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BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS ARE NOT CLEARLY 
DEFINED 

Business Ecosystems have been a topic of 
academic research since the 1990s and more 
recently the phrase has become somewhat of a 
buzzword in the media and among practitioners, 
sparking a lot of interest in various circles about the 
concept. Although the concept is well into its third 
decade of existence, if we count from Moore (1993), 
and has generated a substantial body of literature, 
there still seems to be quite a lot of variance in how 
it is defined and in how it is applied to actual 
business situations. Table 1 provides a sample of 
definitions. 

These definitions also have in common a tendency 
to be imprecise (except Adner’s, 2017). Many 
(most?) papers (e.g. Gawer & Cusumano, 2014; Li, 
2009) do not even define the business ecosystem, 
nor refer to a definition. Even Moore’s early 
definition has not been the object of in-depth 

discussion (Koenig, 2012). A related aspect of 
business ecosystem literature is that since the 
concept appears complex and multifaceted, 
researchers tend to address it from diverse 
perspectives, be they different disciplines or 
different angles within the same discipline. It then 
becomes difficult to reconcile all these perspectives 
into a unified concept. It is doubtful whether they can 
be reconciled at all from a theoretical perspective, 
which is one of the reasons a literature review is 
required, to provide an overview of potentially 
diverging perspectives. 

OTHER CONCEPTS ALSO ADDRESS 
“NETWORKED VALUE CREATION” 

Concurrently, in the past decades, there has been 
increasing interest in and expanding scholarship on 
how firms have come to depend on external 
capabilities residing in their business networks, 
specifically for innovation. In other words, value 
creation is increasingly seen to take place in 
distributed fashion within a network of firms, rather 

Table 1. Business Ecosystem Definitions (in chronological order) 

“an economic community supported by a foundation of interacting organizations and individuals—the 
organisms of the business world.” (J. F. Moore, 1996, p. 26) 

“a powerful analogy for understanding a business network” (Iansiti & Levien, 2004a, p. 8) 

“ecosystems may be defined by the sharing of tools and technological components, as in the Microsoft 
developer network (“MSDN”), or by buyer-supplier interactions as in Wal-Mart’s supplier network.” (Iansiti 
& Levien, 2004a, p. 20) 

“the business 'ecosystem'—the community of organizations, institutions, and individuals that impact the 
enterprise and the enterprise's customers and supplies.” (Teece, 2007) 

“we define an ecosystem as: a network of interconnected organizations, organized around a focal firm or 
a platform and incorporating both production and use side participants” (Thomas & Autio, 2012, p. 2) 

global business networks which “provide the firm with resources, alliance partners, and important 
information about market conditions” (Zahra & Nambisan, 2012, p. 219) 

"A business ecosystem is a group of companies–—and other entities including individuals, too, perhaps–
—that interacts and shares a set of dependencies as it produces the goods, technologies, and services 
customers need.” (Zahra & Nambisan, 2012, p. 220) 

"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." (Adner, 2017, p. 42) 
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than within any single firm, which can be 
summarised as “networked value creation” or 
“networked business model”. Business ecosystems 
are just one of the concepts which seek to address 
this area of research. Among others are open 
innovation, value networks, strategic networks, etc. 
It is unclear how they relate to each other or to what 
extent they compete or complete one another. 
Consequently, for practitioners who wish to 
proactively deal with networked value creation and 
innovation, it remains as yet uncertain which 
stream(s) provide the most appropriate tools for the 
job. 

THE LITERATURE REVIEW AIMS TO FRAME 
AND SITUATE THE BUSINESS ECOSYSTEM 

CONCEPT 

We aim first to clarify various streams of business 
ecosystem literature. For example, one stream 
seems to stem from the technology management 
literature, in connection with technology platforms 
and software ecosystems. Another stream appears 
to be more related to strategic management. Apart 
from these two main ones, there are other smaller 
streams, such as one dealing with modelling and 
visualisation. Some streams are more relevant to 
practitioners than others. For example, the 
system/complexity stream sees business 
ecosystems as an application of complex system 
theory, which has little practical relevance for 
practitioners. Second, we aim to identify major 
scholarly influences and seminal papers, which may 
not themselves be directly about business 
ecosystems. Indeed, the theoretical underpinnings 
of business ecosystems remain unclear or at least 
confusingly diverse (Thomas & Autio, 2012). For 
example, Teece (2007) is one such oft-cited paper, 
on dynamic capabilities, which only touches upon 
business ecosystems. Evolutionary economics may 
also have been an early source of inspiration. As for 
Autio and Thomas, they have lately (e.g. 2014) tied 

