and interactions between actors. 
In their dissertations of business ecosystems, Moore (1993) and Iansiti & Levien (2004) 
could be seen describing the ecosystem-as-affiliation approach, stressing the central role of 
focal firms in attracting and retaining actors to their network to create value and innovation.  

According to Adner (2017) the ecosystem-as-affiliation offers an appealing metaphor 
for a macro level description of interactions, but it is hard to separate it from other 
approaches to interdependence such as networks and multisided markets. Focusing on 
aggregates, it offers guidelines for general governance and community enhancement, such 
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as continuous attraction of actors into the network, but offers limited insights into the 
specifics of value creation. For the consideration of interdependent value creation, Adner 
(2017) introduces a complementary approach, ecosystem-as-structure, that begins with a 
focal value proposition and then identifies the set of actors needed to interact in order for its 
materialization. Subsequently, Adner (2017:42) proposes the following definition for an 
ecosystem, 
 

“--the ecosystem is defined by the alignment structure of the multilateral set of 
partners that need to interact in order for a focal value proposition to materialize--” 
 

advocating that such definition better clarifies where the ecosystem construct is of 
relevance and where it is not. Firstly, alignment structure refers to the degree that the 
ecosystem members mutually agree upon their defined positions and the activities that flow 
among them. Ideally, members of an ecosystem should be satisfied with their position and 
the configuration of the activities. Alignment does not only indicate compatible incentives 
and motives among member but raises the question of their “consistent construal of the 
configuration of activities.” (Adner, 2017:42) indicating a need for concrete understanding 
of the alignment structure’s purpose for the value creation process. Adner (2017) points out 
that in situations which actors do not need to be specifically aligned there is no need to 
invoke the ecosystem logic. This is the case in situations where alignment of actors is not 
necessary for value creation or when they are already aligned and need not shift for value to 
materialize.  

Second, ecosystems are inherently multilateral, not simply because there are multiple 
actors involved, but because relationships between them cannot be decomposed to 
aggregations of bilateral relationships. For example, if a successful contract between A and 
B is undermined by the failure of the contract between A and C, these relationships are non-
decomposable. Similarly, analyzing the relationship of A and B in isolation from C would 
lead to a false conclusion due to ignoring the multilateral interdependencies between the 
relationships. For the ecosystem construct to matter critical interactions need to exist across 
these relationships. If this is not the case and the apparent multilaterality can be fully 
decomposed along the lines of direct and indirect ties, the setting does not require ecosystem 
logic (Adner, 2017).  

Third, a set of partners includes all necessary actors on whose participation the 
realization of the focal value proposition depends upon (Adner, 2017). It does not mean that 
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the membership structure of an ecosystem should ever be complete or unvarying, but rather 
that all of the participating actors should share the same collective goal of joint value 
creation. Lastly, the definition offered by Adner (2017) places the materialization of a focal 
value proposition as the foundational logic for an ecosystem. The need for materializing a 
shared focal value proposition evokes the ecosystem actors’ alignment, multilateral 

interdependency, need for coordination of activities and ultimately the boundaries and 
criteria for participation in the ecosystem.  

Despite conceptually different, ecosystem-as-affiliation and ecosystem-as-structure 
are not mutually exclusive, and in a given setting features from both can be observed (Adner, 
2017). Diving further into attributes characterizing ecosystems, it is important to 
acknowledge the coexisting approaches to the concept presented in the different streams of 
literature. As previously noted, researchers have tried to consolidate the ecosystem construct 
to prevent misuse of the term. In doing so, scholars have emphasized different aspects of an 
ecosystem depending on their respective units of analysis (Jacobides et al., 2018). As a 
result, altering strategies for ecosystems have emerged, as depicted by Adner’s (2017) 

distinction between ecosystem-as-affiliation and ecosystem-as-structure. However, the 
literature identifies predominant characteristics that typify ecosystems, which are discussed 
in the following sections. 
 
2.1.3 Collective value creation in ecosystems 
In defining the ecosystem construct, Thomas & Autio (2014) accentuate that ecosystems are 
typified by an explicit focus on collective value creation, derived from the unique 
interactions between participants. Ecosystems move beyond the traditional value chain to 
consider the wider network of value creating participants that may include any and all 
organizations impacting the focal organization’s value creation (Adner, 2017). Extending 
the concept of a value chain to that of a value system, ecosystems intend to fulfill a system 
level goal of value creation, which includes the joint input and coordination of all its 
members (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Combining their individual offerings into a coherent, 
customer-facing solution, ecosystem members collectively create value that would be 
impossible for a single organization to generate on their own. This co-creation of value binds 
the ecosystem participants together through interdependency, embedding them into the 
complex relationship network (Adner, 2006; Thomas & Autio, 2014).  
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Acknowledging that interdependency among participants drives the collective value 
creation, Thomas & Autio (2014) suggest that the network of participants is a distinct 
element of the ecosystem construct. This network of participants allows for specialization, 
meaning that each ecosystem participant provides a particular input that makes up the system 
at large. Combining the specialized inputs creates value synergies and allows participants to 
contribute their core competencies to the ecosystem, ultimately improving the ecosystem’s 

performance and value creation ability (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  
Similarly, Jacobides et al. (2018) posit that participants contribute to the ecosystem 

through specialized inputs, which combined produce value beyond the capacity of any single 
participant. According to their definition, the very emergence of ecosystems is enabled by a 
modular architecture, in which organizations involved in the ecosystem are separated by 
“thin crossing points”, or discrete parts of the production process of a product or service. 
Technological modularity grants the ability to build complex products from smaller 
subsystems, or modules. These modules enjoy large independence in design, but will 
function together as a whole, as long as the modules are interconnected with each other in 
predefined ways (Baldwin & Clark, 1997; Jacobides et al., 2018).   

Modular architecture or heterogeneous specialization of participants alone are not 
sufficient to provoke the emergence of an ecosystem. Thomas & Autio (2014) denote that 
synergies and cumulative interactions need to originate from the interplay between 
participants for value creation to materialize. In other words, participants combined inputs 
should be such that they create greater value combined, than if produced and consumed 
apart, a feature known as complementariness. Complementariness in ecosystems is integral, 
as specialization alone would not be enough to motivate the ongoing creation and 
appropriation of value between participants (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  

Jacobides et al. (2018) present complementariness as a distinctive feature of 
ecosystems, and state that for ecosystems to be useful there needs to also exist “a significant 
need for coordination that cannot be dealt with in markets, but which also does not require 
the fiat and authority structure of a central actor.” (Jacobides et al., 2018:2260). Without 
the complementariness of specialized inputs, the specialized partners might opt for a market 
structure instead, as the coordination and combination of their offerings in either production 
or consumption would not produce greater value to organizations or customers. Differences 
between hierarchy-, market- and ecosystem-based value systems are presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Different types of value systems. Jacobides et al. (2018:2261). 

 
As a result of both specialization and complementariness, ecosystem participants 

coevolve as they adapt in accordance with the changing ecosystem to maintain its stability 
and health over time (Thomas & Autio, 2014). An ecosystem is constantly evolving 
internally, but it must also change in harmony with external disruptions in technology and 
market conditions. Collective value creation in the ecosystem relies on the stable provision 
of specialized and complementary inputs from its participants, and a single participant’s 

inability to coevolve also reflects on the performance of other participants in the ecosystem. 
This dynamic encourages sympathetic development between participants, so that they may 
continue to derive value from their participation in the ecosystem (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  
 
2.1.4 Governance and task coordination in ecosystems 
While Jacobides et al. (2018) propose that ecosystems are not hierarchically controlled, a 
level of stratification tends to naturally emerge in network settings due to varying levels of 
resources, interest and ownership between the involved parties (Thomas & Autio, 2014). 
Stratification may also be purposefully applied in ecosystems to create a basis for more 
hierarchical decision-making, activity coordination or role assignment (Gulati et al., 2012). 
In situations of low stratification power is not concentrated, making hierarchical decision-
making difficult. In such cases, roles and normative expectations tend to emerge around 
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peer-based approaches instead, and self-enforced governance is required (Gulati et al., 2012; 
Thomas & Autio, 2014). Thus, the level of stratification in ecosystems affects their decision-
making structures, gearing them towards either a hierarchical or peer-based approach. 

As ecosystems do not emerge spontaneously, but rather require deliberate intention to 
form an alignment and coordinate activities, literature has explored ways in which alignment 
occurs and actors take on their roles in the ecosystem. The role of ecosystem leaders, focal 
firms, keystone companies or hubs is well represented in ecosystem literature (Jacobides et 
al., 2018). Moore (1993) describes the need for a leader to emerge for them to initiate growth 
and development, but also to navigate the future of the ecosystem. Iansiti & Levien (2004) 
coined the term ‘Keystone Advantage’ to describe firms taking responsibility for connecting 
participants and providing them with resources and a platform to build their offerings on, 
thus maintaining value creation and the health of the ecosystem. A Keystone organization’s 

role in the ecosystem is such, that its removal could cause the entire system to collapse.  
The leader of an ecosystem is generally expected to envision and pinpoint the potential 

for value creation, enforce rules upon participants, secure trust and exchange of knowledge, 
and establish an infrastructure to accommodate, attract and retain participants (Williamson 
& De Meyer, 2012). A follower is a participant that cedes the leadership role and agrees to 
the terms set by the ecosystem leader or leaders (Adner, 2017). A depiction of the follower 
role presented by Iansiti & Levien (2004) would be the ‘niche players’. They represent 
majority of the ecosystem and focus mainly on enhancing their domain of expertise and 
leveraging the resources made available by involvement with the ecosystem.  

Ultimately, taking on the role of leader or follower depends on the aspirations of a 
focal firm, as much as on the approval of the participants on which the value proposition 
depends (Adner, 2017). The likelihood of different participants taking on different roles is 
limited by traditional advantages in size and bargaining power, as interorganizational 
structures and power differences reflect onto the authority structure (Thomas & Autio, 
2014). Nonetheless, successful leadership is conditional to willing followership and 
participants’ expectations of leader-follower roles may change over time. Thus, a successful 
ecosystem should address the topics of leader- and followership explicitly and proactively 
(Adner, 2017). Leadership is also contestable – moreover, it does not need to be the domain 
of a single organization in the ecosystem, as examples of collaborative consortiums 
demonstrate potential for shared leadership. Sometimes pursuing leadership may even be 
considered risky, or there may be ambiguity over candidacy for leader roles, in which case 
the system or subsystems may be left leaderless. However, while ecosystems in theory can 
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succeed without leaders, leadership roles of at least informal kind tend to emerge in most 
communal settings (Adner, 2017). 

Regardless of the authority structure, the ecosystem must coordinate and control its 
actors’ activities to secure operations and the objective of value creation (Adner, 2017). 
Ecosystems apply different types of rules and standards to govern participant interactions, 
which could be interpreted as “rules of the game” or “rules of engagement” (Jacobides et al., 
2018). Measures for task coordination may include for example standardization of 
interfaces, restricting access and directing the flow of knowledge. Coordination mechanisms 
can range from top-down hierarchical direction through established lines of command to 
more informal coordination, such as the communication of technological trends or 
propagation of social and behavioral norm and roles (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  

In approaching the alignment structure of partners, it is advised to address potential 
risks to the alignment. Adner (2017) distinguishes two types of activity-based challenges of 
partners. First is ‘co-innovation risk’, which relates to the challenge that participants face in 
developing the ability to undertake new activities tied to their planned contributions. Second 
is ‘adoption chain risk’, that relates to participants’ willingness to undertake the required 
activities, raising questions of priorities and incentives for participation. Risks may also arise 
from partners’ expectations of structures and roles. Contradicting opinions of task 

coordination, roles or positions should be addressed proactively, as the ecosystem’s long-
term success depends on members’ agreement of their position and the flow of activities in 
the ecosystem. 
 
2.1.5 Membership control in ecosystems 
In addition to decisions of authority structure and leadership, an important matter is outlining 
the borders that constitute the ecosystem. Ecosystem members operate in a modular 
architecture, thus retaining independence but become interdependent on other members in 
the effort of creating collective value and materializing a focal value proposition (Jacobides 
et al., 2018). As a result of this dynamic, ecosystem membership is in most cases voluntary 
and participants are neither obligated nor forced into membership, but instead the rules and 
requirement of membership are expressed in the level of openness of the ecosystem.  

Openness can be regulated for example by central figures in the ecosystem who decide 
who can join based on attributes of specialization or complementariness (Thomas & Autio, 
2014). Williamson & De Meyer (2012) propose the requirement of upfront investments, 
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technology or annual fees in exchange for membership. However, in most cases the level of 
openness is driven by the varying levels of standards required from the members to 
interoperate within the ecosystem (Thomas & Autio, 2014). Openness relative to standards 
is described also by Jacobides et al. (2018), who denote that ecosystem members need to 
abide by standards, rules and interfaces to coordinate the collective value creation. This 
indicates that even when an ecosystem is seemingly open, and membership is not 
hierarchically controlled participants still need to adjust themselves to become compatible 
with ecosystem. Thus, there exists a threshold for joining, regardless of the membership 
control policies in place. 

Decisions of boundaries and relative openness impact the behavioral dynamics within 
the ecosystem and are tied to governance arrangements, thus ultimately impacting the 
ecosystem’s success (Gulati et al., 2012). Relatively open boundaries can drive innovation 
through the variety of participants and generate positive network effects as growing numbers 
attract more participants to join the ecosystem. However, with greater permeability the 
timing of entry for new members is also more difficult to control (Gulati et al., 2012).  

On the other hand, closed membership involves partner search, screening and 
selection, in which case timing of new members’ entry is controlled. Closed borders coincide 
with more tailored tasks, relationships and roles in the ecosystem, and with fewer 
participants diversity may need to be actively managed as part of membership control (Gulati 
et al., 2012). Decisions over the permeability of the ecosystem boundaries are not immutable 
and Jacobides et al. (2018) note that rules pertaining to hierarchy and membership in 
ecosystems may change over time.  
 
2.1.6 Shared logic and coevolution in ecosystems 
Thus far, it has been established that ecosystems are networks of participants who may or 
may not be hierarchically controlled, but whose activities and interdependence is driven by 
a system level goal of value creation. According to Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala (2017) as 
ecosystem participants coevolve over time, they develop a coevolutionary logic that extends 
beyond traditional B2B interactions towards the short- and long-term trajectories of their 
interactions, joint contexts and shared purpose. Shared logic enables the diverse participants 
to coexist with minimal friction, as each individual participant may still have an institutional 
logic specific to their organizational field (Iansiti & Levien, 2004).  
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As a part of building and retaining shared logic, ecosystems need to establish external 
and internal legitimacy, constituting of social acceptability, plausibility and credibility 
beyond material or technical capabilities (Thomas & Autio, 2014). Acceptance and 
endorsement from key stakeholders, opinion leaders and the wider society determines an 
ecosystem’s socio-political legitimacy. Actions signaling acceptance involve acts of 
recognition from important external institutions, whether through government regulation, 
authorization or purchases, or endorsement from industry giants or other high-status 
institutions.  

Cognitive legitimacy in turn refers to the shared understanding of what the emergent 
ecosystem is about and what it seeks to accomplish. It involves active sense-making and 
even occasional controversy in establishing the activities and roles. Sense-making can be 
facilitated through narratives, appealing rhetoric and culturally powerful analogies, in 
addition to publications, workshops and events (Thomas & Autio, 2014). Engaging in 
experimentation in the search for best practices complements this process, as participants 
adopt, adapt and search for new solutions for the emerging ecosystem, and form a field-level 
identity. 

Another attribute of shared logic in ecosystems is the notion of trust (Thomas & Autio, 
2014). As ecosystems experience varying degrees of stratification or hierarchical control, 
they often incorporate self-enforcing governance and peer-based coordination in operations 
(Jacobides et al., 2018). All of this would not be possible if the participants would not have 
a sense of trustworthiness towards each other. Informal governance mechanisms reinforce 
adherence to shared behavioral norms, strengthening participants’ belief in enhanced value 

creation and reducing distrust (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  
In addition to legitimacy and trust, over time successful ecosystems can experience 

mutual awareness. Here, discourse among organizations changes from firm-centric to an 
ecosystem perspective, as participants confront challenges beyond their own immediate 
responsibilities, consider how they want to address the risks and proactively act for the future 
(Thomas & Autio, 2014). Mutual awareness is more than awareness of the fact that the 
participants are collaborating, as it extends beyond the norms of behavior or the goals of 
collaboration to the logic of value, or the question of how it is to be collectively created. 
Mutual awareness is reflected in the construction of ecosystem identity, as participants may 
advertise their inclusion in the ecosystem, some going as far as reflecting the ecosystem 
identity within their corporate brand and identity (Thomas & Autio, 2014).  
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2.1.7 Different types of ecosystems 
Since the introduction of business ecosystems by Moore (1993) there has been a variety of 
publications made exploring the ecosystem concept. This has also given rise to multiple 
different types of ecosystem being brought up in literature, which differ slightly in terms of 
their actors, logic of action, activities and output. The most prominent types of ecosystems 
are introduced in this section. 
 
2.1.7.1 Business ecosystem 
Introduced by Moore in 1993, the business ecosystem is defined as a loosely interconnected 
network of organizations, simultaneously creating and capturing value through combining 
resources (Valkokari, 2015). A key feature in business ecosystems is the presence of a focal 
firm – usually a large player taking on the role of orchestrating the ecosystem – around which 
other participants operate and link to. These focal firms are in a position to maintain the 
ecosystem due to possessing abundant resources and connections, which they utilize in 
enhancing the ecosystem’s performance (Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018).  

According to Gomes et al. (2018) a distinctive feature of the business ecosystem is 
that it focuses on value capturing over value creation. On the other hand, Valkokari (2015) 
and Scaringella & Radziwon (2018) suggest that business ecosystems emphasize direct 
business benefits for participating actors in addition to customer value creation, proposing 
that value creation is at the core of a business ecosystem’s logic of action. Overall, literature 

covering business ecosystems tends to present them as ambitious in growing their economic 
output and market share, as some featured examples of business ecosystems, such as Wal-
Mart, Microsoft and Samsung, would indicate. Since competitive advantage can be achieved 
through economies of scale, business ecosystem leaders aim to attract a large number of 
participants onto their platforms (Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018). This notion of business 
ecosystems’ pursuit of competitive advantage and scale may highlight its objective of value 
capturing over other logics, such as innovation and the co-creation of value.  
 
2.1.7.2 Knowledge ecosystem 
A knowledge ecosystem’s main objective is the production of new knowledge and 
innovation through joint research and development of knowledge bases (Valkokari, 2015). 
This indicates that the operation of knowledge ecosystems is not necessarily based on 
economic incentive, but rather on generation of knowledge among its members and 
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leveraging of synergies through knowledge exchange. However, Clarysse et al. (2014) report 
that local spillovers, labor mobility and linkages among firms and research institutions may 
lead to commercialization of the knowledge ecosystems’ outputs. Thus, the work conducted 
in knowledge ecosystems does not only remain within its borders, and neither is it intended 
to. Nonetheless, the main purpose of the knowledge ecosystem remains the generation and 
sharing of knowledge among its members.  

The central roles in knowledge ecosystems are occupied by public research institutes, 
universities, R&D departments and innovative companies, and activity is sometimes 
clustered around major anchoring institutions that facilitate knowledge and research 
(Valkokari, 2015; Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018). Due to this, industrial parks and clusters 
such as Silicon Valley are often involved in discussions of knowledge ecosystems, which 
has raised debate over whether actors geographically positioned in a more prominent area 
gain competitive advantage due to their location. This is somewhat rebutted by the notion of 
virtual proximity, that for example open-source communities demonstrate (Valkokari, 
2015). As modern exchange of knowledge does not necessitate physical proximity, it allows 
for decentralization of actors.  

 
2.1.7.3 Innovation ecosystem 
Drawing upon the business ecosystem literature, Adner (2006) introduced the term 
innovation ecosystem, which has since then gained significant presence in ecosystem and 
strategy literature alike (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). The history and conceptualization 
of the innovation ecosystem are heavily intertwined with that of the business ecosystem’s, 
making it a challenge to establish a distinctive definition of the concept (Gomes et al., 2018). 
Nevertheless, many scholars have embraced the innovation ecosystem, which has led to its 
increased use and adoption also outside the borders of academia (Ritala & Almpanopoulou, 
2017).  

Innovation ecosystems’ main focus is seen as facilitating complex innovations that 
benefit the end customer, with Jacobides et al. (2018) observing that “the anchoring point 

of an innovation ecosystem is the system of innovation that allows customer to use the end 
product.” (Jacobides et al., 2018:2257) Thomas & Autio (2020) posit that ‘innovation’ in 
this context can refer to outputs of innovative processes in the form of products, services, 
processes, business models and knowledge, but also the process itself. In addition to the 
focal purpose of innovation facilitation, innovation ecosystems are in most sources described 
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as also focusing on value co-creation and capture. However, it has been argued that they are 
more geared towards co-creation of value, and less oriented towards the demand, or 
customer-user and value capture side (Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018). This departure from 
the competition-oriented nature of business ecosystems can be one reason for the widespread 
embracing of the term, as it has been seen putting more emphasis on the collaboration and 
co-creation of value in comparison to the early remarks of business ecosystems (Granstrand 
& Holgersson, 2020).   
 
 
2.2 Innovation ecosystems 
In the previous section the ecosystem construct and its defining features were described. The 
following sections will further review the innovation ecosystem concept and seek to 
determine why the concept has gained popularity and prominence in the literature. Having 
reviewed the current state of the concept, literature addressing the topical emergence of 
innovation ecosystems will be explored. 

 
2.2.1 Rise of the innovation ecosystem construct 
The innovation ecosystem concept originates from business ecosystem literature initiated by 
Moore (1993). In tracing the history and definition of the innovation ecosystem, Gomes et 
al. (2018) locate two turning point articles in which the business ecosystem concept is 
substituted with the innovation ecosystem. These turning point articles by Adner (2006) and 
Adner & Kapoor (2010) greatly contributed to the dissemination of the innovation ecosystem 
concept, as from this point onward the innovation ecosystem started gaining prominence in 
academia, leading to the widespread use and adoption of the term (Gomes et al., 2018).  