business ecosystems to institutional theory. Given 
the multifaceted nature of the concept, it seems to 
have attracted influence from various disciplines 
and theories. Third, we aim for a high-level 
categorisation of different facets of and perspectives 
on business ecosystems. For example, some 
authors relate business ecosystems closely to 
platforms. That stream is usually the most specific 
about ecosystem leadership and governance. 

The end goals are to frame the ecosystem concept, 
to provide markers to help situate it vis-a-vis 
proximate concepts (like open innovation) in the 
context of networked value creation, and to pave the 
way for ecosystem governance design research. 
However, proximate concepts (e.g. open innovation, 
value constellations, and others listed elsewhere in 
this paper) themselves will be left out of the scope 
of this study. 

THE REVIEW METHODOLOGY IS ROOTED IN A 
PRACTITIONER’S PERSPECTIVE 

The methodology comprises two discrete stages, 
the first more informal and exploratory and the next 
more formal and systematic. The reason for an 
exploratory stage is that the initial research interests 
are not expressed as academic concepts, nor are 
they straightforwardly translatable into academic 
concepts. The initial research interests are 
networked business model and the transition from 
linear to non-linear value creation. From the outset, 
these two topics are considered to be related, from 
a practitioner’s perspective.  

In this perspective, the traditional industry-level 
value chain concept is seen as “linear”. By contrast, 
networked businesses can be “non-linear”, i.e. firms 
are interconnected into net-like rather than chain-
like geometries. At the same time, an equivalence is 
made between value chains and business models. 
The chain metaphor implies linearity, whereas the 
model metaphor can accommodate diverse, 
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including non-linear, geometries. Hence, networked 
business model is here used as a metaphor for a 
non-linear network of firms, in place of the 
metaphorically linear industry-level value chain. In 
conclusion, in this practitioner’s perspective, 
“networked business model” refers to a desired final 
stage and the transition from linear to non-linear 
value creation refers to the transition to this final 
stage. 

In addition to these two core and correlated 
research interests, design is also an 
incidental/tangential research interest. This is 
because, from a practitioner’s perspective, the 
transition from linear to non-linear value creation 
requires the enablement of managerial practices 
and action in order to effectually implement a 
transition. Design is the discipline which deals with 
the conversion of concepts into artefacts. In this 
instance, concepts will originate in academic 
research in management and artefacts will consist 
in managerial practices. In contrast to the core 
research interests, design is an academic discipline, 
i.e. a well-defined and -bounded area of academic 
research. However, its relevance to this literature 
review is only incidental and complementary. 
Incidental because design will play the role of a root 
discipline from which concepts are drawn, only 
insofar as they apply to the core research interests. 
It may turn out that there is in fact very little overlap 
in scholarship between design and the core 
research interests. Complementary, because in 
terms of prioritisation of resources, the core 
research interests will take precedence over design. 
In vernacular terms, the core research interests are 
must-haves, whereas design is just nice-to-have. 