In addition to Gomes et al. (2018) several other academic sources depict the article by 
Adner (2006) as the most widely cited definition for the innovation ecosystem concept 
(Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). In the article, Adner (2006) defines innovation 
ecosystems as “the collaborative arrangements through which firms combine their 
individual offerings into a coherent, customer-facing solution.” (Adner, 2006:2) The term 

has since been applied in many articles, often in polysemic ways, even seen as competing or 
interchangeable with other ecosystem concepts (Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018).  
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Despite different nuances in emphasis, the literature is not able to unequivocally depict 
why innovation ecosystems have risen to prominence over business ecosystems. Durst & 
Poutanen (2013) propose a possible explanation to be the rise of phenomena such as open 
innovation and innovation networks, expanding the scope of innovation processes to include 
numerous co-creators and co-innovators outside of an organization’s borders. As a result, 

scholars and practitioners have turned their attention towards the networks of actors involved 
in the development and commercialization of innovations, which has then reflected on the 
growing interest around the innovation ecosystem approach (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). Adner 
(2006) famously argued that innovations rarely succeed in isolation and depend on 
complementary innovations and solving critical bottlenecks outside of the focal 
organization. Therefore, by coming together – and only by coming together – are companies 
able to successfully develop and launch innovations. The innovation ecosystem approach 
extends cooperation beyond bargaining over the value capture of each actor. including 
considerations of challenges that different actors need to overcome to ensure that the value 
can be created in the first place (Adner & Kapoor, 2010, Durst & Poutanen, 2013).  

As Thomas & Autio (2020) point out, the trend of open innovation is enabled by 
digitalization, or in other words digital technologies being infrastructurally applied in 
societies and businesses. This has allowed for radical re-thinking of value creation and the 
co-generation of compatible outputs. Smorodinskaya et al. (2017) propose, that the concept 
of innovation ecosystems has emerged to meet the demands of knowledge-based economies, 
in which innovation and its associated development processes are increasingly non-linear 
and network based. Indeed, innovation is seen as the key driver of economic growth and 
development in addition to helping solve cross-sectoral, global and social challenges 
(OECD, 2015). Therefore, irrespective of the different ecosystem literature streams, most of 
them could be referred to the class of innovation ecosystems, since the modern, non-linear 
pattern of economic activity and growth is inherently connected with innovation 
(Smorodinskaya et al., 2017). 
 
2.2.2 Criticism of the innovation ecosystem construct 
Despite the widespread use of the concept, many scholars have called into question its 
usefulness due to inconsistencies in defining the term. In a critical review, Oh et al. (2016) 
posit that due to its inconsistent use, the term can neither be clearly defined nor used as 
theory. Additionally, Oh et al. (2016) dispute whether adding innovation ecosystems to the 
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long list of approaches on innovation, such as national innovation systems (NIS), clusters 
and value networks, could possibly bring additional value to the field of inquiry.  

The critique poses a valid question; is there a need for the concept of innovation 
ecosystems? Despite the cacophony in definitions and the seemingly saturated field of 
innovation studies, multiple scholars have defended and advocated for the innovation 
ecosystem to be seen as a viable approach. Yawson (2009) argues that traditional models on 
innovation have focused on input factors like R&D investment, scientific institutions, human 
resources and capital, and that while “such inputs commonly serve as proxies for 
innovativeness and correlate with intermediate outputs such as patent counts and outcomes 
such as GDP per capita” (Yawson, 2009:3), they have been less useful in determining 
causality and identifying drivers of successful policy strategies. This inability to include a 
comprehensive view on innovation gives rise to the ecosystem analogy (Yawson, 2009). 
Similarly, Ritala & Almpanopoulou (2017) and Suominen et al. (2018) advocate that the 
ecological aspects inherent to innovation ecosystems reflect the increasing connectivity of 
innovation activities by underlining the interdependency, coevolution and shared fate of the 
involved actors. Smorodinskaya et al. (2017) suggest that dynamic, agile and self-governing 
innovation ecosystems have emerged to meet the demand for non-linear networked 
innovation in the 21st century and render the traditionally static and government regulated 
innovation systems obsolete.  

Ritala & Almpanopoulou (2017) note that while ideas can be pursued by anyone, their 
successful commercialization often requires the involvement of private sectors actors, 
suggesting that innovation ecosystems could be the missing link between discovery of 
innovation and the commercialization of those discoveries. Therefore, innovation 
ecosystems are posited to have a significant role in transforming innovations into 
commercially viable products and services through the shared efforts of all necessary actors 
involved in their production and diffusion. What renders this an ecosystem-level effort is the 
need for actors from various fields and sectors to work in union towards the shared goal of 
enabling innovation (Adner & Kapoor, 2010).   

Through this examination it becomes apparent that literature on innovation ecosystems 
is still shaping, as conceptual and terminological confusion remains (Thomas & Autio, 
2020). Nevertheless, the concept has been argued to add value and seen distinguishable from 
other organizational collectives in its approach to specialization, coevolution, and collective 
generation of system-level value and innovation (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). Ritala & 
Almpanopoulou (2017) hypothesize that time will determine the term’s longevity, as it either 
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creates an independent field of inquiry or is withdrawn from academic discourse. However, 
innovation ecosystems remain important topics for the ever connecting and expanding 
digital economy and given the rapidly increasing utilization of the concept in academia, 
industry and policy, its implications should not be disregarded (Ritala & Gustafsson, 2018). 
 
2.2.3 Innovation ecosystem emergence 
The previous sections established that networked value creation and innovation efforts 
supported by digital technologies have popularized the innovation ecosystem approach. 
However, little attention has been devoted to the actual emergence process of a novel 
innovation ecosystem (Dattée et al., 2018; Thomas & Autio, 2020). The emergence phase 
can be especially volatile, and despite efforts lead to failure or outcomes below initial 
expectations (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). In the following sections, literature addressing 
innovation ecosystems in their nascent stage is reviewed. 

 
2.2.3.1 Emergence phases 
A number of authors use the notion of phases in describing how innovation ecosystems 
emerge or are created. Descriptions range from elaborative to simplistic, with some using 
metaphoric and others more technical terminology. As described by Rabelo & Bernus (2015) 
ecosystem emergence phases are “decoupled, inter-related and happen in a continuous 
evolving feedback cycle when seen as a technological system.” (Rabelo & Bernus, 
2015:2252) Evolutionary phases have their own respective goals, actor roles, resources and 
activities, making them distinct or decoupled. However, the phases are to a degree inter-
related as the innovation ecosystem progresses as a chain of events, with new phases building 
on past ones. The phases also have their own maturing times and can thus be seen as 
constantly evolving and not necessarily ever completed (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Innovation ecosystem lifecycle. Rabelo & Bernus (2015: 2253). 

 
In the early introduction of the ecosystem concept, Moore (1993) proposed an 

evolutionary model of the ecosystem consisting of four stages: birth, expansion, leadership 
and renewal. In this view, the ecosystem advances from a random collection of stakeholders 
to an increasingly structured and coherent community (Thomas & Autio, 2020). Innovation 
ecosystem emergence usually commences from a focal value proposition, which will evolve 
into a decision of implementing, or not implementing, the envisioned innovation ecosystem 
around the value proposition (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). The first phases described in 
literature focus on the time period before concrete implementation, a stage in which the 
relevant stakeholders are coming together and a first blueprint for value creation in the 
innovation ecosystem is devised. The focus is often on the creation and management of 
meaning through discursive strategies and symbolic actions, as these early stages can be 
chaotic and confusing (Autio & Thomas, 2018).  

The first phase is termed by Rabelo & Bernus (2015) as the ‘Analysis phase’, which 
involves subprocesses of defining strategic policies and principles for the emergent 
innovation ecosystem and carefully analyzing the chosen strategy for the ecosystem. Ritala 
et al. (2013) refer to this early stage of as the building phase, in which premises for value 
creation and eventual capture are determined. In these early stages, an initial set of relevant 
stakeholders is starting to appear, and discussion are had over what kind of value can be 
created and how actors involved may capture it (Ritala et al., 2013). Strategic discussions 
can also feature representatives from the government, along with policymakers (Rabelo & 
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Bernus, 2015). Bringing together relevant stakeholders usually happens through structures 
that connect and attract participants together, for example forums and events, where 
participants can build trust among each other and actively communicate their vision. 

Early discussions among stakeholders address the topics of the innovation ecosystem’s 

desired role, mission, core values and shared vision (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). Addressing 
the incentives and motivations of different stakeholders at an early stage is critical for 
avoiding conflicts later on and consolidating a shared vision (Ritala et al., 2013). Due to this, 
the discussions should also account for risk and feasibility analyses, along with analysis of 
systemic cause-effect relationships, as these might become detrimental to the ecosystem if 
not properly reviewed in the beginning. For instance, issues of equitable value distribution 
among members and asset ownership should be proactively addressed, so that they do not 
cause disputes in later stages of ecosystem deployment (Ritala et al., 2013).  

In addition, the scope and structural dimensions of the innovation ecosystem should 
be defined, with consideration of possible pre-existing incubators and industrial initiatives 
(Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). The planning should also take into account the funding schema 
and critically evaluate local resources, infrastructure and regulation. Rabelo & Bernus 
(2015) recommend conducting a deep analysis of local conditions, business vocation, 
innovation and entrepreneurship cultures and involved actors’ competencies and resources. 
This is because varying maturity levels between actors may cause bottlenecks for the pace 
and success of activities conducted within the ecosystem once operations commence. In 
evaluating the existing and desired conditions, an innovation ecosystem roadmap can be seen 
as bridging the gap between these conditions. The outcomes of the early innovation 
ecosystem stages should feature a deployment model and requirements in terms of 
regulation, actors’ preparedness and basic infrastructures (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). The 
early-stage innovation ecosystem will eventually proceed to a deployment phase, in which 
the plans and agreements between members are put to practice (Ritala et al., 2013).  

It should be pointed out, that while ecosystem emergence and development are seen 
described in literature as a process, it does not equal linear progress, as seen in Figure 3. 
Rabelo & Bernus (2015) indicate subprocesses in innovation ecosystems can run in parallel 
and continuously, as for example recruiting new actors is a subprocess that runs throughout 
the ecosystem’s existence. Additionally, there is no single recipe for a successful innovation 

ecosystem, and it is always necessary to consider the local conditions, culture and strategic 
goals in supporting the actors in their efforts of building an innovation ecosystem.  
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2.2.3.2 Emergence barriers 
Innovation ecosystems, like other organizational forms, often find it difficult to obtain 
resources and institutional support in the early stages of establishment. Prior to establishment 
there is an absence of information or evidence of viability, specifically in terms of the 
ecosystem’s ability to create and capture value. At this stage, innovation ecosystems lack 

legitimacy – the social acceptability, plausibility and credibility that is beyond material 
resources and possessed capabilities. Thomas & Ritala (2021) term this the ‘liability of 
newness’, which results from a simultaneous lack of legitimacy and a dependence on the 
cooperation of strangers.  

A distinction should be made between innovation ecosystems that are spatially 
confined and those that are not. When spatially confined, innovation ecosystems tend to 
build on what existed before (Thomas & Autio, 2020). For example, a university campus 
may be fertile ground for the establishing of an entrepreneurial or knowledge ecosystem, as 
the infrastructure and context of collaboration in producing innovation are pre-existent. The 
situation is different for spatially unbound de novo innovation ecosystems, which require 
active agency to be set in motion (Thomas & Autio, 2020).  

Emergent innovation ecosystems face specific challenges due to their distinct 
characteristics. As their value proposition depends on the availability of complementary 
inputs from independent participants, it needs to first convince these participants to come 
together in order to subsequently demonstrate value creation capability. This setting poses a 
set of dilemmas for the early stages of innovation ecosystem formation. Innovation 
ecosystems are often heterogeneous, and thus need to address a variety of stakeholders who 
often have differing incentives, motives and logic for joining. In addition, Asplund et al. 
(2021) point out that public and private organizations can have different strategic aims for 
engaging in innovation ecosystems. Private firms may be looking to maximize economic 
value, whereas public organization may emphasize themes such as overall economic growth.  

Furthermore, depending on their operations, suppliers and customers, organizations 
may be biased towards certain innovation ecosystems and dismissive of others. Asplund et 
al. (2021) explain that the differences in organizational behavior may pose a challenge for 
an innovation ecosystem. According to Asplund et al. (2021) organizations tend to align 
their employees to common ways of thinking, and employees may further reinforce this by 
preferring to communicate with those sharing similar ideas and values. This kind of 
alignment helps organizations maintain employees’ behavioral and cognitive focus on a 

distinct organizational mission. However, it poses a risk for the heterogenous and loosely 
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coupled innovation ecosystem, as individuals from different organizations may have trouble 
understanding each other and cooperating to reach a shared goal (Asplund et al., 2021).  

Another complicating factor is the autonomy of participants, as the innovation 
ecosystem is not based on hierarchy or strict governance measures which would facilitate 
the formation and legitimacy of the network (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). Instead, relations 
between participants are often directed by normative and social rules, but these only form 
over time and are not present at the time of emergence. In general, the emergence of 
technological, economic and cognitive interdependency among participants is a complex 
multiagent process, that requires the establishment of collaborative routines and coherent 
boundaries among participants (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). The difficulty of bringing a diverse 
set of actors together, while simultaneously depending on cooperation in value 
materialization creates a chicken or the egg -problem for the emerging innovation 
ecosystem. It is summarized by the difficulty of persuading participants to commit first, in 
order to begin co-creating value second (Dattée et al., 2018). 

Committing to an emergent innovation ecosystem is not only dependent on the 
motivations of an organization, but also on its capacity to maintain a number of relationships, 
as each relationship implies a time and resource commitment (Asplund et al., 2021). This 
capacity is further stretched if participation means establishing new relationships between 
previously disconnected parties. Rabelo & Bernus (2015) report that disparities between 
actors’ preparedness for participation can create friction and bottlenecks within the system, 
consequently increasing the threshold for individual organizations to partake. Lack of 
preparedness in this context may result from a lack of technological, social or organizational 
capabilities. In some situations, actors might also lack a suitable legal framework to work in 
coordinated and trustful ways as a part of an innovation ecosystem (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015).  

The type of focal value proposition the innovation ecosystem aims to realize impacts 
the challenges it will face in its emergence. Advocating for a novel innovation ecosystem is 
easier in situations where user needs are well recognized and the solution can be tangibly 
imagined (Dattée et al., 2018). However, it is not always feasible or even possible to 
envision, ex ante, a compelling enough ecosystem blueprint, that would remove uncertainty 
and mobilize stakeholders by mere persuasion. This is especially the case for ‘generative 
technologies’, or in other words technologies, that will potentially produce unprompted 
change and generate an abundance of possible future applications (Dattée et al., 2018). 
Indeed, new innovation ecosystems often disrupt social, technological and organizational 
regimes, and may thus face passive or deliberate resistance on individual, organizational, or 
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institutional level (Almpanopoulou et al., 2019). Resistance can appear a multilateral issue, 
as innovation ecosystems involve complex institutional dynamics not limited to 
technological change, but also user practices, regulation, infrastructure and cultural issues.    

Actors involved in building a novel innovation ecosystem may lack prior experience 
of their dynamics, which may lead to negative results in the early steps of managing an 
innovation ecosystem. Rabelo & Bernus (2015) note, that actors may for example 
underestimate the difficulties and time required for reaching the necessarily level of 
preparedness for the operations to take off. Adequate cashflow and funding for the duration 
of the building phase should be ensured, as the innovation ecosystem can only begin to create 
value after operations commence. Additionally, for actors intending to form an innovation 
ecosystem it might be tempting, and even advisable to benchmark other innovation 
ecosystems. However, Rabelo & Bernus (2015) denounce attempting to replicate successful 
cases without understanding of the unique environments in which they have been formed. 
 
2.2.3.3 Emergence success factors 
The previous section established that innovation ecosystems tend to suffer from the ‘liability 
of newness’, or in other words an initial lack of legitimacy in early stages of emergence. 
When innovation ecosystems are first initiated, there exists only an idea of how value could 
be created among participants, as evidence can only be attained once operations commence. 
Thus, stakeholders need to first be convinced of the innovation ecosystem focal value 
proposition, but with no hierarchical power over autonomous actors, innovation ecosystems 
must find other measures for persuading participants to join the initiative. A critical question 
becomes; how can the novel innovation ecosystem be perceived as legitimate by relevant 
stakeholders and others in its environment? 

Autio & Thomas (2018) imply that new ecosystem emergence requires building 
legitimacy across various stakeholders involving regulative issues, technological aspects and 
cognitive and symbolic meanings. This follows the tradition of institutional theory, which 
divides legitimacy into regulative, normative and cognitive (Almpanopoulou et al., 2019). 
Regulative legitimacy refers to the degree to which the novel innovation ecosystem aligns 
with existing processes for rule-setting, monitoring and sanctioning. Normative legitimacy 
is the degree of congruence between the actions and characteristics of the innovation 
ecosystem, and the beliefs and cultural values of the broader social environment in which it 
resides. In other words, it is the viability of the entity and how it performs in the broader 
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economic environment. Finally, cognitive legitimacy is founded on the comprehensibility 
and “taken-for-grantedness” of the innovation ecosystem (Thomas & Ritala, 2021).  

Despite being one of the dimensions of legitimacy identified in institutional theory, 
regulative legitimacy is given little attention in the emergent ecosystem literature. This could 
be attributable to the nature of regulative legitimacy, as it emphasizes conformity to legal 
systems and obligations as basis of legitimacy (Palthe, 2014). As innovation ecosystem 
actors are autonomous, participation cannot be enforced through legal or regulatory pressure, 
which could explain the lack of literature’s focus on achieving regulative legitimacy. 
However, many literature sources cite lobbying, industry associations and the active role of 
policymakers, regulators and legislators as an integral part of assisting the innovation 
ecosystem in its emergent stage (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015; Asplund et al., 2021). This 
suggests that while stakeholder coercion into participating is an option, actors are rather 
using these measures to create favorable regulatory and legal conditions for their operations. 

To achieve normative legitimacy, the innovation ecosystem needs to demonstrate 
viability, if not superiority, in the broader social environment (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). A 
critical way to demonstrate viability is to have stakeholders make the decision of 
participating, as this creates momentum and positive network effects, while also providing 
resources and securing the innovation ecosystem’s ability to realize the value proposition. 
To attract participants, innovation ecosystems can take strategic action through technology 
design. Decisions of modularity, complementarity, and complementor mobility can signal 
interoperability, and boost perceptions of the innovation ecosystem’s potential value 

(Thomas & Ritala, 2021).  
Technology standards do not only enable organizations to align and build 

complementary offerings, but also support the creation of communities around the 
standard. Another strategic action is governance design, which refers to the establishment 
and application of rules controlling the activity within the ecosystem, including efforts to 
establish norms of behavior and procedures to solve conflicts that may arise. Clear, 
transparent rules for operating and fair management of actors helps attract participants, as it 
signals stable governance (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015).  

Furthermore, Thomas & Ritala (2021) introduce ways in which external actors can 
intervene to signal the viability of the emergent innovation ecosystem. For example, capital 
investments allocated towards the ecosystem can boost legitimacy as they demonstrate 
confidence in the innovation ecosystem’s ability to scale and survive the volatile transitional 
period during which it is not yet deployed. Other external actors that can signal normative 
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legitimacy include regulators and authorities who address the ecosystem by establishing 
standards and legislation concerning its operations. Rabelo & Bernus (2015) concur that 
lessons from successful innovation ecosystem initiatives include the presence of prepared 
and supporting institutions and legal frameworks. 

Emerging innovation ecosystems are often at odds with pre-established cognitive 
structures or norms that the potential stakeholders may have (Autio & Thomas, 2018). The 
early stages are a time for active sense-making, in which actors collectively begin to 
comprehend the ecosystem value proposition and build a springboard for action (Thomas & 
Ritala, 2021). Resembling social learning, sense-making is a highly participative process 
during which stakeholders share and develop insights, ultimately forming a shared view of 
what is feasible and technically desirable. This can take place through public discourse, 
storytelling and use of analogies and culturally compatible symbols. These help stakeholders 
comprehend the value proposition and purpose of the innovation ecosystem and allows 
stakeholders to become familiar with each other and begin assuming a sense of shared 
identity (Autio & Thomas, 2018). Cognitive legitimacy can be further strengthened by 
external recognition from media, policymakers and other actors in the wider society, as this 
helps the concept enter the general lexicon and introduces it to the wider society.  

In pursuing cognitive legitimacy, Thomas & Ritala (2021) note that appealing to 
familiarity is often successful as it increases resonance and understanding about the 
ecosystem value proposition through analogy to older, more familiar ideas. Sometimes this 
is not possible, as with generative technologies introduced by Dattée et al. (2018). Then, it 
becomes necessary to start narrowing down the range of alternative futures together with the 
different stakeholders, to eventually establishing a roadmap and future control points to work 
towards. In this iterative narrowing down of possible futures the role of the individual 
managers representing their organizations becomes important.  

Often, individual employees may serve as brokers between their own organization and 
the nascent innovation ecosystem. Dattée et al. (2018) describe such individual managers 
possessing phronetic abilities in the following way: “they get initial interest from a potential 
partner, come back internally to show that there is external interest, get some support from 
internal stakeholders, and meet other external partners and show them that they have 
obtained internal support for the technology and that they can make a commitment.” (Dattée 
et al., 2018:492) Similarly, Asplund et al. (2021) recognize the role of well-connected or 
multidisciplinary individuals, who act as “glue” by maintaining strong ties between multiple 
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industries. Due to such distinct characteristics such individuals are seen valuable for the 
nascent innovation ecosystem.  

While ecosystem emergence literature agrees on the significance of the measures taken 
during the innovation ecosystem genesis, it is not unanimous whether these should be borne 
by a focal actor or the community as a whole (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). In contrast to Dattée 
et al.’s (2018) approach accentuating the role of individual managers, Thomas & Ritala 
(2021) emphasize the role of collective action of participants in overcoming barriers like the 
liability of newness. Collective action considers actor groups as causal agents, whose 
interactions facilitate and constrain the emergence of the shared goal. Part of collective 
action theory is social movement theory, which explains how the actions of groups of 
individuals can change institutions to become more open to innovation or collaboration, thus 
paving way for an innovation ecosystem to emerge. When set in motion, social movements 
can establish feelings of unity through participant discourse (“who are we” and “what we 

do”), allowing stakeholders to build joint understanding and infrastructure over time.  
Thomas & Ritala (2021) also mention the concept of institutional entrepreneurship as 

a tool of collective action. Institutional entrepreneurs are individuals or organizations that 
challenge institutional logics and cross institutional boundaries to initiate change in their 
institutional context (Autio & Thomas, 2018). While traditionally focusing on single actors 
as drivers of change, the scope has expanded to highlight the importance of collective action 
in cross industry legitimization and mobilization processes (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). 
Institutional entrepreneurship can be applied for example through active advocacy, lobbying 
and leveraging resources for the purpose of creating new institutions or transforming existing 
ones. Such measures are similar to ones used for achieving regulatory, normative and 
cognitive legitimacy.  
 
2.2.3.4 Emergence roles 
In the previous section it was briefly mentioned that literature does not give a single answer 
to the question of whom should take responsibility for facilitating active agency in the 
emergent stage of an innovation ecosystem. The following section will review some of the 
identified roles that rise to prominence during these early phases of the innovation ecosystem 
lifecycle.   

Some researchers of the ecosystem emergence take the stance that a leader should take 
on the role of creating a compelling blueprint for the ecosystem, establishing a clear vision 
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and value proposition, and designing structures of governance and interaction (Dattée et al., 
2018). Similarly, Thomas & Ritala (2021) describe an ecosystem ‘orchestrator’ as a focal 
organization advocating for the value proposition, facilitating connectivity between 
participants and shaping the goals, design and identity of the innovation ecosystem. The 
leader takes on a lot of responsibility for the establishment of the ecosystem, but in exchange 
can wield nearly unlimited power over the administrative decisions. Thus, the role is similar 
to the Keystone company (Iansiti & Levien, 2004) introduced in earlier sections. An 
extensive literature review of roles during innovation ecosystem emergence conducted by 
Dedehayir et al. (2018) describes a significant focus on the actions of a central actor, 
suggesting that the leadership role in ecosystem genesis may be indispensable. 

According to Dedehayir et al. (2018) an actor assuming the leader role during 
innovation ecosystem genesis will firstly engage in governance related actions. These 
include the establishment and coordination of interactions between actors and orchestrating 
the flow of resources among coalition members (Dedehayir et al., 2018). This governance 
role of the leader is deemed especially important in the rather chaotic emergence phase, in 
which actors are beginning to coalesce, but lack structure in their interconnections. The 
leader or orchestrator is reported to actively reassure the stakeholders of the innovation 
ecosystem’s viability, in terms of value proposition and value co-creation opportunity 
(Dattée et al., 2018; Thomas & Ritala, 2021). They may even take on the critical role of 
institutional entrepreneurs in introducing and legitimating the new economic logic of the 
innovation ecosystem. The innovation ecosystem leader is responsible for forging 
partnerships and subsequently should form links between them in order to create an alliance. 
They will also have to actively mediate the formation of a shared vision and the reaching of 
consensus among actors to pursue collective value creation (Dedehayir et al., 2018).  

While much of the ecosystem literature focuses on the role of an orchestrator or leader 
in ecosystem emergence, Thomas & Ritala (2021) point out that innovation ecosystem 
activity can take place also through self-organization and interaction among the actors, in 
which case an orchestrator or leader only partially directs the coordination of the ecosystem.  

Furthermore, as the success and survival or the innovation ecosystem depends on 
attracting a critical mass of actors, or the necessary actors to realize the focal value 
proposition (Adner, 2017), actors labelled something other than a “leader” still hold 
significant importance. This group of roles consists of the actors that are essential for the 
ecosystem genesis and are directly associated with value creation. Dedehayir et al. (2018) 
termed such essential roles as the direct value creation roles. Participants taking on these 
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roles during emergence all participate in the legitimatizing process of the innovation 
ecosystem, and without them, there is no ecosystem (Thomas & Ritala, 2021). Dedehayir et 
al. (2018) also recognize supporting roles for value creation, which do not add direct value 
through delivery of products and services but do so by providing other supporting elements.  
 
 
2.3 Innovation in the public sector 
Innovation in the public sector is about finding new and better means to achieve public 
objectives (OECD, 2017). Research and literature have widely addressed two areas of 
interest, namely how governments can help their citizens in pursuing innovation, but also 
how governments themselves can implement innovation. This section looks at the history of 
innovation within the public sector, the inhibiting structures and policies for working 
through these barriers. 
 
2.3.1 History and characteristics of the public sector 
The public sector faces both challenges and opportunities in regard to innovation. Social 
challenges, demographic change and weak economic growth increase expectations of a 
public sector response, but fiscal restraints limit this capacity. The ability to innovate offers 
leverage for transforming public services to better meet society’s needs. An 
innovative government is both efficient and effective in its core operations, and capable of 
responding to diverse and fluctuating needs of a modern society (Moore & Hartley, 2010). 
However, characteristics of innovation can be observed to be at odds with the essence of 
public governance and governments. Innovation is inherently new, unknown and involves 
risk, whereas government operations are based in statutory duty and a mandate to 
consistently deliver public services in equal ways (OECD, 2017). Balancing the 
accountability for providing stability and structure with the agility demanded by innovation 
poses a challenge for governments. 

Before further addressing the innovation paradigm, it is beneficial to assess the history 
of public governance, to help understand the underlying legacies that continue to shape 
policymaking and thus affect governments’ views towards innovation. Osborne (2010) 
suggests that public policy implementation and services delivery have passed through three 
design and delivery regimes, though it is important to note that these regimes have not and 
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likely will not replace each other, but rather coexist and overlap. First, was the regime of 
public administration, to which key elements are dominance of the rule of law, focus on set 
rules and guidelines, central role of bureaucracy, commitment to incremental budgeting and 
the hegemony of the professional in delivering public services (Hood, 1991; Osborne, 2010).  
Dating back to the late 19th century it experienced its prime in the era of the welfare state in 
the years 1945-1979, during which the state was expected to meet all social and economic 
needs of its citizens, which it carried out by focusing heavily on administrative procedures 
to ensure equality of treatment. However, public needs inevitably surpass public resources 
and public administration began to be undermined by critics calling for new public policy 
implementation and service delivery in the late 1970s.  

This development saw the rise of the new public management paradigm, which 
asserted the superiority of private-sector managerial techniques over public administration, 
suggesting they lead to improvements in efficiency and effectiveness of public service 
delivery (Osborne, 2010). Key elements of new public management are attention to lessons 
from private-sector management, emphasis on input and output control, and upon 
performance management and audit, disaggregation of public services to their most basic 
unit with focus on their cost management, and the growth of both hands-on management – 
in its own right and not as an offshoot of professionalism – and of “arm’s length” 

organizations, where policy implementation was organizationally distanced from the policy-
makers (Hood, 1991; Osborne, 2010). Public administration had based its legitimacy on the 
rationality and hegemony of the professional in public service delivery, but the new public 
management paradigm began to assert that public policy process be separated from the 
management of public services and of public service organizations (PSOs). In its extreme 
form, new public management has questioned the legitimacy of public policy as a context 
for public management, arguing that it imposes unreasonable democratic constraints on the 
management and provision of public services.  

Arguably, aggravations of the superiority of one or the other type of approach to public 
policy and public management of service delivery are unproductive. Nevertheless, Osborne 
(2010) argues that both public administration and the new public management fail to capture 
the complex reality of the design, delivery and management of public services in the 21st 
century. For this purpose, Osborne (2010) presents the concept of new public governance 
(NPG) as a “a conceptual tool with the potential to assist our understanding of the 
complexity of these challenges and as a reflection of the reality of the working lives of public 
managers today.” (Osborne, 2010:6) Rooted in institutional and network theory, it assumes 
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both a plural state, in which multiple interdependent actors contribute to delivering public 
services, and a pluralist state, in which multiple processes inform the policy-making system. 
New public governance acknowledges both institutional and external environmental 
pressures that enable and constrain public policy implementation and the delivery of public 
services within plural and pluralist systems. It focuses on inter-organizational relationships 
and governance processes, stressing service effectiveness and outcomes that depend upon 
the interactions of PSOs with their environment. Osborne (2010) implies that the new public 
governance paradigm is both a product of and a response to the increasingly complex, plural 
and fragmented nature of public policy implementation and service delivery.  

The new public governance paradigm Osborne (2010) introduces resonates with the 
increasing calls to action that governments address new and ever more complex challenges 
that are facing societies. The nature of and scale of challenges the public sector faces requires 
governments to take action beyond incremental process improvements, and instead 
introduce wholly new ways to frame problems and develop solutions (OECD, 2017). 
Modern problems require modern solutions, and thus governments are adopting more 
proactive and collaborative measures to improve their responsiveness to pressing social and 
global challenges, which often have ‘wicked’ characteristics to them (de Vries et al., 2016).  
The term ‘wicked problems’ is generally used in describing problems that are seen as 

complex, open-ended and intractable, in other words notoriously difficult to resolve (Head, 
2008). According to Roberts (2000) when a problem is wicked, there is no definitive 
statement of the problem nor a consensus among stakeholder as to what the problem is. 
Without definition or consensus, stakeholders are prone to champion alternative solutions to 
the problem and compete over their preferred framing and resolution to the problem. The 
problem-solving process is further complicated by the fluctuating nature of constraints, such 
as political ramifications, resources and parties involved. Examples of wicked problems 
include for instance the population ageing problem and climate change.  

In recent years, public managers have considered a range of strategies to enhance 
public sector capacity and effectiveness in dealing with wicked problems (Head, 2008). 
While traditional bureaucratic and authoritative processes are still used to resolve such 
issues, wicked problems often require generating entirely new solutions under new 
principles, rather than simply refining existing ones. Moreover, wicked problems involve 
diverse sets of stakeholders and cross organizational and geographic boundaries, indicating 
that governments cannot solve these problems alone. To meet the challenge, governments 
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need to adopt collaborative innovation and problem-solving approaches to harness external 
resources, knowledge and creativity (Nambisan, 2008). 

Osborne’s (2010) description of the new public governance is in line with what Head 
(2008) and Nambisan (2008) suggest is needed to approach wicked problems: better use of 
knowledge, creativity and resources through collaboration with third-party actors. However, 
the quality and shaping of such programs largely depends on public sector budget models 
and existing program designs. To facilitate these programs, new strategic thinking may need 
to be championed within the public sector, which requires organizational learning and 
cultural change. Observing the history of public governance, it becomes apparent that the 
concept of innovation and public sector activities are at odds with each other. Hence, it is 
suggested that while generating public value through innovation is a challenging task for 
governments, they need to start determining ways to introduce innovation into their 
operations to meet the challenges of the modern world (OECD, 2017).  
 
2.3.2 Fostering innovation in the public sector 
The previous section examined the history of public governance, introducing characteristics 
of public administration and new public management. This next section delves further into 
the constraints inherent to the public sector in terms of ability to foster innovation. While 
the public sector is experiencing increasing pressures to showcase its ability to redesign and 
innovate its services, it is simultaneously responsible for sustaining existing solutions 
(OECD, 2017). In this sense, when innovating the public sector has to “change a tire while 

driving the car”, meaning that it must continue providing services despite introducing new 

ones or redefining existing ones. There are also costs incurred in changing any conventional 
methods. This cost and workload may appear especially daunting when building on 
previously well-established and complex structures. 

According to de Vries et al. (2016), internal regulations and procedures are reported 
as a main barrier for innovation among public sector initiatives. This feature, also known as 
bureaucracy, generally has a negative connotation, and is often associated with the public 
sector. However, recent research has demonstrated that it might not be the laws and 
regulations that form a barrier for innovation, but rather the conservative interpretations of 
the rules made by civil servants (Cels et al., 2012). Several reasons exist as to why civil 
servants may not be inclined to exercise their power to innovate. First, the organizational 
culture might not value innovation, and thus does not provide incentives to engage in it. 
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Public organizations may fear to risk of their endeavors coming across as gambling with 
taxpayer money, or the assigned budgets might limit any experimentation with newly 
discovered ideas (Bommert, 2010). Second, accountability in the event of failure may scare 
civil servants from taking a risk. Public organizations and government are under public 
scrutiny, which makes experimentation and risk-taking, especially in terms of funding 
experimentation, a generally avoided subject (OECD, 2017). This high-risk and low-reward 
setting may passivate actors to the point where they do not pursue innovation, even if there 
is opportunity to do so.  

Public sector bureaucracies typically have narrowly defined jobs, as part of an effort 
to deconcentrate power and efficiently divide labor (Borins, 2001). The division of tasks and 
responsibilities results in a “silo system”, which can prevent coordination and collaboration 
attempts between departments and organizations. This lack of collaboration constitutes a 
major obstacle for addressing wicked problems that extend boundaries and would call for 
dynamic responses. Public sector organizations usually also feature a strict hierarchical 
control system that supervises the conducting of duties and following of rules in every 
bureaucratic department. Top-down hierarchical control model may prevent information and 
ideas from spreading across organizations, if endeavors are determined by senior 
management of the organization, while ignoring different levels of the organization 
(Bommert, 2010). The low-reward and risk-aversion behavior also applies to public sector 
leaders as well. This is in spite of the chance that innovation could create advantages for the 
public sector and citizens as a result, while stagnation may be the more expensive and 
inefficient. 
 
2.3.3 Collaborative innovation in the public sector 
The previous sections have expressed an increasing pressure on governments and the public 
sector to introduce new ways for addressing emergent or persistent policy challenges. These 
challenges are often ill-defined or emergent in nature, involve diverse sets of stakeholder 
and cross organizational and geographical boundaries, making it nearly impossible for the 
public sector to address let alone introduce solutions to the problems. Therefore, when 
addressing modern policy challenges the success of public sector innovation becomes 
increasingly an issue of collaboration capability. 

Public sector and governments’ performance is increasingly tied to how well they are 

able to harnesses external resources, knowledge and creativity through collaborative 
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innovation. Governments and public sector organizations do not possess all the knowledge, 
resources and tools for addressing multifaceted societal problems. Thus, there have been 
increasing efforts in integrating organizations from private and third sectors – as well as 
citizens – into the innovation process to produce better quality outcomes. Indeed, Bommert 
(2010) suggests that the innovation cycle should be divided between different actors based 
on availability of innovation assets to solve the innovation problems at hand. Consequently, 
the locus of innovation would no longer be bound to the structures and agency of public 
sector organizations, but rather determined by the availability of innovation assets, or in 
other words, tools for addressing or solving the innovation problem. 

The notion of public sector collaboration with different stakeholders is of course not a 
novel phenomenon. Network based third-party and government collaboration models are 
evident in many established areas, such as healthcare, social services and road maintenance 
(Bommert, 2010). Similarly, public-private partnerships have historically been applied in 
the cooperative arrangements between public and private sectors’ actors, primarily in 

projects related to infrastructure (Greve & Hodge, 2010). Success of these network-based 
government service delivery systems indicates the potential for applying similar network-
based collaborative approaches in creating innovative solutions to some of the complex 
problems in the public sector (Nambisan, 2008).  

From the point of view of the public sector, engaging in collaborative innovation 
fosters a variety of benefits. Collaborative innovation grants the public sector access to a 
variety of external assets, both tangible and intangible. As more information from diverse 
sources becomes available, decision-making becomes more informed, risk of groupthink is 
decreased and expertise and insight from various industries and levels – regional, national 
or global – can be leveraged (Bommert, 2010). Through collaboration the actors engaged in 
the innovation process are not only better informed, but there is also an increased chance for 
serendipitous idea-generation.  

The involvement of various stakeholder in the innovation process can also have 
significant implications for the implementation and diffusion of the innovation. This is due 
to the fact that actors who have actively participated in the idea generation and selection 
process are likely to accept and promote those innovations, due to having responsibility and 
ownership over them (Bommert, 2010). Furthermore, depending on the innovation problem 
and the distribution of innovation assets external actors may be better positioned to 
implement and diffuse the innovation. This way governments and public sector 
organizations may shift the locus of implementation and diffusion to the external actor or 
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actors best suited for these processes, thus strengthening the implementation and diffusion 
elements of the innovation cycle.   

Collaborative innovation is however not without risk. One concern is presented by 
Bommert (2010) over the possibility that participating actors “hijack” the innovation 
process, to try and manipulate its elements to exert their own interests over the objective of 
creating public value. Additionally, actors contributing their innovation resources may try 
to determine what idea of public value is generated, selected, implemented and eventually 
diffused. Another question in collaborative innovation is the distribution of accountability, 
namely in situations where roles, ownership and main responsibilities might be ambiguous 
(Sirianni, 2009). In relation to accountability, there can be risks associated to the costs of 
coordinating and facilitating collaborative innovation. Evaluating whether costs will 
outweigh benefits is complex if not impossible as the feasibility of the end-product of an 
innovation cycle and its success upon diffusion cannot be foreseen. Additionally, public 
sector financial accountability structures are often departmentally focused, which can make 
it challenging to fund collaborative innovation networks (OECD, 2017). 

Collaborative innovation is not the ultimate solution to the innovation paradigm of the 
public sector. However, it can help leverage external assets, expertise and ideas, support in 
implementation and diffusion of the innovation, and overall promote the culture and 
environment of mutual trust, support and understanding between the public sector and civil 
society. The shift to achieving public objectives through partnerships with private, voluntary 
and community sectors means that influence becomes a significant strategy, even 
substituting formal hierarchical authority (Moore & Hartley, 2010).  

Innovation literature has focused primarily on private rather than public sector, and 
consequently the public sector is lagging behind in innovation research (de Vries et al., 
2016).  Private and public sector organizations have different approaches to the perceived 
value of innovation, as in the private sector the added value of innovation is predominantly 
legitimized by competitive advantage and profits, while the public sector sees innovation 
improving service and problem-solving capacity (de Vries et al., 2016). Thus, while both 
arguably pursue cost-efficiency and enhanced performance, the two realms of innovation are 
not entirely comparable. Bommert (2010) also notes that due to the lack of literature 
addressing innovation in the public sector, the definition for what constitutes public sector 
innovation is vague. 
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3 Methodology 
In this section the selected methodology and practices for conducting the primary data 
collection are introduced. First, the research approach is explained in detail and justification 
for its use is given. Second, the interviews and reviewing of the collected data are described 
under data collection and analysis. Lastly, the chosen research approach and methods are 
evaluated critically. 

 
 
3.1 Research approach 
This study was conducted as an inductive qualitative research using a single-case design. 
According to Saunders et al. (2016) qualitative research aims at investigating participants’ 
experienced meanings, using a variety of data collection techniques and analytical 
procedures to eventually form conceptual frameworks and theoretical contributions. 
Qualitative methodology is inherently explorative and flexible in its nature, which makes it 
suitable for studying problems that could be considered as “unstructured”, or in other words 

such problems for which there are modest prior insights available (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 
2008). Due to the novelty of the case ecosystem the use of qualitative research methodology 
was deemed fitting for the study, as its aim was to freely explore the case ecosystem’s 

participants’ perceptions towards the ecosystem. 
The research was conducted using an inductive research model, in which collection of 

empirical data precedes the formation of any theoretical proposition (Saunders et al., 2016). 
In induction, the conceptual framework for the explored phenomenon is created based on 
the identified themes and patterns found in the collected empirical data. An alternative model 
would be deduction, where hypotheses and theory are formulated first, and are then 
contrasted with empirical data (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). In other words, induction 
focuses on theory generation and building, whereas deduction focuses on theory falsification 
or verification (Saunders et al., 2016).  

An inductive approach was adopted for this study for two key reasons. Firstly, the 
research was intended to be inquisitive, meaning that any strict preconceptions were 
considered a limiting factor to the free exploration of the topic. Second, existing literature 
on emergent ecosystems does not yet offer a robust enough theoretical framework that could 
have been applied to the case example. In short, it was deemed impractical to force the case 
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ecosystem into a strict, pre-existing theoretical narrative. Despite labelling the study 
inductive, Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) point out that both inductive and deductive 
reasoning processes are often present in social research. This argument is also true for this 
research. Findings from ecosystem literature and the preliminary interviews were 
incorporated into the semi-structured interviews, and thus deductive logic was used to an 
extent in determining the scope of the interviews. This is observable through the topics 
covered in the semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1). 

The case study method was chosen as the research method for the study. According to 
Yin (2013) the classic case study consists of an in-depth inquiry into a complex and specific 
phenomenon, set within its real-world context. Case study research is often used when the 
boundaries between the studied phenomenon and the context within which it is being studied 
are not clearly evident (Saunders et al., 2016). The method’s intensive and in-depth 
investigation of the given phenomenon allows for generation of rich, empirical descriptions 
and ultimately the development of theory based on the made observations (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007). The case study method is often considered ideal for when a holistic 
investigation is needed, as it accommodates for both complexity and diversity (Eriksson & 
Kovalainen, 2008). This stems from the fact that a case study incorporates multiple empirical 
sources for a rich, multi-perspectival analysis (Tellis, 1997). This leads to the researcher not 
only considering the voices and perspectives of the interviewed actors, but also the dynamics 
between the actor groups. For the purpose of the study, it was integral that a variety of the 
case ecosystem’s actors would be consulted in order to gain a comprehensive understanding 
of experienced issues and challenges. This inclusion of multiple viewpoints made the case 
study method a fitting choice for the research.  

Despite the inclusion of various viewpoints, the case’s boundaries should be defined 

to keep the research within reasonable scope and not become diluted in its own complexity 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). To manage this risk, it was deemed appropriate in early 
discussions with the case organization to select one of their many ecosystem initiatives to 
focus on in the case study. Saunders et al. (2016) states that rationale for using multiple cases 
depends on whether findings can be replicated across the cases. This was unlikely for the 
case organization’s ecosystem initiatives, as their contexts significantly varied in terms of 
respective legal, technical and governance aspects. Thus, focusing on the one case ecosystem 
allowed for interpretation through accurate context of the case ecosystem. A single-case 
study allows for deep understanding of a particular social setting, as the researcher has the 
capacity to take into account the prevailing contextual intricacies and conditions (Dyer & 
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Wilkins, 1991). The single-case method fit the purpose of the study, which was to define the 
unique challenges and experiences for the particular case ecosystem.  
 
 
3.2 Data collection 
All primary data for the study was collected using a qualitative research format. Qualitative 
interviews are commonly used in business research, as they offer an efficient and practical 
way of acquiring knowledge that is not available in published form (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 
2008). To accurately answer the research questions regarding the case study, it was 
important that interviewees were allowed to disclose and describe their experiences in their 
own terms. To fulfil this objective, a series of unstructured, semi-structured qualitative 
interviews were conducted with employees from those organizations that had been involved 
in the early discussions and experimentations of the case ecosystem.  

In interviewee selection purposive sampling was used, in which participants are 
intentionally selected based on the assumption that they are best equipped to answer the 
objectives and questions of the study (Saunders et al., 2016). For this research for example, 
it was necessary that the interviewees had at least some knowledge of the case ecosystem 
initiative to be able to describe potential challenges and issues for its emergence. 
Accordingly, Neuman (2000) states that purposive sampling is appropriate under such 
conditions, where selected cases should be especially informative.  

Purposive sampling is also often used when conducting a case study, since the 
available sample is readily limited by the scope of the case (Saunders et al., 2016). This 
notion was also relevant for this research, as interviewees and their organizations had to be 
associated with the case ecosystem, either through earlier affiliation or a possible future role 
as an ecosystem member. The purposive selection of participants also allowed for the 
gathering of multiple viewpoints and roles across the case ecosystem to be represented, as 
well as including those organizations essential for the case ecosystem’s focal value 

proposition. The case organization helped in the selection process by providing contact 
details of the interviewees and indicating which employees from the organizations had 
previous knowledge of the case ecosystem. In this sense, as proposed by Neuman (2000), 
the judgement of an expert was used in guiding the purposive sampling, as it helped in 
determining key informative sources. 
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Data for the study was collected using either unstructured or semi-structured 
interviews. The collection of the primary data can be divided into three phases. The first 
phase began with free-form discussions of the topic with representative from the case 
organization. These discussions were unstructured and allowed for free exploration of 
encountered issues in early-stage ecosystem emergence. This first phase led to the decision 
of conducting four more free-form preliminary interviews focusing on the topic of the case 
ecosystem’s emergence. The four preliminary interviews featured one interviewee from the 
case organization and three from other organizations, to ensure that perspective was gained 
beyond the case organization’s boundaries. Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) note that the 
advantage of these unstructured interviews is the freedom to move in any direction of interest 
that may arise, producing insights that are not only contextualized and relevant for the 
researcher, but also rich in insights the researcher may not have anticipated.  