THE METHODOLOGY BEGINS WITH BROAD 
EXPLORATION AND ENDS IN MORE FOCUSED 

AND SYSTEMATIC STEPS 

As the core research interests are not academic 
canon, nor have clear or established academic 
equivalents, an initial exploration of the literature is 
necessary. This exploration will proceed informally, 
range widely and cast a wide net over the 
scholarship in order to maximise chances of 
identifying related and relevant concepts. It will 
proceed by incremental leaps from initially identified 
concepts to other concepts. Of course, this process 
does not guarantee exhaustive identification of all 
related concepts. Conversely, this very broad 
exploration will unavoidably capture work which may 
prove ultimately irrelevant. To maximise breadth 
and depth, exploration will continue in the 
background even during later stages of the literature 
review and will also be fuelled by the outcomes of 
the later stages. At the same time, of necessity to 
avoid being swamped by volume, it is anticipated 
that exploration will eventually gravitate around and 
settle down on a few core areas of interest. This 
exploratory phase will be materialised by a 
“scholarship database” (in Zotero) of diverse works, 
comprising mostly academic works, but not 
excluding other types of works, such as press 
articles and practitioner reports. The database will 
aim for systematically including meta-data (i.e. 
academic references, Google Scholar citation 
numbers) and the works themselves (some works 
are unobtainable for various reasons), barring entire 
books which are usually unavailable in digital 
format. The database will also include occasional 
excerpted quotes and personal notes on the works, 
both for keyword search purposes and for later use 
in future research, including the review itself. 

The second stage of the methodology aims to focus 
the literature review on a much more narrow and 
relevant body of work for systematic analysis. This 
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requires the selection of very few (ideally a single) 
established academic concepts, which are the most 
closely related to the core research interests. These 
key concepts will serve as a basis for narrowing 
down the corpus of research to a more manageable 
size and to guide analysis of it. Keep in mind that 
exploration continues in the background. Thus, even 
though the objective is now to shortlist fewer works, 
highly relevant works may still be added at this stage 
for the sake of completeness. Concretely, this 
selection stage is both keyword- and content- 
driven. It consists of a keyword search of the 
scholarship database as well of Google Scholar (for 
completeness). The keywords will be directly 
derived from the selected key concepts. This will be 
followed by an identification of key works, i.e. works 
which include more than usually thorough literature 
reviews and/or rank very highly, particularly 
literature review papers. The academic references 
of these key papers will then be added to the 
exploratory database (if not already present) in a 
process of expansion or “snowballing”. The final 
selection of papers for review will be a combination 
of both keyword-selected papers and conceptually 
highly relevant papers, including possibly papers 
which do not address the key concept(s) directly but 
are seminal to the related scholarship. The selection 
criteria are thus “artisanal”, rather than formal. This 
is to avoid excessive rigidity and capture papers 
which may not fit a set of formal criteria, but are 
nevertheless considered highly relevant. 
Conversely, it implies that the boundaries of 
selection are arbitrary, i.e. some other “highly 
relevant” papers may be unconsciously omitted. 
Hence, this selection process is in a sense 
“satisficing” rather than optimising. The selection will 
be mostly confined to academic literature, except for 
influential works, books in particular, which can be 
non-academic. The outcome of the second stage is 
simply a list of the references of the selected works. 

The third stage of methodology will consist in 
“mapping” the selected literature, by generating for 
each work: key meta-data (title, authors, year, type 
of work) and, more importantly, short statements of 

the research question(s), the methodology and the 
key findings (except for non-academic work). The 
aims are to obtain an overview and a high-level 
understanding of what the literature “is about”, to 
build a foundation for a more detailed analysis of the 
literature, and finally to produce structured data for 
bibliometrics. The outcome of the third stage is a 
“literature map”, i.e. a matrix of works and the data 
listed above, in spreadsheet format. 

The fourth and final stage of methodology is 
analysis. The way this stage is conducted will be ad 
hoc, depending largely on the contents of the 
selected literature. However, an initial step which 
can be formalised from the outset will be to subset 
the literature according to research streams. The 
streams will be intuitive, based on an initial reading 
and understanding of the literature at the previous, 
so-called mapping stage. As such, the streams may 
have ambiguous boundaries and partly overlap. 
Their primary usefulness will be in breaking down 
the literature into manageable bundles, which can 
be explored and analysed by turns. An additional 
component of the analysis will cover bibliometrics. 
The outcome of the fourth stage is embedded in this 
paper. 