After the first and second phases, a set of semi-structured interview questions could 
be drafted (Appendix 1). The interview questions were formed in tandem with the reviewed 
literature on innovation ecosystem emergence and the primary data gathered from the 
preliminary interviews. According to Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) a major advantage of 
semi-structured interviews is that the material is relatively systematic and comprehensive, 
despite the tone of the interviews being informal or conversational. It is also possible to vary 
the order of the questions and their wording in each interview. This was also the case for the 
interviews conducted for this study as the interviewees were allowed to somewhat freely 
answer the questions and were not expected to possess or provide comprehensive answers 
for each of the featured themes.  

All discussions and interviews were conducted over Microsoft Teams, as arranging 
physical meetings was not possible due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The preliminary and 
semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed to ensure proper analysis of the 
interview data. In total, there were 16 interviews conducted, out of which four were 
preliminary interviews and 12 were semi-structure interviews, that followed the interview 
structure presented in Appendix 1. In total 10 organizations were included in the interviews, 
since in some cases more than one interviewee was interviewed from a particular 
organization. The list of interviews is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: List of interviews 
Interviewee acronym 

Organization type Position 
Interview length 

A1 Government agency Senior Advisor 78 min 

A2 Government agency Development Specialist 45 min 

A3 Government agency Senior Director 45 min 

B1 Government agency Director 54 min 

B2 Government agency Director 47 min 

C1 Government agency Director 57 min 

D1 Government agency Project Director 42 min 

E1 Government organization Head of Digital Services 47 min 

E2 Government organization Senior Advisor 53 min 

F1 Ministry Special Advisor 54 min 

G1 Ministry Director 66 min 

H1 Regional agency Senior Business Advisor 53min 

H2 Regional agency Director 53 min 

I1 Regional agency Business Coach 57 min 

J1 Financial institution 
Head of Business Banking 

Unit 
56 min 

   
 
3.3 Data analysis 
The collected primary data was analyzed and structured following the Gioia methodology 
(Gioia et al., 2013) for performing inductive qualitative research. Gioia methodology was 
chosen for the study as it is typically applied in inductive, single-case studies and 
investigates peoples’ interpretations of events and how these interpretations may shape the 

futures of their respective organizations (Langley & Abdallah, 2015; Rönkkö, 2020). The 
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transcribed interviews were examined with the help of qualitative data analysis software 
ATLAS.ti, as the software tool allowed for convenient application of the Gioia methodology.  

The Gioia methodology consists of three stages of analysis of the interview data, first 
of which is the 1st order coding. At this stage, the data is approached with a clean slate with 
no attempts to distill any key concepts or theory. Rather, the transcriptions are surveyed for 
any given information that might be deemed noteworthy. As a result, this stage produces 
multiple concepts, as it is critical to highlight all informant terms. In the following 2nd order 
analysis, similarities and differences are searched between the categories formed during the 
1st order coding. These categories are then given labels or phrasal descriptors. Here, the 
researcher is allowed to start making connections and look for theoretical levels of themes, 
dimensions and a larger narrative, as opposed to the 1st order coding that was purely based 
on interviewees’ terms. Finally, the sets of 1st order concepts and 2nd order themes are further 
progressed into aggregate dimensions and given appropriate titles according to the concepts 
and themes they seek to encapsulate.  

Resulting from the above described three stages of analysis, the researcher forms a 
visualization of the advancement of the interview data all the way from interviewee terms to 
the larger-scale aggregate descriptors of the gathered data. Such visualizations were formed 
for each of the three research questions, and they are presented in the Findings section in the 
beginning of each respective section for a research question (Figures 4, 5 and 6). The 
visualizations of the data analysis process help depict how the interviewee expressions and 
terms gave rise to the subsequent 2nd order themes, and ultimately, the aggregate dimensions. 
 
 
3.4 Evaluation of research design 
As reported by Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) a challenge confronting the qualitative 
researcher lies in assuring the readers of the research’s trustworthiness. This can be better 

achieved through making the research process transparent by highlighting the strengths and 
limitations of the used methods and choices along the process. These were continuously 
evaluated throughout the research process; in conducting the preliminary and semi-
structured interviews, interpreting the interview data and forming conclusions from that data. 
Evaluation of the used research methods and their justification are reviewed in this section. 

The basis of primary data collection in the study were the qualitative interviews 
conducted with employees of organizations associated with the case ecosystem. In an 



Methodology 49  
 

 

interview setting, the presence of biases from the interviewer’s or interviewees’ side cannot 

completely be ruled out but may be assessed in the context of doing the research to manage 
the limitations of the research design (Given, 2008). To establish neutrality into the interview 
setting, the wording of the interview questions was carefully reviewed and pretesting of the 
interview flow and format was conducted with representatives of the case organization and 
the thesis advisor. This was done to ensure that the phrasing of questions would not lead to 
misunderstandings or guide the interviewee in particular direction in their answers.  

Nevertheless, Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) point out, that interviewees are still likely 
to respond according to their own, slightly varying interpretations of the same questions. 
Additionally, interviewees may accidentally end up focusing on certain interview questions 
in-depth, making it challenging for the researcher to ensure covering all interview topics 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). However, the research was intended in a way that 
interviewees could showcase their expertise knowledge and were not rushed to cover all 
topics included in the interview format. This helped capture more in-depth descriptions of 
the issues the interviewees were knowledgeable of and had a lot to say. In terms of holding 
the researcher accountable for the credibility of their work, justification of the 
appropriateness of data collection methodology, suitability of interviewees and the 
displaying of their responses as complete, truthful and open should be addressed (Given, 
2008). Reasoning for the use of the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013), the selection 
process of interviewees and the process of data analysis were described in the previous 
sections.  

Another choice a researcher makes is determining is the scope of the study. For this 
research, the decision was made to conduct a single-case study. This decision led to a rather 
small sample size, which is a common feature of qualitative research (Given, 2008). 
Consequently, appealing to transferability generalizability of results can be challenging for 
qualitative researchers, as these can be very case-specific (Langley & Abdallah, 2015). 
However, qualitative researchers have interpreted the issue in a few ways. Lincoln & Guba 
(1990) have argued that only the reader may determine whether the research setting 
accurately applies to their organization’s circumstance. Donmoyer (2000) in turn concludes 
that the study of different case-settings may even lead to an enriched understanding of the 
topic, when it is explored from multiple viewpoints and varying contexts. 
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4 Findings 
In this section the findings from primary data collected through interviews are introduced. 
The findings are derived from interviewees presented in Table 1. The main purpose of the 
interviews was to gain extensive insights to the established research questions regarding the 
perceived challenges and opportunities for the emergence of the case ecosystem: 

 
RQ1: What challenges does a public-private ecosystem experience in its emergent stage? 
RQ2: How do the experienced challenges differ between the actors? 
RQ3: How could the challenges be addressed? 

 
Findings for each research question are structured according to the Gioia methodology 

(Gioia et al., 2013) and presented in Figures 4, 5 and 6 in the beginning of their respective 
section. The data structures consist of the three elements of the Gioia methodology. Firstly, 

there are the 1st order concepts which are directly derived from the interviewee statements. 

Following the statements are the 2nd order themes, which take the form of a theoretical 

description of the phenomenon. Finally, the themes are distilled into aggregate dimensions, 

that can be interpreted as higher-level descriptions of the 2nd order themes.   
 
 
4.1 Challenges for the emergent public-private innovation ecosystem 
The interview findings indicate three major constraints for the emergence of the public-
private innovation ecosystem. The most frequently cited factor was the inability to devote 
resources towards ecosystem participation and the subsequent uncertainty of financing the 
initiative. Second, there was ambiguity over the role of a potential leader or champion for 
the initiative, which was seen a possible threat for the advancement and consistency of the 
initiative. Third, reluctance or fear towards against fundamental changes made to the status 
quo were deemed counterproductive to the establishment of a new innovation ecosystem. 
The findings are presented in accordance with the Gioia data structure in Figure 4.  

 



Findings 51  
 

 

 
Figure 4. Perceived challenges for the emergence of the public-private ecosystem. 

 
4.1.1 Inability to lend resources 
As majority of the emergent ecosystem’s actors are public organizations, their budgets and 

duties are defined at the ministry level and in the Finnish legislation. Due to this, many of 
the public organizations felt unable to lend resources, whether budgetary or human, towards 
a new ecosystem initiative located outside of their core responsibilities.  
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4.1.1.1 Uncertainty of funding and budgeting 
A major issue that emergent ecosystems face was described as the difficulty of getting initial 
funding for the initiative. As the ecosystem could demonstrate feasibility only after being 
established, interviewees had struggled to form a roadmap that could convince both 
participants and investors of long-term value the ecosystem could create. Interviewees A2 
explained that the value ecosystem would produce in the long run is not necessarily direct 
nor easily quantifiable: 

 
“If we would try to present accurate calculations of the return on investment for the 

ecosystem, we would end up dealing with a high uncertainty factor […] especially when 
dealing with foreign companies, as there are so many components involved.” 

 
Since ecosystems tend to span multiple industries and fields, it is not always clear 

whose responsibility or interest it is to financially support the nascent ecosystem. 
Complicating the matter was a lack of prior cases or practices for funding ecosystem type 
activities. According to A1 funding and budgeting in the public sector are traditionally 
approached in connection with individual organizations and their respective duties. The case 
ecosystem’s value proposition in turn falls under the responsibility of many organizations. 
Thus, allocating funds towards initiatives situated in a presumed “no-man’s-land” raised 

newfound issues in terms of appropriate funding schemes: 
 
“When dealing with ecosystems, we are operating on this so-called no man’s land, 

meaning that we are incorporating various different administrative branches. Now, when 
we go to one place and ask “Hey, would you be interested in funding us?”, we get a response 
“This issue falls under our responsibility but there is a lot in this project that doesn’t, so we 

cannot fund this.””  
 
An alternative or additional method would be collecting funding from the ecosystem 

participants. However, this too raised questions over responsibility, but also availability of 
resources among participants. D1 expressed concerns over their organization’s ability to 

financially contribute to the ecosystem, as their funding greatly differed from other public 
organizations. This left them more strapped in terms of public financing and possibly more 
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vulnerable if they were to finance the ecosystem. In addition to varying levels of funding, 
participants can have diverse levels of maturity in regard to capability to participate in the 
ecosystem. To operate in the ecosystem, some participants may have to invest more money 
and undergo more changes than others. The more capable members could be reluctant 
towards sponsoring such participants by contributing more funds themselves. This was seen 
a problem for the nascent ecosystem, as proof of feasibility was yet to be demonstrated.  

As majority of the case ecosystem members were public organizations, their 
operations were restricted by public budget funding. According to E1, there is a continuous 
competition over allocating scarce resources in the public sector, as each government 
decides where to cut expenses and what to fund. As a result, opportunities for gaining 
funding can fluctuate depending on the contemporary political climate and societal issues. 
For example, several interviewees deliberated the possibility of using the EU’s COVID-19 
stimulus package towards the initiative to boost innovation and digitalization on the Finnish 
public sector. Changing circumstances can also be a threat for the continuity of the 
ecosystem’s funding. As described by E2, a challenge for long-term initiatives is that as new 
policymakers are appointed, they need to be made aware of the past or ongoing progress. 
Thus, public organizations and their initiatives are prone to political decisions of resource 
allocation, as told by A3: 

 
“All the development that we do is based on budget funding. […] We do not have the 

same freedom as the private sector as we cannot amp up the sales. We have to operate under 
the terms and conditions of budget funding.” 

 
Uncertainty and inability of accessing funding was identified as one of the most 

significant obstacles for the nascent innovation ecosystem. During the period in which 
further financing is unavailable advancing the ecosystem initiative is not possible, causing 
it to become stagnant in what A2 described as a “valley of death”. However, A3 noted that 

when funding does become available, progress can be made at a fast-pace and it is no longer 
difficult to attract participants into the ecosystem. 
 
4.1.1.2 Inflexibility of performance targets 
The previous section identified the challenge of allocating funding for the ecosystem 
initiative as it was situated in a so-called no-man’s-land, and thus responsibility and interest 
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over the ecosystem could not be clearly determined. This issue was also amplified by public 
organizations’ performance targets, according to which they must plan their operations. The 

precondition of fulfilling the public organization’s respective objectives made them 
reluctant, or even unable to devote resources towards cross-organizational initiatives. This, 
as told by A1, is entirely counterproductive to the logic of ecosystems:  

 
“Absolutely, set performance targets have steered [public organization] operations, 

and they have been built purposely to keep an eye on the specific organization’s operations. 

This is how it probably is still today. So, this way of doing things together – across 
organizational borders and out of silos – is difficult to implement, when organizations’ inner 

performance targets are still steering them towards the traditional way of operating.”  
 
E1 pointed out that there existed no direct requirement for public organizations to 

participate in cross-organizational ecosystems, and their organization had joined the case 
ecosystem initiative purely out of their own interest and curiosity. However, if decision to 
join ecosystems is left on “extracurricular” ambitions of organizations, there may be little 
guarantee for long-term commitment. Most public organizations’ current performance 
targets did not feature encouragement towards participation in ecosystems. C1 recited old, 
traditional and cultural policies in the public sector as the reason behind the inflexibility, 
describing the contradicting logic between performance targets and an ecosystem approach: 

 
“Is it the organization’s principal duty to be an active member of an ecosystem? […] 

We are given budgeted funding for our core responsibilities, so why would we use it for an 
ecosystem-like approach? Because the [budgeted funding] has been given to us, we want to 
use it towards being as efficient and good in our own field as we can.” 

 
Similar to budgets, performance targets originate from the respective ministry or 

ministries under which public organizations operate. While there is open dialogue between 
the public organization and the ministry when these are determined, A3 noted that public 
organizations’ operations principally need ministry support and approval. In several 

interviews, the role of the ministry level was highlighted in having an influence over the 
appeal of ecosystem participation. A1 and C1 advocated that a breakthrough might be 
achieved if ecosystem activities were incorporated into performance targets. This way 
organizations would be allowed to, or even obligated to open up for the idea of functioning 
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as a part of cross-organizational ecosystems. Whether this development would be appealing 
for some is further discussed in section 4.1.3.1 Resistance towards change. 

If organizations are to actively participate in ecosystems, they need to be allowed the 
necessary leeway to do so. For instance, A3 indicated that without an organization’s ability 

to assign members of their personnel to take responsibility for ecosystem participation, it is 
unlikely that the organization can operate as part of the ecosystem. F1 concurred that a 
conscious decision needs to be made to re-organize responsibilities and acknowledge that 
working hours should be devoted to ecosystem activities. Reliance on voluntarism was the 
current standard, but according to A1 this was only sufficient in the workshop and 
experimentation stages of ecosystem building. Afterwards participants lacked the resources 
and incentives to commit to the initiative more seriously. C1 concluded that this issue was 
tied to the paradox between cross-organizational collaboration and individual performance 
targets:   

 
“There is no emphasis on the ecosystem approach yet. Sure, there are lots of projects 

and programs, relating to cross-organizational collaboration. But they are still not included 
in the traditional planning of performance targets and budget. They are always kept 
separate. If they were instead part of the [the planning], organizations would have to 
address them and reconsider their operations.” 

 
Adherence to public organizations’ individual performance targets disincentivizes 

them from actively partaking and contributing towards ecosystems. After initial small-scale 
and quick experiments, organizations became reluctant to commit more resources towards 
the ecosystem initiative out of risk of diverting from their own operational objectives. This 
difficult position that organizations found themselves in was another obstacle for the 
advancing of the emergent ecosystem. 
 
4.1.1.3 Focus on statutory duty 
In addition to abiding by performance targets and budget funding, public organizations have 
the responsibility to fulfil their statutory duty as government agencies. Whereas performance 
targets and budget come from ministries, statutory duties are derived from the Finnish 
legislation. Some interviewees were concerned over their organization’s capability to 

participate in the case ecosystem, if it were to divert focus from core responsibilities. As 
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public organizations’ assigned tasks are encoded in law and regulation, it had proved 
challenging to rethink organizations’ potential capabilities and roles through an ecosystem 

approach.  
However, many interviewees pointed out that new interpretations of legislation offer 

an opportunity to make reassessments without altering or introducing new legislation. E1 
described that while their organization’s statutory role is defined in the Finnish law it could 

potentially be interpreted in novel ways. Whether expanding the role description of a public 
organization requires interpretation or changes made in legislation varies case by case. The 
latter option is often a lengthy process and tough to initiate, which is why A1 classified 
legislative issues as a major impediment for disruptive initiatives such as ecosystems: 

 
“Legislation and its related requirements can be a major challenge. Our 

organization’s tasks are written in the Finnish legislation. If we would have the opportunity 

to easily develop something new and improve our operations from a societal point of view, 
expanding our range of responsibilities – we could not do it, as it would require a legislative 
initiative.”  

 
A1 suggested that statutory roles and duties of public organizations are due to further 

inspection for the sake of enabling new solutions and efficient services. The public sector 
would need to re-examine written laws and duties as they have become partially outdated 
for the era of ecosystems and increased connectivity. A1 stressed that by going beyond their 
traditional role their organization could introduce innovations that could greatly benefit the 
Finnish society. A2 noted that their organization’s persistent efforts in introducing 

innovative proposals, they had been granted permission and funding to explore new, on the 
condition that their core responsibilities were not affected.  

However, the eagerness with which organizations and individuals in the public sector 
pursue innovation can vary greatly. This had observably resulted in pioneering organizations 
in the Finnish public sector, that pursued opportunities of agile experimentation and 
developed inner practices and structures for innovation. Interviewees described innovation 
activities taking place on a grassroots-level with visionary groups and individuals leading 
the experimentations. Notably, these groups and individuals were said to be driven by 
intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivations. E1 pointed out, that while movements started by 
visionaries had led to projects being initiated, it was not sustainable in the long-term if 
responsibility for innovation relied on eagerness of individuals in organizations. This was 
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also evident in the observation that several interviewees had reservations about stepping out 
of line from their organization’s core duties. D1 worded their concerns in the following 
statement: 

 
“Our operations as an agency are strongly connected to our statutory duty, so we do 

not have a solid vision of what we could do outside of that. Our focus is largely on our core 
duties and it also determines what we can or cannot participate in. So far, we have not set 
out to envision as much through an ecosystem lens. There has been less scanning of the 
environment.”   

 
Organizations’ concerns over maintaining core operations are of course valid, as they 

could face intense criticism and sanctions for neglecting their duties. The reliable and 
consistent functioning of public agencies is fundamental to the overall stability of societies. 
F1 stressed that written laws exist in their rigid form for a reason, despite seeming restrictive 
towards innovation at times: 

 
“The fact that public organizations focus on their core responsibilities is how we 

ensure societal stability. For example, if I call 112, there is a statutory process in place so 
that I get access to the hospital and treatment, as these are all legal responsibilities of a 
specific agency. The paradox comes into play, when we try to get the system that is designed 
for maintaining the status quo to make an exception from the status quo. This is also difficult 
for the individual director of a public organization.” 

 
Despite experiences of restriction, all interviewees expressed interest towards 

expanding their organization’s societal role. This should however be paired with adequate 

resources and clear permission. For example, E2 believed that their organization’s role could 

span beyond current activities, but they lack resources to handle more than what they are 
currently doing. As described in the previous quotation from F1, organizations can find it 
challenging to branch out in addition to handling their daily operations. B1 in turn was in a 
position in which their organization had recently gone through fundamental organizational 
change, which prompted an opportunity to reassess the new organization format’s vision and 
goals: 
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“We are in an advantageous position in the sense that with a new organization, we 

have the possibility to discuss what is our newfound core vision. […] In that sense, we are 

perhaps better off than an established organization, that has to figure out what kind of 
change is required from them.” 

 
Compliance with statutory duties can restrain public organizations from actively 

pursuing collaborative innovation beyond their own field. While many interviewed 
organizations described interest and past experiences of being involved in innovative 
initiatives, there is caution towards stepping too far outside the core responsibilities and 
disrupting the status quo. Consequences from the failure of executing statutory duties were 
feared and resources were deemed insufficient to be dedicated to so-called extracurricular 
activities. This fear and lack of resources reverted organizations to focus on their own tasks, 
and effectively prevented them from participating in collaborative initiatives, such as 
ecosystems. 
 
4.1.2 Uncertainty of leadership 
The idea for the case ecosystem had emerged from the case organization, but it had not 
positioned itself as the leader of the ecosystem. The concept of a single leader or a leadership 
model for the case ecosystem remained somewhat unclear, despite interviewees agreement 
on the importance of coordinating the ecosystem’s activities. Uncertainty also remained 

between the responsibilities of the public organization versus ministry level in advancing the 
ecosystem initiative. 
 
4.1.2.1 Uncertainty of leadership role 
All interviewees agreed on the need for coordination and leadership to ensure the successful 
operation of the ecosystem. However, it was less clear who should take on the role of a leader 
and what exactly would the role constitute. Based on the interviews, it was not clear which 
organization or organizations would be taking on the leadership position. On the other hand, 
considering the ecosystem’s value proposition it generally agreed that responsibility for 

advancing the initiative should be on public sector actors. This division of responsibility is 
further discussed in 4.1.2.3 Unclarity of responsibility.  

According to A1 uncertainty over leadership stems from the no-man’s-land factor, that 
was also identified in aforementioned challenges. While participants might be interested in 
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joining in the ecosystem as casual members, effective leadership and determination is 
needed for the advancing and defining of the ecosystem’s objectives and actions. A3 recited 

a common setting, where initial enthusiasm towards an initiative does not necessarily lead 
to someone wanting to take charge of it: 

 
“A certain kind of risk that exists today is that everyone will tell you “That’s a great 

idea and definitely worth doing!”, but when asked “Who would like to take charge of this?”, 

then the answer is no one. This is a clear challenge for the advancement of the initiative.” 
 
Reluctance to claim the leadership role might be attributable to a fear of taking on too 

much responsibility for the facilitation of the large-scale ecosystem, that in its core is a 
collaborative effort from all its participants. A2 also pointed out the possibility that a single 
organization claiming leadership could make other members of the ecosystem hostile, if they 
felt that they were given orders.  

The idea of shared or recycled leadership was brought up as a potential model for the 
ecosystem. A2 noted that this form of decision making had worked in previous collaborative 
projects and suggested that it could prevent a single organization becoming too burdened 
with the responsibility of managing the entire ecosystem initiative. Ideally, this model would 
also establish a sense of shared ownership of the ecosystem and ensure that every participant 
gets their voice heard. If participants feel they are not heard in the ecosystem, A3 warned 
that in the worst case they could decide to exit: 

 
“If a party disagrees and decides to opt out, that could mean the end for the ecosystem. 

It is very important that the core participants that make up the minimum-viable-ecosystem 
can make decisions together.” 

 
Especially in the early stages of ecosystem formation the need for coordination is 

substantial. So far, open discussion in the form of forums and workshops had been a good 
channel for participants to voice their opinions and concerns. But for the next stages of 
formation and implementation, many interviewees wished for someone to take on the main 
responsibility for advancing the ecosystem. It remained unclear however, whether it should 
be a single organization or perhaps a board of members with largest stakes in the ecosystem. 
It is also not yet clear what type of executive power would the leadership entail. Answers 
towards the role of the leader varied between facilitation and coordination, or actually being 
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in charge of the decision-making in the ecosystem. B1 stressed that the intended role of the 
leader should be made clear as it is created: 

 
“Is the purpose [of the leader] to facilitate or curate? In facilitating you are ensuring 

process flow, but in curating you are actively deciding what will be done and what not. This 
is an utmost important question, which role will be taken on and by whom.” 

 
From the interviews it could be interpreted that the ecosystem is still relatively 

scattered in terms of its governance structure. However, A1 is confident that as funding and 
other practicalities for the ecosystem become clearer the governance structure will begin to 
form as a next step. Other interviewees shared this view somewhat as there are few similar 
cases to benchmark. Thus, the ecosystem may have to create its own best practices for 
leadership and governance. Characteristic to the ecosystem is also a degree of self-
governance, since participants bring to the table their own conditions and requirements. D1 
speculated this possibility of self-governance and the unfamiliarity of ecosystem governance 
in the following way: 

 
“I have myself wondered whether there is a need for strict leadership, as every member 

brings their own boundary conditions and agrees to play by the common rules. In 
comparison to a traditional organization, do you need active leadership or does the 
ecosystem operate under the interests of its members? […] It is difficult to say, as this is still 

very new to me.”  
 
It could be possible that the leadership and governance models of the ecosystem begin 

to formulate as the ecosystem moves towards implementation. For the sake of advancing 
and coordinating the process it could be beneficial to address the leadership question already 
at an early stage in the ecosystem. However, it is likely that this question will produce more 
solid answers and opinions as the implementation becomes more concrete through funding.  
 
4.1.2.2 Consistency in communicating vision 
Questions of leadership are closely tied to the importance of actively communicating vision 
and establishing a shared mindset among ecosystem members. It is likely that the leadership 
role especially in the emergent stage would include promoting the ecosystem’s value 
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proposition and attracting new members. The shared ambition of members was singled out 
as one of the critical conditions for the success of an ecosystem, as described by G1: 

 
“If you want people to organize towards a common goal then the key issue is in having 

shared vision, everything else is secondary. Through shared vision, obstacles will be 
overcome. Traditionally, the problem has been the lack of communication in not being able 
to establish a common understanding of where we are going.” 

 
The mention of overcoming seeming obstacles through shared vision was 

communicated by other interviewees as well, especially in regard to overcoming legal and 
technical barriers. For example, H2 concluded that any technical issues the ecosystem might 
have could be solved if there is ambition among members and policy makers alike to do so. 
This was already indicated earlier in discussions over interpretations of laws and regulation 
in the context of statutory duty. Accordingly, A1 suggested that legal obstacles may not 
necessarily be a determinative factor if there is consensus of the need to enable the 
ecosystem’s operations. To achieve such consensus, creating a compelling narrative of the 
benefits the ecosystem brings is critical. A compelling narrative is also important because of 
the case ecosystem’s high level of ambition and novelty as noted by J1: 

 
“We pointed out already during the workshops that this is a high ambition 

digitalization project, if we’re talking about founding foreign companies. We still have a 

long way to go in digitalizing processes for founding a Finnish company. That process is not 
yet fully digital either.” 

 
Novel ideas such as the forming of the case ecosystem may seem unfamiliar and can 

thus raise skepticism. In fact, the ecosystem concept was fairly new to many of the 
interviewed organizations due to a history of siloed development of services for customers. 
C1 recognized that while there has been cooperation with stakeholders in developing public 
services, it is new for them to be created in such close collaboration with many different 
organizations, as with the case ecosystem. A2 suggested that by actively making sense of 
the ecosystem’s logic and purpose, the concept becomes consistently more conventional and 
accepted: 
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“We need to be actively expressing this idea and making it tangible: what is it about, 

what does it take for it to happen, what will happen if we do not take action? But also, we 
need to bring it to the level of our current reality through active sense-making.” 

 
E2 stressed that communicating vision and a compelling argument in favor of joining 

the ecosystem is also important because membership in an ecosystem is voluntary. If 
members are not convinced of the future the ecosystem strives to create, they could be 
indifferent towards joining and committing to the ecosystem. A3 also recognized that since 
the ecosystem will include many different forms of organizations with various operational 
logics, it is critical for the ecosystem that they are wired towards a common goal. B2 further 
noted that if an organization in unaware or unconvinced of the value created by the 
ecosystem, they will have a lower threshold to opt out.  
 
4.1.2.3 Government and ministry level support 
As determined earlier, it was largely agreed by interviewees that the ecosystem initiative be 
a public sector effort as it features many government agencies that are necessary in realizing 
its value proposition. Government agencies and organizations operate as part of the 
administrative branches under a respective ministry or ministries. Ministries are responsible 
for the preparation of matters within their mandate and for ensuring the proper functioning 
of administration (Valtioneuvosto, 2021).  

Ministries communicate with their respective organizations to establish the set frames 
of budget funding and the government program that determine the organizations’ operation. 

In turn, initiatives presented by a public organization need their respective ministry’s 

approval, and A1 used the expression of getting a “green light” from the ministry as 

permission to move forward with any initiative. According to F1 a ministry may also directly 
influence what is expected from public organizations through the central mechanism of 
performance agreements. B1 concluded that since ministries delegate funding they have a 
large say in what initiatives are being financed and under what conditions: 

 
“I would not say that [the ministry] dictates what we do. However, they fund majority 

of what we do so of course there needs to be set targets that they approve of. Like with any 
funding matter, the one who provides the money gets to set the terms and conditions.” 
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However, interviewees from public organizations also described a bottom-up dynamic 
in dialogues between their organization and respective ministry. As expressed by H2, public 
organizations are often better attuned to issues and customer needs within their 
administrative branch, as they regularly deal with providing services. Accordingly, A1 
recited that the concept for the case ecosystem was also a product of the organization 
recognizing a problem and forming a solution. However, A1 pointed out that the promoting 
innovative initiatives is frustrating at times, as they seem to get stuck on grassroots-level 
with no resonance coming from higher levels: 

 
“Encouragement should also come from the highest political level, that these kinds of 

activities could be pursued – they should be enabling it. Through performance targets and 
budget funding it should be encouraged that organizations participate in these initiatives 
and come out of silos.” 

 
E1 reported that political ambition coming from higher levels of governance, including 

the government program, have clear impact on the objectives of their organization. This view 
was supported by F1, who perceived the role of their ministry as a vanguard through 
initiating national programs and delegating funding. Due to this, F1 stressed the importance 
of political rhetoric in encouraging change: 

 
“If politics and the government are not actively advocating, for example, the renewal 

of governance, working as part of networks and looking for new avenues for value creation, 
it just will not magically take place.”  

 
However, the role of coordinator and operator was seen best placed on the public 

organization level, as F1 pointed out that ecosystems would ultimately not revolve around 
the ministry, but around the agencies and organizations. Similarly, G1 perceived the 
ministry’s role foremost as an enabler in the sense that public organizations are best aware 

of current problems and solutions when it comes to building ecosystems:   
 
“I would be very surprised if the government on its own would have managed to 

identify the barriers for success. Rather these need to be continuously brought awareness to 
and the bottlenecks need to be addressed as they are located.”  
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Despite seeming consensus of roles and communication on both agency and ministry 
sides, there seems to be a disconnection when it comes to addressing the ecosystem issue. 
The no-man’s-land issue that pertains ecosystems has raised confusion over which ministry 
or ministries should take responsibility for advancing the initiative. A2 describes that when 
it comes to addressing the ecosystem initiative nobody seems to “catch the ball”, which 

results in a prolonged “valley of death” stage, where the ecosystem initiative is not addressed 

by the ministry level. A1 suspects that the reasons behind this are likely humane: 
 
“In the end it can come down to a few individuals, who might find it difficult and 

uncertain to take charge of the situation and are thus unable to go forward with it. It requires 
a strong vision and courage to say, “This is where we need to go, let’s do it!” 
 
4.1.3 Reluctance to change 
In addition to the aforementioned budgetary and statutory constraints, interviewees also 
identified internal resistance as a potential challenge for the realization of the innovative 
initiative. For public organizations reluctance or sometimes even fear towards disrupting the 
status quo was deeply rooted in fear of exposure to mistakes, hesitancy to “fix something 

that is not broken”, and an overall lack of incentive to do so. When innovation was not 

encouraged or expected, organizations and their employees could resort to a stagnated way 
of working. 

 
4.1.3.1 Resistance towards change 
In discussion of barriers and risks for the emergent ecosystem, the interviews raised the issue 
of resistance towards change among individuals, but also on an institutional level. Relating 
to the aforementioned concerns over statutory duty and budgetary constraints, interviewees 
reported that new ideas can sometimes spark backlash and skepticism. G1 recalled 
experiences where individuals and groups would call into question activities that were 
deemed out of line, likely out of habit and adherence to status quo: 

 
“The emotional side of it is stronger than rational thought. Despite rationalizing that 

something might be the right direction or thing to do, in a tough spot people are quick to 
revert back to old habits.” 
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Old habits in this context were described as concentrating on the institutions core 
agenda and refraining from activity that could be considered outside of its authority. This 
pattern of behavior was seen as stifling attempts to innovate or collaborate with individuals 
outside of the organizational boundaries. Instead, emphasis was placed on obedience to those 
boundaries, and more importantly the organization specific duties. Accordingly, having had 
experience working in both the private and public sectors E1 reported noticing how new 
initiatives in the public sector often go through rigorous legal background work as a 
precautionary measure, before suggestions or prototypes can be created. While legalities 
should by no means be circumvented in implementing innovation in the public sector, many 
interviewees suggested that the core of the issue goes beyond legal barriers. A2 recited a 
lack of bold action in the public sector in the following statement: 

 
“I would defy government officials specifically for their aversion of risk. If you have 

the convention of always going by the book, you are looking at why something is not possible, 
rather than could it be made possible.” 

 
The interviewees described that similarly to visionary groups and individuals, there 

are groups and individuals within and outside of public organizations that may feel 
particularly resistant towards change. According to G1 the relative impact that these groups 
and individual may have is tied to the positions they hold within the institutions, as resistant 
individuals in leading positions are likely reluctant to pursue or champion change in their 
field.  

In addition to obedience towards rules and status quo, the group and individuals’ fear 

of change was also associated with a fear of increased exposure to scrutiny and opinions. 
This fear was associated especially with projects that require high collaboration, openness 
and transparency, such as ecosystems. C1 described the fear of exposure a public official 
may feel in the following way: 

 
“Being a part of an ecosystem, operations become much more transparent. People 

wonder whether this will also cause challenges, as the organization becomes vulnerable to 
critique for the way its performing.” 

 
A2 recognized that in times of change and uncertainty feelings of insecurity often 

surfaced. This may be specifically challenging to individuals with long history and 
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experience of conducting operations a certain way. Accordingly, C1 noted that it can be 
challenging to convince a seasoned professional with decades of experience working in an 
organization to change their pattern of activity. In these situations, G1 suggested that 
different forms of persuasion can be effective. For instance, according to G1 majority of 
resistant individuals are not extremely stubborn in their conviction, but rather can be 
persuaded with solutions perceived as low-hanging fruits and featuring quick gains.  
 
4.1.3.2 Lack of incentivization 
In addition to fears of disruption and exposure, interviewees noted that reluctance may also 
result from indifference or inability to envision long-term benefits the change could bring. 
As described by A2, may reject proposals for new solutions if they do not perceive 
immediate advantages being gained. As detailed by G1, simply maintaining the status quo 
of operations is often less costly and risky to organizations, and thus more appealing than 
addressing the more complex and wide-scale issues: 

 
“Not having to embark on reforms is cost-effective in the short-term. However, looking 

at things through a wider scope would encourage organizations to pursue benefits that are 
not going to happen tomorrow, but in the more distant future. But this is notoriously hard 
for people to grasp.” 

 
Focus on supporting core operations is integral for public institutions, to the point 

where experimentation with future scenarios may be seen as taking away from current scarce 
resources. However, E2 stressed that operating in ecosystems specifically requires a long-
term commitment and ability to think ahead, as advantages are not easily unlocked at the 
beginning of cooperation. Thus, even if public services could be improved through the 
ecosystem approach, it would require a fundamental shift in the organizational mindset to 
sustain risk. According to A1 however, concentrating only on current and short-term 
development of public services risks stagnation in the public sector, which in the long-term 
could be detrimental to efficiency and effectiveness of public services: 

 
“From my point of view, the biggest risk would be that no progress is made in terms 

of creating collaborative solutions for the future. Not getting all critical institutions to come 
on board is the biggest risk.” 
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From research and interviews it was evident that introducing a critical nudge factor for 

rethinking operations is very different in the public and private sectors. According to E1 
locating a driver for innovation in the private sector is relatively straightforward, since there 
is a strong commercial logic for constant innovation in the pursuit of competitive advantage. 
As established earlier, public sector organizations do not reap increased profits from 
introducing new innovations. While they may receive additional funding as incentive for 
improving efficiency, this incentivization mechanism is again geared towards improving 
innovation capacity at a specific organization, rather than encouraging mutual efforts across 
organizational borders, as described by E1: 

 
“This type of funding seems to be mainly geared toward improving operations at a 

single organization, which is of course a good thing. However, where is the steering and 
incentivizing of cross-organizational innovation?” 

 
F1 was of the opinion that the government and ministries could implement policies 

and funding mechanisms which would encourage pursuing innovation beyond the traditional 
organizational boundaries. Such development could signal a move towards a future where 
the public sector and its services are developed by considering the bigger picture and 
stepping outside of organizational silos. Government level recognition and endorsement of 
such future was deemed critical in order for organizations to feel comfortable with the 
change and incorporate it as part of their organization’s mission. G1 expressed that the 

magnitude of the change from siloed operations is such that it will take time to adjust to new 
ways of operating in the public sector: 

 
“We have only scraped the surface in the recognizing the transformation towards the 

ecosystem approach. Change is scary, and it takes time. For millions of year change has 
been linear, but now it’s exponential. The human brain struggles to keep up with it.” 
 
 
4.2 Challenges experienced by different participants 
The case ecosystem consists of a diverse set of actors that display different interests and 
concerns towards the emergent ecosystem. The findings indicated distinctive risks and 
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benefits associated with the initiative depending on the organizations’ experienced role and 
responsibility within the ecosystem. Firstly, considerations of data security and ownership 
weighed particularly heavy on certain organizations, prompting questions of surveillance 
and control over the ecosystem and its active members. Second, some actors were better able 
to envision their organization’s role and extracted value in the ecosystem than others. Third, 

the individual capabilities and resources between the actors are not equal, which needs to be 
accounted for to ensure participation of all necessary members. The findings are presented 
in accordance with the Gioia data structure in Figure 5. 
 

 
Figure 5. Perceived challenges for different ecosystem actors. 
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4.2.1 Perceived risk of joining 
In regard to perceived risks in ecosystem participation some interviewees expressed more 
caution than others. Predominant concerns were risks associated to the reliability and 
ownership rights of the data circulated through the ecosystem. These topics related the 
question of what mechanisms could the ecosystem apply in overseeing its members and 
establishing common rules and standards for membership. Observed risks in joining the 
ecosystem could in a worst-case scenario prevent critical members from participating, which 
could render the ecosystem unfeasible. 
 
4.2.1.1 Data security and ownership 
The unrestricted flow of digital user data is central to the case ecosystem. The aim of the 
case ecosystem is to form a single integrated and linked digital service flow that enables 
automated service access for customers and breaches the service silos between participant 
organizations by connecting their respective information systems. The notion of automated 
service access and data flow raised some concerns among the interviewees over possible 
data security and ownership risks. Possible violations resulting from the ecosystem design 
were brought up, particularly in regard to the automated data flow.  

Some interviewees contemplated whether faulty data in the system could trigger a 
chain of events, and how this could be effectively prevented. The use of automated decision-
making processes within public administration in the general legislation was at the time of 
the interviews still under assessment of the Finnish Ministry of Justice. According to C1, the 
assessment of regulation needs for automated decision-making has an impact on the case 
ecosystem’s operations and the way data can be shared and processed by customers and 

institutions: 
 
“If automated decision-making takes place in the ecosystem, these decisions have an 

impact on subsequent decisions based off of that data. […] One decision in the service flow 

opens the door for the next decision to be made.” 
 
A data flow in the ecosystem that would allow for the “unlocking” of subsequent steps 

in the digital service flow raised questions over data reliability. Some interviewed 
participants had more precautions towards trusting the data circled in the ecosystem than 
others. Their stance was affected by the perceived legal repercussions their organizations 



Findings 70  
 

 

would face in the event that issues were encountered in verifying the data. C1 described the 
experienced issue with data reliability from their organizations point of view: 

 
“In the end, if there is going to be any bigger trouble, the finger will be pointing at 

our organization, and not on the faulty data. Afterall, our fundamental duty is to figure out 
whether the given information is correct or wrong. This makes for an interesting chain of 
responsibility in terms of data.” 

 
J1 shared the concern over data reliability, highlighting that verifying customer data is 

of utmost importance for financial institutions and the highest level of assurance (LOA) is 
needed to confirm customership. Critically, J1 stated that proper customer identification is 
decisive in determining whether financial institutions are able to participate as members in 
the ecosystem. H1 concurred this notion, explaining that financial institutions face particular 
scrutiny through regulatory measures created to combat issues such as money laundering 
and fraud.  

Another issue for the quality and verification of data was the fact that there exists little 
to no background data of the foreign customers entering the ecosystem, as this may be their 
first contact with the Finnish public administration. In this sense, the organizations have to 
“take the word” of the user of the service in that the provided documents and information is 

accurate. However, this issue was not something new or unique to the case ecosystem. D1 
pointed out that this was the standard practice of how data is first acquired from foreign 
customers, as often there are no prior records to compare it to. Interestingly, C1 mentioned 
that when data is acquired second-hand from another authority their organization tended to 
be more trustful towards it. C1 described this as a sort of meta-classification of data that their 
organization makes based on the reliability of the source. In this way, E2 suggested that 
ideally the case ecosystem could act as a verifier of the data as it is cycled through various 
authorities. Additionally, ecosystem members could benefit from the fact that data possessed 
by some organizations would be available for them as well: 

 
“Perhaps the organizations having difficulty collecting or verifying data and 

documents could benefit from other organizations that are in possession of that data and 
have taken steps in verifying it. If they would not be doing all the research alone […] they 

could focus on the relevant information needed to serve the customer on their part.” 
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The aforementioned statement however entails the question of data ownership within 
the ecosystem. In addition to concerns over using faulty data, the interviewees expressed 
hesitation over unfair or unbalanced use of data resulting from uncertainty of data ownership. 
Particularly the case ecosystem’s model where the user would be deciding what data is 

accessible and to which member organizations in the ecosystem. According to C1, this type 
of model would be a big structural shift, as the current legislations would not support an 
individual’s control over sharing their data: 

 
“Our society is built on information systems with sectoral registers and data 

warehouses, and legislation determines who can use that data and for what purposes. […] 
At this point, we still run into major legal and service-related challenges.” 

 
The case ecosystem would include members that have differing roles in terms of using 

and producing the featured data. Because of these different roles, D1 emphasized that the 
early stages of ecosystem formation should extensively address who gets to use the data 
within the ecosystem and for what purposes. In discussion of potential risks for the case 
ecosystems operations, D1 stressed the importance that the ecosystem equally serves and 
benefits each member, also in terms of how data use and access is taken into account: 

 
“There could be some conflicts of interest, as there is the question of who is entitled 

to which data within the ecosystem. This should be considered in the rules and governance 
model of the ecosystem, so that it best serves all participants.” 
 
4.2.1.2 Surveillance and member control 
Closely tied to issues of data reliability and ownership were considerations of the potential 
measures of surveillance or control that could be levied onto the ecosystem participants. It 
was generally deemed a necessary for the successful operation of the ecosystem that all 
members abide by a set of common rules. As the ecosystem would be a novel construct with 
some members working in collaboration for the first time, establishing trust within the 
ecosystem starts from square one, as described by C1: 
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“In the ecosystem standards, procedures and rules of the game are set by members 

themselves. Thus, the first question becomes “Do we trust other members and the customer? 
Do we trust the data they provide?” The transformation into trust needs to be developed.” 

 
For the benefit of the case ecosystem, interviewees reported particularly high levels of 

trust towards and between public institutions in Finland. A1 considered the legitimacy of the 
Finnish public sector institutions a significant competitive advantage that Finland possesses 
in forming public-private ecosystems. This statement is concurred by E1, who referred to 
the transparency and trustworthiness of Finnish public institutions in allowing public sector 
institutions to take charge of the ecosystem’s facilitation and operation, as described in 

earlier discussions of leadership. However, concerns stemmed from the notion that the 
ecosystem would entail participants of all sorts, both private and public, as described by A1: 

 
“Under the general umbrella, we are looking at foreign entrepreneurs and all the 

services needed to make them succeed. If they want to bring their family, you add another 
set of services. Should we include foreign student and employees under this umbrella too? 
[…] This is how the ecosystem could keep on expanding.” 

 
In a situation described above, C1 noted that it would become increasingly more 

difficult to remain informed of all the motives and intentions of ecosystem participants. The 
sort of trustworthy relationship that organizations may have towards large and established 
public organizations does not cover the range of other organizations that would potentially 
be interested in joining the ecosystem as well. According to F1, even with pre-established 
trust towards some members of the ecosystem, legitimacy and confidence should permeate 
the entire ecosystem and not just parts of it as it could prevent frictionless cooperation 
between members. 