EXPLORATION, SELECTION AND MAPPING 

A database of about 1,000 mostly academic papers, 
as well as books, and some press articles and blog 
posts was amassed over a period of 6 months in 
2016-2017. Some of these works were excerpted, 
annotated, tagged and interconnected in Zotero to 
help with searching and navigating the corpus. In 
broad strokes, the database includes literature on 
innovation and technology management, strategic 
management, economics (particularly transaction-
cost), and design. This is not a complete list, but it 
covers the vast majority. 

Early on, the exploration process gravitated towards 
the concepts of platform and ecosystem from the 
management literature. This is because platforms 
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are widely touted as a new type of business model 
which departs from traditional and more “linear” 
value chains. Ecosystems are also widely seen as 
the locus of non-linear firm interactions, often 
centring on platforms. Hence, both concepts appear 
quite close to the core research interest of 
networked business model.  

Implicitly, because they originate in management 
science, both concepts can also be assumed to be 
relevant to the management of a transition from one 
organisational form to another, in this instance from 
linear to non-linear value creation. As platforms are 
at the firm- level of analysis and also only one 
particular species of business model, the 
exploration finally homed in on ecosystems, which 
are at the targeted, firm network-level of analysis 
and almost by definition can include any type of 
business model (including non-profit). Ecosystems 
thus promise to be both closely related to the core 
research interests and sufficiently generic to inform 
management practice design for a broad set of 
organisation types and practitioners. Other similar 
concepts exist, such as strategic networks, business 
networks, value nets, value networks, and value 
constellations (Thomas & Autio, 2012); we adopt the 
business ecosystem concept because it has the 
most developed literature, as well as being the most 
current. 

Exploration revealed various types of ecosystems 
within the management field, including knowledge, 
entrepreneurship, and software ecosystems. 
However, the most relevant (key) concepts were 
deemed to be business ecosystems and innovation 
ecosystems. This is not to say that others are 
entirely irrelevant. Software ecosystems are 
irrelevant because they are not systems of 
organisations, but systems of artefacts (hardware, 
software, etc.). Knowledge and entrepreneurship 
ecosystems are only marginally relevant. 
Knowledge ecosystems are too narrowly concerned 
with one type of activity, i.e. the production of 
knowledge. Similarly, entrepreneurship ecosystems 
are too narrowly concerned with one type of 
organisation, i.e. early-stage enterprises. Business 

ecosystem was judged to be the most generic form 
of the concept. Innovation ecosystems are 
practically a synonym, which authors who 
emphasize innovation may resort to. Some research 
simply refers to ecosystems without a qualifier, at 
the risk of appearing ambiguous. From this follows 
that the most appropriate keywords for shortlisting 
literature are “business ecosystem” and “innovation 
ecosystem”. 

A Google Scholar search based on the keywords 
“business ecosystem” and “innovation ecosystem” 
yielded several dozen works (papers, chapters, 
books, reports, theses, press articles). A few as-yet 
unpublished papers were also added. Among those, 
a handful of papers with literature reviews were 
selected for snowballing based on their references 
(Adner, 2017; Järvi & Kortelainen, forthcoming; 
Mäkinen & Dedehayir, 2012; Manikas & Hansen, 
2013; Peltoniemi, 2005, 2006; Pilinkienė & Mačiulis, 
2014; Thomas & Autio, 2012; Valkokari, 2015). The 
criteria for selecting those reviews was either 
breadth or idiosyncrasy, in order to expand the 
scope of exploration. 

The next step was to reduce this mass of literature 
to a much tighter scope for review. Out of the 
database, a total of 105 works was finally selected. 
This was mostly keyword-driven and to some extent 
also concept-driven, as stated in the methodology. 
The distribution of keywords in titles (Table 2) shows 
the proportions of keyword- vs non-keyword-based 
selection. 
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Table 2. Distribution of Works by Keywords in Title 
(case neutral) 

“business ecosystem”1 53 

“innovation ecosystem” 20 

“ecosystem” without the above qualifiers 22 

No mention of ecosystem in title 10 

  
The selected literature was mapped into a 
spreadsheet, as a first step toward analysis. The 
following vital statistics are based on this map. The 
timespan of authorship ranges from 1993 to the 
present, with 66% of works authored since 2011 
(Figure 1, p. 6). In terms of influence, as measured 
by citations in Google Scholar, the bulk of works 
(72%) garner less than 100 citations, while some 
(18%) range above 150, reaching up to about 
12,000 (Figure 2, p. 7). (While Google Scholar 
citations may not be a reliable indicator of impact, 

                                                
1 Including 2 occurrences of the French 
“écosystème d’affaires”. 

they do provide a good sense of relative impact.) 
The top-ranked works, by far, are two papers whose 
main focus is not business ecosystems, i.e. Dyer & 
Singh (1998) and Teece (2007). 