Additionally, J1 suggested that involving relevant regulatory authorities in early 
discussions of the ecosystem’s operational model. This way the set of standards and 

regulation would be incorporated into the operational model of the ecosystem from the 
beginning of its formation. This would allow all participants to safely operate as part of the 
ecosystem without fear of possible repercussions. If fears of legal repercussions prevent 
participation, the ecosystem may not be able to attract all the relevant actors needed to form 
a viable ecosystem.  
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As the case ecosystem was still in its nascent stage, discussions over the potential 
issues of expansion were in a sense abstract. However, in order to avoid the risk of conflicts 
at a later point common rules or policies for member control could well be addressed already 
in early stages of development. As it a constantly evolving entity, it is likely that the 
ecosystem rules and policies need continuous inspection throughout its evolution. D1 also 
highlighted the fact that while the ecosystem would eventually incorporate many kinds of 
organizations, it is crucial that authorities retain responsibility for legal decisions involved 
in the service flow: 

 
“Emphasis should be placed on the ecosystem’s rules and governance model, so that 

it accounts for all participants. Considering the role of authorities, you should make sure 
that responsibilities of authorities are not pushed onto the private sector.” 
 
4.2.2 Perceived benefit of joining 
In addition to differences in the levels of perceived risk, organizations also perceived 
benefits in different ways. Those organizations whose core operations best aligned with the 
case ecosystem’s value proposition took a more optimistic stance towards joining the 
ecosystem. Organizations with less aligned operations or possible legal and technical 
obstacles to participation reported more uncertainty over joining. Familiarity and experience 
with ecosystems appeared to indicate reduced uncertainty towards participation, although 
this may not be an indication of actual capability to operate in ecosystems but rather a matter 
of terminology.   

 
4.2.2.1 Aligned interests and vision 
The case ecosystem’s objectives and vision better aligned with certain prospective member 

organizations’ interests. In general, the better the ecosystem’s objective and vision correlated 

with the operations and purpose of the organization, the higher the level of alignment. For 
example, organizations that predominantly served foreign businesses and entrepreneurs 
were well aware of the bottleneck’s their customers face. Therefore, interviewees from these 

organizations generally expressed optimistic and hopeful attitudes towards the change the 
ecosystem would bring. H1 expressed that their organization could better serve their 
customers with the solutions the ecosystem would provide: 
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“This would be an important milestone for our customers. Right now, there are a lot 

of bottlenecks […] which greatly affect the big picture. If the founder or CEO of a company 
is denied access to services or has to wait a long time, they are quick to move on [from 
Finland] to another destination.”  

 
However, among organizations focusing on helping foreign businesses and 

entrepreneurs establish themselves in Finland there was variety in terms of target customer 
focus groups. According to E2 organizations attracting foreign investments to Finland have 
largely focused on highly sought-after individuals or startups, as these are believed to 
generate most value in the form of jobs and tax revenue. H2 concurred that their organization 
too focused on quality over quantity when attracting talent. However, E2 pointed out that 
focusing on startups and serial entrepreneurs does not rule out the inclusion of other types 
of customers, but this is a matter of resources: 

 
“Overall, it’s in our interests to attract foreign entrepreneurs and create entry paths 

to them, and I believe our role could be expanded in this realm. However, currently our 
capabilities to do this come down to the resources we have, which makes it a struggle to 
expand operations.” 

 
As detailed in previous sections, resource scarcity was referenced as a limitation in 

most organizations. In turn, operating as part of an ecosystem was considered an additional 
expenditure, especially in the ecosystem’s nascent stage where value was yet to be created. 

Thus, organizations whose core objectives do not adequately align with the ecosystem may 
need more convincing than those who see a clear advantage to operating in the ecosystem. 
However, convincing does not work to the extent that an organization perceives risks as 
outweighing the benefits or remains uncertain of the benefits of joining. J1 described that 
while organizations are naturally open to new customers, technical and legal uncertainties 
could still prevent them from joining the ecosystem. Similarly, D1 cited their organization’s 

aspiration in continuously developing services and improving customer experience. 
However, they also expressed hesitation over their organization’s compatibility with the 
ecosystem due to a divergent operating model: 

 
“We of course want to be involved in any initiative to try and improve our services to 

our customers. […] However, our operating model differs greatly from other government 
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organizations. This may set boundaries, or at least a frame, to our operating possibilities in 
ecosystems that are open for all.” 

 
As identified in the previous statements, all interviewees recognized the long-term 

value and need for improving services for foreign entrepreneurs interested in entering the 
Finnish markets. Attracting new customers and improving customer satisfaction could thus 
be considered a common denominator in terms of an aligned interests and vision for the 
ecosystem. According to C1 the customer centric focus has been increasingly adopted by 
public sector organizations. They noted however, that the shift is a long and on-going 
process, as public officials may struggle to switch their focus from the organization’s core 

administrative responsibilities towards a customer or system-level oriented responsibility: 
 
“Becoming a part of a wider, societal scale service system is a big transformation. 

The change is of such magnitude, that an entrenched official might have a hard time 
adopting such a mindset. […] How could we connect the old way of thinking to the new is 

at the core of the challenge.” 
 
4.2.2.2 Role clarity 
In addition to differences in alignment of interests and vision, there was also variation in 
how clearly the prospective member organizations could identify their role in the ecosystem. 
While all the interviewed informants were from organizations having a potential role to play 
in the case ecosystem, the extent to which the interviewees could describe and envision their 
purpose in the ecosystem varied.   

Perhaps expectedly, the organization that had played the role of initiating the concept 
of the case ecosystem had a clear vision of their organization’s role and purpose in it.  A1 

and A2 both characterized the organization’s role as having actively developed the concept, 
promoted the case ecosystem and involved potential participants from the public and private 
sector. A1 also described that the idea for the ecosystem originated from a service concept 
that the organization had launched already in the year 2017, and in which they saw potential 
for expansion into a cross-organizational initiative: 

 
“We saw everyone building their own service path from abroad to Finland, but from 

within their own organization. Then came the idea, “Why don’t we sit everyone around a 
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table and figure this out together?” From there on, we started planning the cooperation 
between public and private actors and invited everyone involved in the topic to partake in 
the experimentation.” 

 
The organization had since then been in contact with all essential participants required 

to form a minimum-viable-ecosystem and involved them in the early concept trials. Through 
early workshops and experiments, these organizations had been made aware of what their 
prospective role would be in the ecosystem. These essential partners were similar to 
Dedehayir et al.’s (2018) depiction of direct value creation roles, referring to actors that are 
indispensable for an ecosystem’s genesis and directly associated with value creation. 

Interviewees from such organizations could understand that their role for the ecosystem was 
critical but were not necessarily confident in how they would be able to adopt the role in 
practice. Having a critical role in the case ecosystem for most organizations meant that there 
were both legal and technical matters tied to their participation. These legal and technical 
matters largely covered challenges detailed in the previous sections and had to do with 
regulatory and legislative issues. This dynamic led to deliberation between the 
organizations’ role as an authority but also as a provider of customer service. C1 summarized 
this duality of such role in the ecosystem the following way: 

 
“We exist purely for the customer, as we have no purpose without them. Thus, it should 

be a given that we operate as an active part of the ecosystem, but we must do so under the 
boundary conditions we are set. I would hope to see those boundary conditions relaxed in 
the future to have even more opportunity to take an active role in the ecosystem.” 

 
Similarly, J1 and D1 described having a clear-cut understanding of their role in the 

ecosystem but felt that their ability to participate was threatened by the set operational 
standards of their organizations. Both also expressed that authorities could help them 
overcome legal or technical obstacles by adjusting regulation. For instance, J1 expressed 
that including the financial regulatory authority of the Finnish government could help 
address the boundary conditions financial institutions face. D1 in turn referred to their 
organization’s unique operating model, through which they finance their operations by 
charging customers for their services and providing authorities and organizations with the 
collected data. Due to the divergent operating model their participation in the ecosystem may 
need additional assessment.  
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An interesting observation was that organizations reportedly already acting as part of 
other ecosystems were better able to foresee their role in the case ecosystem. For example, 
J1described that operating in ecosystems was a familiar practice to their organization, as 
they have continuous interactions with multiple stakeholders and initiatives. Similarly, H2 
and E2 recognized their organizations active involvement in ecosystem-like collaborations. 
However, organizations that were reportedly uncertain of their role and not having 
previously participated in ecosystems had in fact also experience in collaborating with 
multiple different stakeholder groups. These collaborations and cross-organizational 
initiatives had however not been recognized as ecosystems. For instance, D1 described that 
the organization has experience in cross-organizational initiatives and projects, but not 
ecosystems: 

 
“We have of course been involved in cross-organizational projects, but if we’re talking 

about the likes of this [case ecosystem], there has been less of that kind of activity. [...] Let’s 

just say that at least the activity has not been described as an ecosystem. But in the end what 
is considered an ecosystem activity is a bit unclear.” 

 
F1 pointed out, that while the ecosystem term had been around for a while in the public 

sector, its meaning was only recently being understood and applied in action. However, 
according to F1 ecosystem-like activity has long existed in a small population country like 
Finland, where collaboration has not only been necessary but also innate. Similarly, A2 
noted that ecosystem-like activity had been practiced throughout the past decade, but in the 
past, it had not been considered as operating in an ecosystem. Referencing similar structures 
from the past could be used in the process of sense-making, as A1 noted that the sense of 
unfamiliarity and novelty around operating in ecosystems needs to be overcome for 
organizations to recognize their role in ecosystems.  
 
4.2.3 Resource capabilities to join 
From the interviews the topic of organizations’ digital maturity and organizational culture 

were brought up as factors that could influence experienced challenges in joining the case 
ecosystem. As the case ecosystem required the transformation of existing processes into 
fully digital format, the digital maturity of involved the organizations played a role in their 
readiness to partake in the ecosystem. Additionally, the organizational culture and more 
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specifically proactive leaders titled “torchbearers” were seen as an accelerating factor for 

organizations’ innovation activities, and thus critical also for the formation and coordination 

of ecosystem initiatives. Understanding the spectrum of digital maturity and organizational 
culture that existed in the case ecosystem is critical in addressing the challenges individual 
participants face in joining the case ecosystem.  
 
4.2.3.1 Organizational and digital maturity 
The case ecosystem aimed at digitalizing the process of foreign entrepreneurs founding a 
business in Finland. This meant that all necessary documents and information were to be 
digitized and data be allowed to be transferred between ecosystem members in real-time. 
The case ecosystem also involved the creation of a digital identification system for the 
foreign customers, which would allow access to the services. 

Despite the Finnish public sector institutions taking steps in digitalizing public 
services, certain procedures still involved paper-processes. According to A1, this was also 
the case for the foreign entrepreneurs interested in founding a company in Finland. For 
instance, the process involved the filing of paper documents, that foreign applicants were 
expected to file in Finnish or Swedish. In addition to gaps in digital service offering, A3 
described a lack of defined infrastructure that would allow for data transfer between 
companies and public organizations. This indicated that even the data that was collected and 
stored in digital format was usually hard to attain for other organizations. This was 
particularly challenging as the process of foreign entrepreneurs involved dealing with 
multiple institutions. A1 expressed frustration over outdated services and advocated that 
there was opportunity to improve the services, if collective will to do so was applied: 

 
“It is not very modern if there is still a need to fill in paper documents and copies of 

your passport in order to become identified. This all could be made available as a digital 
service, and we would have a great opportunity in introducing it!” 

 
Regarding the degree of digitalization in the Finnish public sector, B1 pointed out that 

the active realization of digital services began to gain momentum during the Sipilä Cabinet 
between the years 2015-2019. Prior to digitalization becoming an integral part of 
government programs, public organizations’ digital endeavors were largely dependent on 

progressive leadership rather than being included in the government program. B1 further 
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indicated, that due to this development public organizations with proactive leaders may have 
witnessed digitalization already being consistently championed over the past two decades.  

Despite the fact that digitalization of public services had begun to be incorporated into 
public policy, interviewees still described that the digitalization initiatives lacked cohesion, 
which could ultimately lead to problems, particularly in combining siloed service offerings. 
E1 established that while it was positive to see many initiatives dedicated to the digitalization 
of the public sector services the development appeared very fragmented. A2 shared this view 
by noting that it was unclear who was responsible for maintaining the big picture, and which 
source could answer questions of what was being developed and by whom. Public 
organizations handling their respective digitalization processes unaware of development 
beyond organizational boundaries could lead to gaps in awareness of the overall state and 
progress of digital maturity in the public sector. B1 reminisced being unaware of this overall 
state when discussions around digitalization became open in the beginning of the 2010s: 

 
“When the discussions started, I remember thinking that this is ‘so last season’ 

because in my opinion digitalization was already happening. But it was because I was 
working in the telecom industry, sort of at the core of digitalization. I was not aware of what 
others might not be aware of, it was an unknown know to me.” 

 
Additionally, interviewees expressed desires towards more open dialogue about the 

experienced challenges and bottlenecks that result from the lack of digital services. From the 
interviews it was determined that organizations advancing their digitalization projects in 
their own terms may be unaware of certain blind spots, that others deemed critical to address. 
For instance, I1 described how the reliance on paper processes in another organization was 
a significant hindrance to their organization’s core operations. According to I1, the problem 

persisted because there were no established and effective ways to communicate about the 
deficiencies in digital services between public organizations: 

 
“We have tried [to communicate the problem], but I cannot simply pick up the phone 

and call the director of the organization and go “Hey, small detail but have you considered 

this?” I don’t know who should be communicating this stuff to them. […] I’ve worked in this 

field for ten years, but things haven’t changed.” 
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Organizations could thus remain unaware of internal processes that caused problems 
elsewhere in the system. This was of course somewhat inevitable as each organization 
developed their services at their own pace and priority. According to D1, while their 
organization had been consistently digitalizing services and operations, there was still a lot 
of work left to do. As transitioning from paper to digital continues to be a massive effort 
across the public sector, the pace of the progress was reportedly a source of frustration. In 
comparing the Finnish public sector’s efforts of digitalizing services for foreign 

entrepreneurs, mentions of the Estonian e-Residency program were brought up in interviews, 
as Estonia was often benchmarked for being a pioneer in digitalizing public sector services. 
However, H2 noted that it should also be taken into account that the country doesn’t bear a 

similar burden of decades of paper documentation like most other nations, including Finland.  
Additionally, B2 emphasized that while digitalization may be conducted in sprints, it 

should be perceived primarily as a holistic project made to suit the long-term objectives of 
the public sector. In this sense, the ecosystem approach was deemed as an appropriate way 
of illuminating the digital needs and capabilities of various stakeholders. Without open 
dialogue and a shared vision of the direction in which public services were to be developed, 
B2 identified a risk of developing services that overlap each other, and overtime could over 
time become obsolete.  
 
4.2.3.2 Organizational flexibility and culture 
According to A1 the next big steps in the development of public services are positioned on 
the critical no-man’s-land, where organizations need to demonstrate the ability to collaborate 
and combine their service offerings. A1 further stressed that this paradigm shift in 
organizational mentality and culture would require exiting organizational silos and opening 
up to cooperation opportunities with various stakeholders. Earlier sections introduced 
system-level or structural hindrances to this kind of development, namely in the form of 
budgetary constraints, performance targets and statutory duties. However, there were also 
internal hindrances stemming from within the organizations. As described by C1, many 
organizations tended to suffer from the so-called not-invented-here syndrome: 

 
“Many organizations think that the initiatives they are involved in should be 

implemented within their own organization. This thinking poses a big risk [for ecosystem 
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emergence]. We should adapt ourselves to accept using services that are implemented 
together or by others. But for many organizations, this is not the primary approach.” 

 
As discussed in the previous section, B2 referred to the dangers of this type of service 

implementation as it can result in organizations implementing overlapping solutions, which 
are afterwards hard to combine or connect. As A1 mentioned, organizations had in the past 
began to implement their own individual solutions tailored for foreign customers. The not-
invented-here syndrome fed this cycle, as organizations were skeptical of others’ solutions 

in addition to favoring their own. This was somewhat understandable as organizations have 
dedicated a considerable amount of their own resources towards implementing the solutions 
in place. Due to this, C1 noted that organizations needed to first be convinced of the 
opportunities for collaborative creation of services, such as in ecosystems, in order to break 
the cycle of siloed service development. 

How could organizations begin to embrace the cultures of openness and collaboration 
in service development? The interviewee responses seemed to highlight the impact of direct 
action over the mere restructuring of organizational charts in an effort to change 
organizational behavior. G1 made the following statement about driving change in an 
organization: 

 
“It’s a lost cause to try and change things by changing organizational charts. Because 

in the end it doesn’t matter. What matters more is how work is conducted in the organization. 

[…] The charts won’ guarantee change, rather everyone should actively work to make 

change happen.” 
 
Coinciding with this statement was A1’s description of how their organization had 

started to develop a set of ecosystem initiatives. A1 noted that this activity had not been 
approached systematically but rather through learning-by-doing. While focusing on 
experimentation over may seem contradicting if the goal is to establish sector level changes 
in organizational behavior, the interviews indicated that change stemmed from individuals 
rather than organizational overhauls. A frequently brought up topic were the active 
individuals, or “torchbearers”, within public sector organizations as having a considerable 

impact in driving change and introducing new ideas. According to E2 in the end ecosystems, 
like any innovation, came down to interpersonal exchange: 
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“In the end, these are very people dependent things. I myself noticed that even with 
large organizations, if you just have the right people who take ownership, get motivated and 
progress things, that’s when things really start to happen. The higher positions these people 
are in the better they can share this message.” 

 
Similar to how change-resistant leaders could stifle innovation in organizations, the 

“torchbearers” reportedly accelerated it. An important feature of the ‘torchbearers’ identified 

in the interviews was their ability to bridge together people from different organizations, 
thus facilitating ecosystem-like activity. In fact, many of the interviewed organizations 
reported having initially participated in the case ecosystem and other collaboration initiatives 
after being contacted ad hoc by an employee of another organization. C1 reported that these 
fast-paced experimentations have led to permanent solutions between the organizations, but 
they may have never come to fruition if the right set of people had not been in place. This 
was also the risk tied to the significant role of the “torchbearers”. E2 warned that if these 

individuals were to leave the organization for whatever reason, entire initiatives could be 
jeopardized: 

 
“Their departure could deal a severe blow to the initiative especially in the early 

stages. At the moment I believe [the case ecosystem initiative] is the responsibility of 
employees who are not solely focusing on ecosystem facilitation. […] Furthermore, 

ecosystem facilitation requires persistence. It is no sprint.” 
 
The “torchbearers” reportedly often faced an uphill battle in advancing initiatives. 

From the interviewee descriptions, the role was told to involve considerable amounts of 
coordination and lobbying. As told by E2, the individuals conducting such activities were 
often doing it on top of their other assigned tasks, which risked them becoming overwhelmed 
in efforts of advancing the initiative. To support the efforts of individuals, G1 called for 
rewarding and recognizing their work, suggesting this practice could also encourage other 
employees to pursue innovation. For instance, F1 reported feeling comfortable in crossing 
organizational and ministry borders, because they knew they had the approval of their 
superiors and the surrounding institution: 
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“That type of work is what ecosystem activity is all about for me, that I have the right 

and freedom to run around, and my supervisors know that it will bring value, even if it’s not 

written down in my job description.” 
 
 
4.3 Opportunities for addressing the challenges 
In addition to challenges associated with the emergent ecosystem, there were also many 
suggestions of how they could be addressed. In describing their experiences with the 
ecosystem, the interviewees gave rich insights as to what actions could be taken to help the 
formation of public-private ecosystems. First, a fundamental change of the structures that 
are currently prohibiting ecosystem formation was deemed necessary. Second, forums for 
communication and opportunities for agile experimentation were seen as integral in the 
nascent stage of the ecosystem. Third, the interviewees expressed a need for the recognition 
of the value the ecosystem would bring, not just to its stakeholders but for the Finnish society 
as a whole. In the following section ideas and remarks from the interviewees are further 
reviewed to establish an understanding of how public-private ecosystems can be successfully 
championed. The findings are presented in accordance with the Gioia data structure in Figure 
6. 
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Figure 6. Opportunities for addressing challenges. 

 
4.3.1 Renewal of structures 
Many of the identified challenges for the emergence of the case ecosystem stemmed from 
structural barriers. The findings indicated that the public sector lacked supporting 
mechanisms for ecosystem-type collaboration, were various public and private 
organizations, ministries and other stakeholders would be involved. Interviewees called for 
introduction of funding schemes specifically for ecosystem-type initiatives. In addition to 
securing funding, it was suggested that ecosystem-type of collaboration be accounted for in 
public organizations’ strategy. 
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4.3.1.1 Funding schemes for ecosystems 
Interviewees identified difficulty in accessing funding as one of the major obstacles for the 
case ecosystem’s emergence. Many interviews reported a lack of viable funding schemes for 

ecosystem-type projects where participants fall under different ministries and consist of both 
private and public sector organizations. Additionally, a budget for the case ecosystem was 
difficult to valuate in advance, as it would only begin to generate value after reaching its 
operational state. Three possible options for ecosystem funding were brought up in the 
interviews. These included applying for different forms of government funding, collecting 
contributions from participants and token and transaction models.  

Firstly, the option of applying for government funding was brought up in some 
interviews. For example, interviewees pondered the option of applying for a share of the EU 
stimulus funding being issued in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, as it was to be 
specifically channeled towards digitalization initiatives. The EU stimulus package was an 
exceptional occasion other but EU-level, national and regional funding opportunities are 
otherwise available for companies as well. H2 however noted that applying for and accessing 
funding can be an arduous process, especially in terms of reporting and documentation: 

 
“We tend to prioritize [applying for funding] where more resources can be devoted 

towards actual work, instead of spending half of the time on reporting. For example, with 
EU programs we tend to be cautious, so that enough time is left to do work.”  

 
A second option for funding was the possibility of collecting funding form ecosystem 

members, through a sort of membership fee that could then form an annual budget for the 
ecosystem. However, while interviewees brought this option up, they also saw many issues 
with this approach. Firstly, in the beginning it could be very challenging if not impossible to 
convince organizations to invest their own money into the project, with no guarantee of its 
prospects, as described by E2. Second, C1 noted that since capabilities and budgets between 
participants may differ greatly, it is difficult to determine how much each participant should 
contribute. Thus, collective funding of the ecosystem was deemed an unsure and difficult 
option, especially since the nascent ecosystem needs stability and legitimacy to lure 
members, as C1 described: 
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“I mean, the ecosystem needs to get started to demonstrate value creation […] you 

need to have some outlook in the emergence phase to provoke incentive. Early adopters need 
to be attracted onboard.” 

 
Importance of incentives for early adopters were frequently brought up in both public 

and private organization contexts, as both weighed their options of joining based on 
estimations of return on investment. Since adequate incentive was deemed critical to ensure 
participation, some interviewees discussed mechanism that would motivate organizations to 
partake in ecosystems. Such a mechanism was presented in the third option, token and 
transaction models, that would reward organization for participating and producing services 
in an ecosystem. As explained by F1 in such models, funding would be tied to users of public 
services and only by providing them with service would the organizations be entitled to 
accessing the funds. F1 gave an example demonstrating the logic behind tokens and public 
sector services: 

 
“For example, a municipal council may want to invest 300000 euros on families’ well-

being. Right now, it would likely be used for – if I’m being blunt here – setting up a service 
desk. If the money would be converted to tokens, it could be hidden behind the families. Then, 
we’d tell the service provider – public or private – that “Hey, go get those tokens, they’re 

worth 300000 euros!” The only way to get the money, would be to serve the customer.” 
 
F1 believed that this would incentivize organizations to not only better serve the 

customers, but also activate them to join ecosystems if it was made a condition for accessing 
tokens. This model for incentivization challenges the approach where organizations are 
allocated funding for fulfilling their statutory duty, to instead becoming involved in 
ecosystems that serve customers. According to F1, the public sector is already applying this 
logic to a degree, and it will likely become more prominent in the future. However, it would 
require political conviction on a higher-level to transform the current system, F1 stated: 

 
“If now officials say, “This organization gets funding, here you go!”, now it would be 

“This group of people or cause gets funding, here you go!” The level changes here. It might 
not please everyone, because the way they have been allocated money becomes disrupted.” 
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4.3.1.2 Ecosystems in strategy 
Interviewees from public organizations reported that their activities were tied to organization 
specific statutory duties and budget funding. Performance agreements, which were generally 
negotiated between the public organization and their respective ministry, set the frame for 
public organizations’ operating and financial plans. For public organizations to be able to 
participate in ecosystems, interviewees identified the need for ecosystems’ introduction as 

part of performance agreements and strategy. 
According to A1, addressing organizations’ performance agreements and budgets is a 

first step towards creating leeway for organizations to partake in ecosystem activity. 
Currently, performance agreements are approached from the point of view of a single 
organization and its duties. C1 suggests that the inclusion of ecosystem formation in the 
performance agreements would drive the change towards focusing on producing 
collaborative value for public sector customers: 

 
“If the ministries steering our performance would set a target of participating in an 

ecosystem, then of course we would have to pursue it. It would not just be a bullet point on 
a paper, that could be overridden.” 

 
E1 believed introducing ecosystem participation as part of organizational strategy 

would make ecosystem formation more systematic. Currently, many interviewees reported 
that they participated in the ecosystem experimentation after being approached by officials 
from other organizations. Hence, responsibility for promoting collaboration initiatives 
seemed to rest on individuals from public organizations or the “torchbearers” identified in 

section 4.2.3.2 Organizational flexibility and culture. However, this was not deemed a robust 
basis for an ecosystem to emerge and grow, as organizations could still choose to not commit 
to the initiative out of fear of stepping out of their line of duty. Instead, justification should 
come from where organizations expected to gain approval, in other words, from ministry 
level and legislation. 

As the case ecosystem organizations represent both the public and private sector and 
also fall under the supervision of many ministries, creating favorable conditions for 
ecosystem emergence requires more than interorganizational cooperation. C1 noted that 
since ecosystem initiatives involve so many organizations, it is critical to include 
policymakers from municipal, ministry and government level. Similarly, G1 emphasized 
that policymakers should move past the traditional mistake of suboptimization, where plans 
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are made at a limited scope and with a limited time frame. Instead, the government could 
see the ecosystem as something they are equally a part of, and not exclude themselves from 
it, as this again could risk commitment to the ecosystem’s cause. In this sense, A2 noted that 

the ecosystem approach is not only needed on the organizational level but should be applied 
on the government level: 

 
“If I could wish for something from the government for the public sector, it would be 

to enable a more open environment for collaboration, and less guarding of organizational 
borders. We should have the attitude, that we are all working for the government, not merely 
in our own silos.” 

 
In regard to the case ecosystem, the need for addressing legislation was brought up in 

two different contexts. Public organizations duties are written in the Finnish legislation, but 
some interviewees expressed a wish that these duties be re-examined in the age of 
ecosystems. A1 for example noted, that their organization saw immense potential in 
improving the work that they do through launching the case ecosystem, but in legal terms it 
could be deemed stepping beyond their legal rights. J1 also expressed the wish that 
regulatory authorities address how financial institutions could appropriately operate as part 
of the case ecosystem. Finding compromises and solutions to regulatory and legal obstacles 
was deemed critical to enable the planned operating model of the case ecosystem. 
 
4.3.2 Forums for communication 
Several interviewees mentioned the impact of open forum communication in the formation 
of ecosystem initiatives. Forums were seen as bringing awareness to complex issues and 
solutions the attendees may have. Thus, open discussion forums were reported to act as 
springboards for collaborations which otherwise may have not taken place. Open discussion 
forums were not only seen as an opportunity for identifying new ecosystem opportunities, 
but also remained crucial at a stage where the members of the nascent ecosystem need to 
address common rules and objectives.  
 
4.3.2.1 Cultivating serendipity and openness 
In the previous section, the negatives of suboptimization and silos were described as 
counterproductive for the emergence of ecosystems. Many of the interviewees reported 



Findings 89  
 

 

getting involved with the case ecosystem or other collaborative projects due to informal 
interactions with employees from other organizations. Through these informal interactions, 
organizations were first made aware of the existing problem and possible solutions and were 
then be able to decide whether to get involved in implementing the suggested solution.  On 
a larger scale, such interactions took the form of larger gatherings, or forums. In the forums, 
attendees were granted an opportunity to introduce or learn about a given topic. B1 described 
one such forum that revolved around the topic of AI: 

 
“It’s a great sort of opportunity to network. All companies and actors interested in 

developing AI have been making appearances on the forum. The idea behind it, is that now 
is a relevant time to be discussing this development. […] We have enough AI knowhow in 

Finland to start taking action towards developing new things.” 
 
Ideally, as described by G1, interactions among participants could be a source of 

serendipitous encounters where a team of people would decide to work together towards 
solving complex issues. For example, the idea for the case ecosystem was born in a single 
organization, but upon further investigation it was discovered that the topic impacted a large 
number of organizations, and not least their foreign customers. What was also discovered, 
was that these organizations had trouble communicating with each other about existing 
bottlenecks. Communication was mainly between two or three organizations, but even then, 
critical stakeholders were left missing from the discussions. On large-scale forums with 
multiple participants, not only would the likelihood of serendipitous encounters increase, 
but it would be more likely that all relevant stakeholders had the opportunity to partake in 
the discourse.  

Another benefit that forum discussions provided was transparency and openness of the 
current state and development of services. According to B2, when developing large-scale 
service infrastructure, stakeholders should always be mindful of other ongoing initiatives to 
avoid the accidental overlapping of projects. A1 noted that because such a large number of 
actors fall under the umbrella of the case ecosystem, there is a risk that stakeholders are 
ignorant of each other’s service solutions: 

 
“These stakeholders are likely working on the same topics partially – or completely – 

unaware of each other. There is sort of a lack of coordination of stakeholders under this 
umbrella.” 
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4.3.2.2 Agile experimentation and development 
In addition to allowing ideas to spread, forums could provide a contact point for 
organizations to begin forming an alliance around a specific topic. In the interviews, 
interviewees described their experiences of conducting agile experimentations with potential 
service solutions. These experiments were deemed useful and motivating, as they quickly 
yielded results and displayed the viability of the solution.  

According to A2 agile experimentation and development are increasingly recognized 
practices on the public sector as well, although they note that they still lag behind in 
comparison to actors on the private sector. However, A2 pointed out that the organization 
has grasped the idea of agile innovation and received acknowledgement for their efforts. E1 
noted, that the type of experimentation that has taken place around the ecosystem initiative 
is a great example of practices that the public sector should embrace on a wider scale: 

 
“I believe this is where we should closely follow the lean-startup scene. Get to working 

on concrete things as fast as possible, look at the product-market fit and seek validation. 
Yes, eventually it may come down to the constitution, but if we use up all the energy to 
research legislation, and just ponder and wonder – it is simply too slow.” 

 
Demonstrating feasibility through proof of concept would be one way to convince 

participants of the solution’s future potential. E2 pointed out, that if the pace of development 
for the ecosystem is too slow, participants may grow impatient and suspicious towards the 
realization of the solution. Despite ecosystems being long-term solutions that will grow and 
evolve over time, especially in the beginning quick sprints that demonstrate viability can be 
a constructive concept, as told by D1: 

 
“I liked the concept that the case ecosystem had. So that you first make a few short 

and intensive sprints. Then you look at what was accomplished, where did you get to, and 
then you make another sprint. […] Also, acknowledging the set targets; we have the main 

goal, and we are sprinting through the steps along the way.” 
 
E1 noted also, that the building of prototypes is important to help participants grasp 

the complex and often abstract idea of the service solution. Creating early prototypes of the 
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solution also forces participants of the ecosystem to address the possible barriers and 
challenges identified along the way.  
 
4.3.3 Recognition of joint value 
As ecosystems were still a fairly new concept in the Finnish public sector, it was argued that 
the ways in which they create value are not yet fully understood. Ideally, ecosystems could 
bring together relevant stakeholders in a way that they are able to realize an otherwise 
unattainable value proposition. For the case ecosystem, the value proposition culminates in 
the provision of all necessary services a foreign entrepreneur entering the Finnish market 
may need and providing these in digital format. The case ecosystem was seen as 
incorporating the customer perspective and thus providing better services. In turn, better 
services were believed to attract more businesses and investment to the Finnish markets. 
 
4.3.3.1 Customer point of view in public services 
Interviewees reported that they felt positive towards the ecosystem, as they believed they 
would be better able to serve their customers or specific customer segment through it. Focus 
on customer centric service development was ranked as a high priority by many public 
organization interviewees. Some interviewees reported falling short from their ambitions in 
serving foreign entrepreneurs due to the persistent bottlenecks in the system, that the case 
ecosystem would aim to resolve. 

According to C1 the customer centric focus in the Finnish public sector is not 
necessarily a new phenomenon. However, they point out that the idea of working in 
cooperation with other actors from public and private sector is a more novel shift. A3 concurs 
this development and adds that in addition to relevant stakeholders, organizations are 
increasingly involving the end customer in the design process as well: 

 
“It used to be an internal discussion […] but now, we are increasingly involving the 

key stakeholders along already in the beginning of the planning. Now, you are seeing more 
and more of already inviting the stakeholders already at the point when you start to consider, 
what needs are out there to be met.” 

 
B1 emphasizes, that forgetting to ask the end user or customer is a cardinal mistake in 

developing service solutions. Yet many interviewees reported that especially that issues of 
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migration and strong identification still produce a lot of headache for customers and public 
service employees alike. H2 explains that there are multiple bottlenecks and irrationalities 
along the process of founding a company in Finland as a foreigner, that sometimes have 
them questioning whether the human aspect has been lost in the endless bureaucracy. H1 
concurs this opinion, stating that the process can be long and complex, and in a worst-case 
scenario turn away prospective entrepreneurs from the Finnish markets. According to I1, 
lack of understanding the entrepreneurial path is especially an issue for startup companies, 
whose evolution is often not a linear process and still poorly accounted for by public 
organizations and legislation. However, also positive advancement has been made by having 
public organizations work in close collaboration and discourse with foreigners and the 
organizations best aware of their situations, as told by H1: 

 
“Representatives of public organizations participating in meetings with our customers 

have created true wow effects. It has been truly a pleasure to observe. […] Because this is 

by no means a standard in most countries.” 
 
Standing out from the crowd of nations competing over skilled foreign workers and 

entrepreneurs is a goal that Finland should be determinant to pursue, H2 believes. This in 
turn will require cooperation from relevant stakeholders in addressing barriers and 
bottlenecks for entry. Interviewees from public organizations reported being increasingly 
aware of their role in the larger picture, that constitutes the customers’ life journey. 
According to A3, this awareness is what ultimately leads to ecosystem thinking, as 
organizations recognize a need to collaborate to offer holistic services. F1 brought up an 
even further point in the evolution of customer focus, which they described as a human 
focused approach: 

 
“The problem remains that organizations tend to look at people and see a patient, a 

pupil, a municipal citizen and so on. Now, we would want to see an entire person instead of 
a fragment.” 

 
While not yet dominant, F1 believes that this thinking is on the rise. Ultimately, it 

could reach a tipping point, after which there is no returning to the administrative approach, 
F1 concluded. At such point, organizations could no longer be able to reside in their 
respective silos but would form alignments to best serve the people.  
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4.3.3.2 Facilitating competitive advantage 
The interviews revealed that the topic of customer centric focus was closely tied with 
facilitating competitiveness of the Finnish public sector. Interviewees expressed concerns 
over pressing issues such as economic stagnation and the dependency ratio, that could in 
turn be alleviated through foreign investment and workforce. However, there exists fierce 
global competition over foreign talent, and some interviewees were concerned whether 
Finland was taking enough measures to attract the right people. 

According to H2, in comparison to other nations Finland has a relatively small market 
and high taxes, which may divert entrepreneurs, companies and investors. Due to this, it is 
critical for Finland to find innovative ways of attracting people and companies. In addition, 
interviewees felt that it was high time to address existing bottlenecks and streamline the 
entry process. Interviewees felt especially frustrated with the pace at which things changes 
were introduced and problems addressed, as told by H2: 

 
“It brings no comfort to our customers today to know that in two years things may be 

fixed. In that time, they have already founded a company elsewhere. […] I am somehow 

baffled by this naivety Finland exhibits in this global competition for resources. Foreign 
investment won’t automatically accumulate here, we have to work hard to attain them.” 

 
Similarly, I1 was of the opinion that Finland would greatly benefit from 

accommodating growth companies and startups, but the current system does not cater to the 
needs of such companies. Despite startups facing perhaps exceptional problems in 
comparison to other companies, the overarching theme is that foreign entrepreneurs 
experience difficulty with migration services and for example setting up bank accounts. 
According to H1, Finland could have a real opportunity to address the administrative burden 
to incentivize foreign entrepreneurs to choose Finland as business’ location. For example, 

the e-Residency program implemented by Estonia has brought the nation great competitive 
advantage, and countries such as Canada and Portugal have been luring investors and serial 
entrepreneurs with “golden visa programs”, as recalled by H1 and H2. 

Interviewees identified certain advantageous attributes that Finland has, which could 
serve as a competitive advantage in both forming ecosystems and attracting foreign talent. 
A primary one was a culture of trust and openness among both private and public sector 
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organizations that allows for smooth cooperation. This is a clear advantage, as the case 
ecosystem successful implementation will require the efforts of both public and private 
organizations, as stated by E1. In addition to this, A1 highlights the advantages of being a 
small economy: 

 
“Being a small-scale nation, we have an advantage in implementing these kinds of 

ecosystem initiatives, because we can reach all relevant stakeholders in the span of two 
weeks. At short notice, we can have 12 to 30 key actors around the table negotiating. They 
also have high trust amongst each other, the process is open and transparent. I’d say not 

that many other countries can do the same.” 
 
B1 also highlighted Finland’s history with similar initiatives where public and private 

actors have come together to actively build infrastructure, as with the deployment of the 
Global System for Mobile Communications (GSM) in the early 90s. Similarly, E1 explained 
that Finland’s relatively small economy and Nordic welfare model result in a highlighted 
role of the public sector actors in such large initiatives. As high interviewees reported high 
trust towards the public sector, its role as a championing the innovation ecosystem was 
perceived positively. Qualities such as societal stability, technological expertise and high 
quality of life are also attributed to public sector’s role in making Finland an attractive place 

for investors and entrepreneurs. According to A2, the COVID-19 pandemic had further 
accentuated the good qualities Finland has to offer for foreign investors and entrepreneurs, 
but feared the existing bottlenecks prevent access for prospective entrants. H2 shared the 
concern for a missed opportunity, despite Finland being better off than most countries in 
terms of the pandemic: 

 
“We were hoping that this could be our shot, seeing as the business environment here 

has remained relatively stable [despite the pandemic]. However, we are not seeing this 
advantage being used in policy right now […] and I fear the window of opportunity is 

closing.” 
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5 Discussion 
In this section, the findings from the interviews will be contrasted with the reviewed 
academic literature on the topic. In doing so, the section aims to distinguish potentially 
arising similarities and differences between the literature and collected primary data. In 
addition, this section seeks to determine possible solutions found in the literature for the 
presented research questions and challenges brought up in interviews. 
 
 
5.1 Challenges for an emergent public-private ecosystem 
RQ1 aimed at determining challenges and barriers most critical for the emergence of the 
case ecosystem. According to the interview findings, these challenges included the inability 
for participants to lend resources for the ecosystem, the uncertainty over leadership of the 
ecosystem and lastly, resistance towards the changes in operations the ecosystem may 
require. In the following section, these findings are revisited, this time accompanied with the 
findings from academic literature on the topic of ecosystems and their emergence. 

A major impediment for the case ecosystem was defining a budget and accessing 
funding. Interviewees reported uncertainty towards their ability to fund the ecosystem out of 
their organization’s budgets, but simultaneously there were no clear funding mechanisms or 
sources for the case ecosystem’s type of activity. With many variables involved, definite 

estimations of a budget were difficult to draft in advance, further adding to the uncertainty 
factor. While existing literature makes few explicit references to potential funding 
mechanisms of emergent ecosystems, the roots of the issue are well recognized. The novel 
ecosystem inherently suffers from liability of newness, or a simultaneous lack of legitimacy 
and dependence on stakeholders’ confidence to invest in its operations (Thomas & Ritala, 
2021). The case ecosystem could be considered what Dattée et al. (2018) categorized as a 
generative technology, as its formation could potentially generate unprompted disruption 
and future applications. Thus, devising a traditional roadmap to remove uncertainty and 
compel action had proven difficult in the case ecosystem’s context. Instead, narrowing down 

alternative futures and control points could produce a more actionable narrative.   
Public sector conventions further impacted the topic of funding the case ecosystem. 

Allocation of funds is prone to fluctuation due to incremental budgeting and is generally 
departmentally focused, complicating funding of collaborative initiatives (Osborne, 2010; 
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OECD, 2017). Public organizations’ budgets being tied to core operations and performance 

targets made them unable or unwilling to contribute to the case ecosystem. Although public 
organization interviewees reported engaging in dialogue with their respective ministers over 
budgetary issues, the ultimate executive power for allocating funds, and thus facilitating 
initiatives, resides in the ministries and government. This was especially frustrating for 
organizations who reported being well aware of the problems and deficiencies in current 
services through their continuous interactions with their customers. Osborne (2010) 
recognizes this as a feature of new public management, where policy implementation risks 
becoming organizationally distanced from policymakers, causing frustration among public 
officials who feel their ideas do not reach the executive level and thus fail to receive funding. 

In addition to constraints relating to budgetary funding and performance targets, public 
organizations feared participation in the case ecosystem could divert focus from statutory 
duties. While consistent and reliable delivery of public services is integral for a welfare state, 
it may also prevent reformation of services even when these are due. Indeed, concentration 
on statutory duty may not only impact ecosystem activity but has also been identified as 
hindering innovation in public sector institutions (OECD, 2017). As it turns out, even if 
public organizations are proactively pursuing innovation, they may not have the mandate to 
pursue it under current legislation’s definition of their statutory duty. Encountering possible 

legal obstacles could present a lengthy process for the ecosystem to overcome. However, it 
was suggested in multiple interviews that legal barriers may not be indisputable, if there was 
leeway introduced for novel interpretations of pre-existing laws. Similarly, de Vries et al. 
(2016) note that conservative interpretation of law and regulations by civil servants could 
prevent innovation, suggesting that the problem may sometimes reside in perspective. 

Regarding conservatism among public officials, resistance and lack of incentive to 
change was identified as hampering innovation, impacting also initiatives like the case 
ecosystem. Interviewees described a side of the public sector that clings to traditional 
features of public administration such as the centrality of bureaucracy, rules and guidelines 
(Hood, 1991; Osborne, 2010), but also the silo-system characterized by division of labor into 
narrowly defined tasks (Borins, 2001). As pointed out by interviewees and literature alike, 
these traditions or traditionalists are not actively trying to hamper change but are rather 
trying to prevent misuse of power. However, these structures may slow down or even prevent 
innovation from advancing within and across organizations. The problem persists, despite 
both interviews and literature indicating that stagnation be an even more costly and risky 
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option than reformation of services, as it can risk failing to address new requirements from 
citizens and problems within the old system (Bommert, 2010). 

Reluctance towards change was not always tied to following the rule of law, as 
interviewees noted that some public officials, both managers and employees, fear exposure 
of operations and taking on responsibility for conducting changes. The case ecosystem could 
expose inner operations of member organizations, as they would have to reveal their 
processes in order to make them compatible with the ecosystem. Literature reported that 
public scrutiny over the use of funds and steady maintenance of services can scare managers 
from partaking in novel innovations, making the public sector particularly risk averse 
(OECD, 2017). Besides condemning risky behavior, the public sector also does not 
necessarily reward innovation, which constitutes a high-risk and low-reward setting for 
pursuing novel ideas. Interviewees saw this setting as a detriment, because while public 
organizations do not pursue innovation in the name of competitive advantage like private 
organizations might, they could still benefit from increased efficiency and effectiveness of 
services innovation brings. 

For advancing the formation of the ecosystem, it was deemed necessary to have a form 
of leadership in the initiative. However, a form of leadership for the case ecosystem had not 
yet been addressed and uncertainty over the subject remained. Literature in turn placed 
immense emphasis on the integral role of the ecosystem leader, as they are depicted 
responsible for the development of the ecosystem, attracting and connecting members and 
providing them with the tools and platform for value creation (Moore, 1993; Iansiti & 
Levien, 2004). A form of leadership was also seen critical for communicating a shared vision 
for the novel ecosystem, in order to create awareness and mutual understanding among 
prospective participants, as the early stages are often chaotic and confusing, since as the 
ecosystem is only beginning to shape (Autio & Thomas, 2018). 

Absence of a leadership role in the case ecosystem could be due to various reasons. 
As ecosystem leaders carry a lot of responsibility, a single organization may not be willing 
to take on this role. It was even expressed that taking on a leader role could raise hostility in 
other members, if the leader would be deemed too authoritarian. There was also genuine 
ambiguity over the leadership role, as the case ecosystem’s value proposition was not strictly 

the responsibility of a single organization, ministry or sector. In some cases, the literature 
did convey that a single leader may not emerge. As ecosystem are loose networks that are 
neither hierarchically managed nor contractually obligated, they may also function through 
self-organization and normative governance (Jacobides et al., 2018). Especially in 
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ecosystems with low stratification, authority structure may be geared towards peer-based 
rather than hierarchical governance. While in network settings leaders tend to emerge due to 
power and size differences, leadership can ultimately be a matter of aspiration. It does not 
need to be immutable and can be collaboratively conducted (Adner, 2017), which was also 
brought up in interviews. It is however conditional to willing followership, which is why the 
role should be explicitly defined and openly negotiated (Adner, 2017).  