RESEARCH STREAMS 

The literature was separated into seven streams of 
research, intuitively derived from the range of topics 
addressed by the literature. This results into two 
major clusters of works, along with five small 
clusters (Table 3, p. 6). The two main streams, 
Strategic Management and Innovation & 
Technology Management, are in fact aligned with 
the two main disciplines which address business 
ecosystems. The other streams are generally more 
marginal and idiosyncratic perspectives on business 
ecosystems. We also separated out General 
Literature Review  

Figure 1. Distribution of Works by Year of Publication 
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papers2, which tend to cover a lot of ground across 
multiple streams. However, the streams are not  

neatly distinct and overlap to some extent. For 
example, there is significant overlap between 
Strategic Management and Innovation & 
Technology management, so we picked the 
dominant one in cases of ambiguous papers. 
Ecosystem as Organisation could be viewed as a 
subtype of Strategic Management, but we separated 
it out because it appeared consistently distinctive in 
its approach. The remaining three small streams 
(Modelling or Visualisation, System or Complexity 
Theory, and Policy) are quite idiosyncratic. We now 
examine each stream in turn. We tackle the most 
substantial streams first. We start with the strategy 
stream because it is more generic, even though it is 
slightly smaller than the innovation stream. 

                                                
2 These are only a subset of the literature review 
papers listed for snowballing, because the latter 
also include papers in which the literature review 

Table 3. Distribution of Works by Research Stream 

1. Innovation & Technology Management 37 

2. Strategic Management 37 

3. Modelling or Visualisation 11 

4. System or Complexity Theory 7 

5. Ecosystem as Organisation 7 

6. General Literature Review 4 

7. Policy 2 

   

SUMMARY OF THE LITERATURE 

It is perhaps a paradox of business ecosystem 
literature that it appears not to be rooted in 
academic research, but nevertheless has inspired a 
large quantity of academic research. The seminal 
works of ecosystem scholarship appear to be 

was of interest for exploration, but not the main 
point of the paper. 

Figure 2. Distribution of Works by Number of Citations in Google Scholar 
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Moore’s The Death of Competition (1996) and Iansiti 
and Levien’s The Keystone Advantage (2004a), 
both of which are business books, written mostly by 
non-scholars (apart from Iansiti). These books 
respectively started and accelerated the whole 
conversation on business ecosystems. Their gist is 
to take inspiration from natural ecosystems to paint 
what is intended to be a more nuanced, more 
complex, more dynamic picture, and in a nutshell 
more “lifelike” picture of business networks than 
what could be seen in the academic scholarship of 
the time. They regard the natural ecosystem 
essentially as a metaphor or analogy for business 
phenomena. Beyond this, they can be placed within 
a lineage of borrowing from ecology by social 
science,  such as evolutionary economics (Nelson & 
Winter, 1982) and organisational ecology (Hannan 
& Freeman, 1977), without however explicitly 
referring to either.  

By analogy to natural ecosystems, business 
ecosystems were characterised by the diversity of 
organisations (lifeforms), their interdependence, 
their coevolution, and the importance of dominant 
firms (species). Business networks are viewed as 
dynamic systems of diversified organisations both 
competing and cooperating amongst themselves. 
According to changes in (business) environmental 
conditions, organisations are born, evolve and die, 
much like species. Certain organisations take 
leading roles, similarly to dominant or key species. 
The analogy is grounded in the key business-
oriented concepts of innovation and 
interdependence. If innovation is the equivalent of 
evolution for organisations, then the combination of 
innovation and interdependence between 
organisations results in coevolution, a concept 
derived from ecology. The system view entails that 
failure or weakness of any part of the system can 
cause failure or weakness of the whole system. The 
evolutionary view means that the system is fated to 
constantly and collectively adapt to changing 
conditions in order to maintain or improve 
performance. Another key characteristic of business 
ecosystems derived from ecology is variety, not only 