Structural barriers for emergence and uncertainty of leadership raised questions of the 
prospective role of ministries and government in the formation of the case ecosystem. The 
Finnish government determines the budget and operations of public organizations through 
respective ministries. They also control regulatory, legal and overall political environment, 
thus possessing executive power for cultivating ecosystems (Adner & Kapoor, 2010; Rabelo 
& Bernus, 2015). The interviews indicated that the signaling of a “green light” from higher 

levels could encourage and incentivize public organizations to partake in ecosystem-like 
activities. In turn, if no concrete changes would be seen in the performance targets and 
budget allocation, interviewees questioned their capability to partake in the case ecosystem. 
 
 
5.2 Challenges for different participants 
RQ2 focused on determining how the experienced challenges might differ among the diverse 
set of prospective ecosystem participants. The interview findings indicate that risks, benefits 
and capabilities towards joining the case ecosystem varied between organizations. Most 
prevalent risks were associated with data security and ownership within the case ecosystem, 
which was tied to questions of member surveillance and control. In general, organizations 
reporting an aligned vision and role clarity in regard to the case ecosystem harbored more 
positive feelings towards joining. Lastly, technological, legal and organizational factors 
were identified as impacting the abilities of joining the case ecosystem. 

An integral feature in the case ecosystem is the real-time sharing of digital company 
data between member organizations and the customer. However, this infrastructure 
provoked concerns among interviewees in terms of data security, ownership and reliability. 
In fact, resolving these concerns represented a deciding factor for some interviewees in terms 
of their organization’s ability to partake in the case ecosystem. Indeed, a sense of trust among 

participants towards the ecosystem and each other is necessary for its operations, as an 
ecosystem cannot impose strict hierarchical control over its autonomous members (Thomas 



Discussion 99  
 

 

& Autio, 2014). While a high degree of trust was reportedly associated with public sector 
institutions, the interviewees expressed skepticism towards those prospective members that 
they would have no pre-established sense of trust towards. 

Interview and literature findings alike expressed a need for proactive addressing of 
potential risks and cause-effect relationship in the ecosystem, as these may not only prevent 
participation but also cause conflicts at a later stage (Ritala et al., 2013; Adner, 2017). An 
issue brought up in interviews was the distribution of accountability in the event that faults 
were found in data and subsequently wrongful decisions could be made. Distribution of 
accountability can be particularly challenging in situations where roles, ownership and main 
responsibilities are considered ambiguous (Sirianni, 2009). The data asset ownership also 
raised concerns, and at least one organization reported their operational and financing model 
being dependent on the provision of the data they gather and share. The sharing of data assets 
in the ecosystem was feared to prompt conflicts of interest, if some organizations could exert 
their own interests at the expense of others’ conducted work (Bommert, 2010). 

Consequently, perceived risks of joining present a need for surveillance and control 
over members of the case ecosystem. While the case ecosystem may not impose strict 
hierarchical control over its members, it also does not have to rely on the goodwill of its 
members but can use a range of mechanisms for task coordination and governance 
(Jacobides et al., 2018). These “rules of the game” or “rules of engagement” can take the 

form of interface standardization, directing the flow of knowledge within the ecosystem or 
restricting access (Thomas & Autio, 2014). These measures help determine boundaries and 
relative openness of the ecosystem, subsequently influencing the behavioral dynamics of the 
members, ultimately impacting its performance as trust either fails to form or prevails (Gulati 
et al., 2012). In the early stages, it is likely that the case ecosystem may want to attract 
participants to generate momentum and positive network effects. However, this could mean 
less time for screening and selecting participants and having to relax the level of 
requirements. While decisions of permeability impact the membership structure of the 
ecosystem, Gulati et al. (2012) noted that they are also not immutable as the ecosystem 
evolves.  

In regard participant attraction, some organizations experienced better alignment and 
role clarity with the case ecosystem than others. Thus, as depicted by Asplund et al. (2021) 
depending on organizations’ operations and customers they may be more biased towards 

joining certain ecosystems and perhaps dismissive of others. However, the case ecosystem 
cannot just consist of participants whose operational logics completely align with its own, 
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as the input of many diverse organizations is needed for the focal value proposition to 
materialize. This is the inherent challenge for ecosystems, as they must cater to multiple 
incentives and motivations of the involved participants, who may sometimes have trouble 
understanding each other (Asplund et al., 2021). If organizations essential for the case 
ecosystem’s viability fail to recognize or receive added value from participation it could be 
detrimental to the ecosystem’s formation.   

In terms of role clarity, the fact that the ecosystem was in an early developmental stage 
at the time of the study might explain why some interviewed organizations still experienced 
uncertainty regarding the practicalities of their participation. However, an integral part of 
the ecosystem’s functioning is the members’ mutual agreement and understanding of the 

alignment structure and configuration of activities for the purpose of creating value (Adner, 
2017). If these are not understood and agreed upon in the beginning of formation, it could 
raise disputes later on, even prompting members to exit the arrangement.  

However, perceived risks or benefits were not the only determinants of the level of 
experienced challenges. The interviews also revealed differences between organizations in 
terms of organizational and cultural adaptability to the case ecosystem, or collaborative 
innovation in general. As previously discussed in regard to member surveillance and control, 
ecosystem members may need to adjust their operations to become compatible with the 
ecosystem’s set standards (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018). Thus, the organizations’ 

technical, organizational, social and legal compatibility can impact its preparedness to 
partake in the ecosystem (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015). All of these factors came up in the 
interviews, in addition to mentioning of past history and experience in collaborative 
innovation playing a role in adaptability to the case ecosystem. Interviewees described that 
different organizations may struggle taking on the newly assigned activities the ecosystem 
requires from them, an issue Adner (2017) terms the co-innovation risk. In the interviews, it 
was identified that such issues would mainly stem from lack of legal leeway, or insufficient 
resources and digital capabilities.  

Rabelo & Bernus (2015) warn of the consequences for overestimating participants’ 
capabilities and underestimating the time required for reaching the necessary level of 
preparedness for the case ecosystem to actually take off. In the interviews, it was identified 
that organizations in the public sector are not always aware of each other’s state of 

development, namely due to siloed operations. Mistakes in estimations of preparedness can 
cause delays for the launch of the case ecosystem, which in turn could feed frustration among 
members. Even a single participants inability to adapt to the ecosystem can reflect on its 
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performance, which is why it is essential to conduct thorough risk and feasibility analyses at 
the beginning of formation (Thomas & Autio, 2014). For this purpose, gap analysis -thinking 
may be applied, as the ecosystem should be able to bridge the gap between existing and 
desired conditions. Literature also advises emergent ecosystems to reserve enough resources, 
both financial and time, for the duration of the emergence phase, so that the ecosystem can 
persist the turbulent nascent stage (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015).  

From the interviews it was identified that it is not always simply the ability, but also 
willingness of organizations that impacts involvement in collaborative innovations. This 
phenomenon was termed by Adner (2017) as adoption chain risk, which raises the question 
of members’ priorities and incentives for participation. Inclination to focus on one’s own 
core operations was associated with organizational culture and flexibility of prospective 
participants. The issue was identified to exist on individual but also organizational level. 
Organizational inclination is in line with Asplund et al.’s (2021) explanation of how 

organizations align their employees to common ways of thinking and conducting work. This 
could explain why interviews in some cases portrayed entire organizations as progressive or 
conservative, although there was likely a degree of hyperbole in these depictions.  

The individual level of impact produced some interesting observations as many 
interviews featured descriptions of the so-called “torchbearers”, or individuals that had 

particularly strong influence in advancing innovative ideas and connecting people between 
organizations. Depictions of such individuals also came up in reviewed literature. Dattée et 
al. (2018) described individual managers that served as brokers between their respective 
organization and the nascent innovation ecosystem, thus tying their organization to the 
initiative. Asplund et al. (2021) similarly describes the usefulness of well-connected and 
multidisciplinary individuals, as they are able to “glue” multiple organizations together. This 

role is similar to Thomas & Ritala’s (2021) description of institutional entrepreneurship, 

which is displayed in both individual but also organizational level. Their active advocacy, 
lobbying and leveraging of resource for the creation and transformation of institutions help 
challenges institutional logics and cross boundaries, thus paving way for novel initiatives 
like the case ecosystem. The interviews reported that these individuals and organizations 
have been behind multiple novel initiatives, but it has required the presence of like-minded 
and motivated people to see the projects through.   
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5.3 Opportunities for addressing challenges 
RQ3 set out to identify how could the emergence of the case ecosystem be assisted. Interview 
and literature findings offer solutions to the previously presented challenges, but also to the 
general cultivation of an ecosystem friendly environment. Foremost it was deemed essential 
that ecosystems be addressed in regard to funding schemes and strategy in the public sector, 
as these were major obstacles for emergence. In addition, opportunity for discourse and 
experimentation were believed to help consolidate the case ecosystem, but also facilitate 
collaborative innovation in general. Lastly, the interviewees expressed their hopes of the 
ecosystem approach in helping improve the state of public services offered to foreign 
entrepreneurs, subsequently improving Finland’s competitive advantage in attracting talent.  

Adner & Kapoor’s (2010) argue that organizations face uncertainty in developing 

complex innovations, because factors impacting the innovation’s success reside outside of 

their immediate control. This was reflected in the main challenges for the case ecosystem, 
as the most prevalent barriers were identified to be the lack of funding schemes for multi-
organization, sector-spanning initiatives and the strict nature of public organizations’ 

performance targets and statutory duties preventing them from engaging in ecosystem 
activities. These barriers together create a situation, in which the prospective participants 
remain skeptical over their ability to commit to the ecosystem, thus resulting in the “valley 

of death” experienced in the early stages of the case ecosystem’s initiation. Interviewees 

expressed that while they have some negotiating power over the organizations’ operations 

and objectives, power ultimately resides at the government and ministries, in terms of 
legislative decisions and overall allocation of resources.  

Indeed, as Thomas & Autio (2014) detail, a part of building a shared logic among 
prospective ecosystem members comes down to the ecosystem’s socio-political legitimacy, 
which in turn consists of the acceptance and endorsement from key stakeholders and the 
wider society, manifesting in acts of recognition namely through government regulation, 
authorization and investments in support of the ecosystem. Rabelo & Bernus (2015) 
highlighted that early-stage strategic discussions of the nascent ecosystem can feature 
policymakers, and this notion also received support from the interviews. The presence and 
role of government and ministries is perhaps especially critical due to the context of the case 
ecosystem, which involves topics such as granting access to public services and databases 
to foreigners through digital identification. Interviews concluded, that the establishing of 
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such infrastructure demands the cooperation and assistance of legislators and policymakers 
with the case ecosystem’s active members.  

Additionally, the inclusion of ecosystem activities as part of performance targets and 
budget was seen by some as the only way for public organizations to realistically be able to 
partake in the case ecosystem, or ecosystems in general. Such change is largely up to 
policymakers, regulators and legislators to fulfil (Rabelo & Bernus, 2015; Asplund et al., 
2021). What the interviewed organizations seemed to call for was along the lines of the new 
public governance paradigm introduced by Osborne (2010). The scale of the case 
ecosystem’s value proposition, like the scale of the problem of sourcing foreign workforce 

to Finland, are such that they inherently require wholly new and collaborative solutions 
including public, private and even third sector parties. Understanding this need shape the 
creation of new mechanisms for funding and cross-organizational collaboration between 
public and private organizations.  

In addition to the overhauling of structural barriers, the utilization of open discourse 
through forums and workshops was presented in both interviews and literature as helping 
the nascent ecosystem. In the early stages, participants engage in thorough discussions over 
what kind of value is created and how, what are the rules of engagement and what is the 
shared vision for the ecosystem (Ritala et al., 2013). Also, as suggested by Dattée et al. 
(2018), these forums and discussion may be a great place to narrow down the possible futures 
that the ecosystem’s formation may bring about. Bringing together participants and 
stakeholders is also important for building trust and shared logic among the members. These 
early phases are also a time for active sense-making, analogies and storytelling, that force 
participants to envision their own role in the ecosystem, but also the ecosystem’s role in the 

wider society (Thomas & Autio, 2018). This was especially important as the interviews 
expressed unfamiliarity with the ecosystem concept and uncertainty over their future role in 
the ecosystem. As most organizations have experienced at least some forms of collaboration, 
appealing to this familiarity is advisable in reducing skepticism over the ecosystem approach 
(Thomas & Ritala, 2021). In fact, interviewees brought up that the Finnish public sector has 
always resorted to networked, cross-sectoral collaboration, but the novel ‘ecosystem’ term 

might intimidate some organizations.  
Interviews highlighted that the forums attended by a wide range of participants, both 

public and private, help bring transparency to the state of development in organizations. In 
addition, interviewees wished for even more transparency in terms of the development of 
services and solutions, which was still deemed to be constrained by the siloed structures of 
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the public sector. This silo-structure caused organizations to be unaware of developments in 
other organization, making them oblivious to others’ capabilities and initiatives. Rabelo & 

Bernus (2015) note that nascent ecosystems may become jeopardized by a lack of awareness 
of pre-existing infrastructures and capabilities among its prospective participants. To address 
this, it is recommended ecosystems conduct a deep analysis of the involved actors’ 

competencies and resources, so that these do not impede the ecosystem at a later stage. 
Interviewees frequently mentioned the incorporation of customer point of view as a 

perceived benefit of the case ecosystem. The interviewees all shared the belief that the 
facilitation of the case ecosystem would significantly improve the quality of services offered 
to foreign entrepreneurs. Being able to offer better services to this group of customers could 
even be considered a single uniting factor in the interviewees’ incentives for joining the case 

ecosystem. Indeed, the interviewees responses indicated that attracting foreign talent and 
investment to Finland in the form of foreign companies and entrepreneurs is a multisided 
and complex problem. Since organizations involved in what is essentially a single process 
for the foreign entrepreneur do not communicate with each other in developing and 
combining services, the process currently featured many bottlenecks and pitfalls.  

Resembling the description of a ‘wicked’ problem, Head (2008) argued that entirely 

new solutions and principles may needed for combatting these challenges, as merely refining 
existing procedures is not enough. The case ecosystem represents one alternative of such 
entirely new solution, which would bring together relevant stakeholders for the purpose of 
collaborative innovation and problem-solving (Nambisan, 2008). The interviewees believed 
this approach to unlock competitive advantages for a country such as Finland, in which there 
is high trust towards public organizations and a small and well interconnected market, which 
both could help the formation of ecosystem activity. Similar to how private organizations 
pursue competitive advantage through ecosystems by delivering complex solutions 
consisting of participants’ joint inputs, the Finnish public sector was believed to be able to 
deliver a globally unique service offering for foreign entrepreneurs by integrating relevant 
stakeholders’ inputs into a customer-facing solution. 
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6 Conclusion 
This study set out to determine what challenges does a nascent public-private innovation 
ecosystem experience in its early stage of formation. The research also investigated how 
these challenges may vary between different ecosystem participants, and how the identified 
problems could be addressed. The findings indicate that public organizations’ perceived 

capability to participate in ecosystem activities is inhibited by structural barriers. Identified 
barriers included uncertainty of accessing funding for ecosystem-type, cross-organizational 
activities, and the obligations of performance targets and statutory duties, which discourage 
public organizations from venturing into collaborative innovations, including innovation 
ecosystems. These problems were less present in ecosystem literature, which has largely 
focused on public organizations as the focal actors in ecosystems but were prominent in 
literature addressing innovation in the public sector. Risk aversion, silo-systems and 
commitment to maintaining the status quo were all features associated with the public sector 
and its organizations but are also essentially preventing the reformation of public services 
through novel solutions.  

The findings also indicated differences in attitudes and preparedness towards the case 
ecosystem among the different participant organizations. Those organizations that reported 
having previous experiences operating as part of ecosystems and held an organizational 
mission similar to the case ecosystem’s focal value proposition generally perceived joining 
in a positive light. Those organizations expressing a more uncertain outlook towards joining 
reported concerns over data security and ownership, surveillance and trust among ecosystem 
members or uncertainty over how the organization could legally fulfill their supposed role 
in the ecosystem. Literature and interviews also pointed out, that since an ecosystem 
membership structure is versatile, it should also be prepared to host varying levels of 
technological capabilities and organizational cultures. 

The literature points to multiple supporting factors for the formation of innovation 
ecosystems, most notably to the concept of establishing legitimacy – a shared faith in the 
ecosystem’s value proposition among its members but also the wider external environment. 

While interviews did not feature direct mentions of legitimacy per se, the primary data 
findings indicate measures that would help in the establishing of a shared vision and action 
plan for the cultivation of ecosystem-type activity. First is the renewal of public sector 
structures, so that public organizations feel encouraged and secure in partaking in innovation 
ecosystems. Second is the creation of collaborative solutions to complex problems through 
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utilizing forums for cross-organizational and -sectoral communication. Finally, an 
overarching topic was the improvement of public services for foreign entrepreneurs and 
investors through the case ecosystem, which was subsequently believed to lead to 
competitive advantage on a global scale.   
 
 
6.1 Theoretical contributions 
A key theoretical contribution the study makes is to the literature on emergence of innovation 
ecosystems, a field of inquiry which was identified as having been devoted little attention 
despite the criticality of the topic (Dattée et al., 2018; Dedehayir et al., 2018). By exploring 
the challenges and barriers for the case ecosystem in its nascent stage, the research produces 
new insights on the topic. It also adds to the topic of innovation in the public sector and 
among public sector organizations, as the case ecosystem, and hence the pool of 
interviewees, mainly consist of public organizations. In this way, the study also touches upon 
the unique challenges experienced by public-private innovation ecosystems. As the findings 
of the study indicate, these challenges can be different from those experienced by innovation 
ecosystems consisting fully of private organizations. This is due to the differences in both 
incentives and barriers that organizations face in making the decision to participate in a novel 
innovation ecosystem. 
 

 
6.2 Managerial implications 
The study’s managerial implications are in the form of the findings, which reveal what issues 

need to be take into consideration for the formation of public-private innovation ecosystems. 
The primary data and thorough review of relevant literature uncover several challenges that 
nascent ecosystems may face, also offering suggestions on how to address the challenges 
and avoid detrimental pitfalls for the ecosystem’s development. The findings are of use to 

managers on both the private and public sector sides, as they help create understanding of 
the differences of the two sectors, thus hopefully cultivating a more sympathetic path for 
future collaboration and cooperation. The research offers a chance for managers of public 
organizations to critically evaluate their preparedness in terms of participating in ecosystem-
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type activities, in addition to potentially improving their organization’s performance and 

thus the overall practices of the public sector. 
 

 
6.3 Limitations and opportunities for further research 
The study has a few limitations and also offers avenues for further research. In terms of 
limitations, the amount and scope of the interviews was limited due the set frames of the 
master’s thesis context. The interviews featured mainly public organizations, but for the 
purpose of mapping the diverse set of motivations and challenges for participations, also 
more private organizations could have been included. There was also contemplation over 
including the potential future users of the case ecosystem’s services into the study, but this 
perspective too was ruled out due to managing the scope of the research. An additional 
limitation is the time frame during which the case ecosystem was observed. As the case 
ecosystem was still in its very early stage of formation, it is likely that following its 
development for a longer time period and for example conducting a second round of 
interviews could have produced more comprehensive insights and answers to the research 
questions.  

The limitations of the study also tie to the avenues for further research. The findings 
of the study indicated a distinct set of challenges for public sector organizations for 
ecosystem participation, but thus far ecosystem emergence literature has focused more on 
ecosystems constituting of private organizations. Thus, it would be fruitful to further dive 
into the issues and possible solutions for public organizations’ participation in ecosystems. 

The interviews and research on public sector innovation indicated a need for collaborative 
solutions for the future in solving wicked problems. This suggests that it is critical for 
modern governments to assess their public sector’s ability to engage in collaborative 

innovation, and whether pre-existing structures support this. Additionally, it would perhaps 
be beneficial to investigate the process of public-private innovation ecosystem emergence 
over a longer period of time. This way it could be more accurately interpreted what truly are 
the most critical bottlenecks for the ecosystem, and in what ways could they be approached 
and possibly overcome.  
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Appendix 1: Interview format  
Ecosystems and collaborative innovation – Digitalization of the foreign entrepreneur’s 

process of founding a company in Finland: This is a semi-structured interview, meaning 
that the interviewee must not address all topics and themes to the same extent. Emphasis on 
particular topics and themes is determined by the interviewee’s expertise and professional 

background. The order in which the questions are addressed and the format in which answers 
are given is free.  
Interview questions:  
Background 

1. Permission for the interview and recording. The interview is confidential, and all 
answers will be published anonymously.  

2. Introduction of the background and topic for the research.  
3. Could you briefly introduce your organization?  
4. When / Why / How has your organization begun to participate in the ecosystem?  
5. What is your organization’s role in the ecosystem? 

Motivation and vision 
1. What is/are the ecosystem’s objective/objectives? 
2. How do you expect your organization to benefit from operating as part of the 

ecosystem?  
3. What is your organization’s contribution to the ecosystem?  
4. What potential risks, if any, do you see for the operations of the ecosystem?  
5. What potential risks, if any, do you see for your organization’s participation in the 

ecosystem?  
Perceived preparedness for operating in the ecosystem  

1. Does your organization’s strategy support ecosystem activity?  
2. Do your organization’s performance targets support ecosystem activity?  
3. Is your organization operating as part of other ecosystems?  
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4. What are your organization’s technical, cultural and resource capabilities for 

operating as part of the ecosystem?  
5. Does operating as part of the ecosystem require changes in your organization’s 

operations? What kinds of changes?  
Leadership and governance  

1. Is there a clear leader or leadership in the ecosystem?  
a. What would be an appropriate leader or leadership for the ecosystem? 
b. How would the leader or leadership be selected?  

2. How is decision-making conducted in the ecosystem? 
3. How is internal communication conducted in the ecosystem? 
4. How is the exercise of power divided in the ecosystem?  

Structures and boundaries  
1. What are the boundaries of the ecosystem? (i.e., Which actors are a part of the 

ecosystem?) Have these boundaries been determined?  
2. What pre-existent structures or infrastructures could the ecosystem utilize?  
3. Which pre-existent structures or infrastructures, if any, could potentially hinder the 

emergence of the ecosystem?   
4. How have you perceived the pace of development for the ecosystem?  
5. How has the pace of development affected the emergence of the ecosystem?  

Funding and resources  
1. What is/are the current funding mechanism/mechanisms for the ecosystem?  
2. Can you describe an ideal funding mechanism for the ecosystem?  
3. What potential risks, if any, do you perceive for the ecosystem in relation to funding 

and resources?  
4. How do your organization’s budget and resources account for participation in the 

ecosystem?  
Role of government and ministries  
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1. What is the role of the government or ministry in supporting the ecosystem’s 

emergence?   
2. How have the government and ministries supported the ecosystem? How would you 

wish for the government and ministries to support the ecosystem?  
3. How is responsibility for supporting the ecosystem distributed between your 

organization and the government or ministry?  
4. Can you describe the dynamics between your organization and the government or 

ministry?  
Conclusion: Do you have anything to add, or is there something you would like to bring up 
regarding ecosystems and collaborative innovation?  
 