of organisations types or sizes, but of industries. 
Unlike other views of business networks (like 
Porter’s), which tend to consider interactions 
between firms taking place within specific industries, 
business ecosystems are meant to be inherently 
cross-industrial. Diversity matters because it 
bolsters ecosystem adaptability (coevolution) and 
resilience (to shocks or aggressions). 

These two books, especially Iansiti & Levien’s 
(perhaps thanks to Iansiti’s academic credentials), 
kicked off a flurry of academic papers, which now 
number in the high 100 by our count, most of them 
in the fields of Innovation and Technology 
Management and of Strategic Management. Many 
of these works have taken Moore’s and Iansiti & 
Levien’s loose analogy and run with it. That is to say, 
researchers have found business ecosystems to be 
an accommodating concept to discuss loose and 
heterogeneous networks of firms, organisations, 
and sometimes individuals, without worrying too 
much about the theoretical underpinnings. On the 
back of the prosperity of the concept, however, 
efforts are under way to straighten out the theory 
(e.g. Adner, 2017; Thomas & Autio, 2012). 
Empirically, these works have tended to gravitate 
toward IT services. Moore’s and Iansiti & Levien 
were empirically backed by mini-case studies, 
mostly of recently risen IT services, typically GAFA 
(Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple) (more so in 
Iansiti & Levien than in Moore, for obvious reasons). 
Some notable exceptions are semi-conductor 
lithography equipment manufacturing (Adner & 
Kapoor, 2010), car tire manufacturing (Adner, 
2017), children’s toy manufacturing (Hienerth, Lettl, 
& Keinz, 2014), automotive leasing (Pierce, 2009), 
and hospital operation & management (Kapoor & 
Lee, 2013).  

PLATFORM ECOSYSTEMS 

The empirical preference for IT services can 
perhaps be ascribed to the close academic ties 
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between platforms and business ecosystems, a 
subcategory of which are platform ecosystems 
(Tiwana, 2014). The platform is a trending concept 
in management, which stands both for product 
family platforms and for multi-sided platforms 
(Thomas, Autio, & Gann, 2014). For the sake of 
brevity, product family platforms can be simplified as 
integrators, which orchestrate networks of 
complementors, a.k.a. module providers. Multi-
sided platforms can be simplified as information 
brokers, which connect networks of users and 
suppliers for business. GAFA are a typical source of 
examples of either kind of platform. The connection 
between platforms and ecosystems lies in that both 
kinds of platform tie together networks of 
autonomous agents (whether organisations or 
individuals) (as opposed to the traditionally more 
subservient relationships observed in supply 
chains). The platform dialectic of control and 
openness (Parker & Van Alstyne, 2017) makes 
platform networks good contenders for qualifying as 
business ecosystems, where firms act both 
independently and interdependently, especially with 
a focal firm. Moreover, an empirical difficulty has 
been to assign clear and firm boundaries to 
business ecosystems (Adner, 2017; Iansiti & Levien, 
2004b). The solution has generally been to anchor 
business ecosystems in so-called focal firms, which 
play a dominant role within ecosystems. Boundaries 
can henceforth be defined according to the degree 
of separation of ecosystem actors from the focal firm 
or, similarly, by the strength of interdependence 
between them. Platform-owners are a typical kind of 
focal firm. The first-time linkage of the platform and 
ecosystem concepts by Iansiti & Levien (2004a), at 
a time when the platform concept was taking off in 
both the business and the academic worlds, may 
have been a factor in kicking off interest in business 
ecosystems thereafter, more than 10 years after the 
introduction of the concept by Moore (1993) (Figure 
1). 

The linkage with product family platforms has 
coloured ecosystem literature with a special focus 
on Innovation & Technology Management, whence 

such platforms originate. In this context, ecosystems 
are often referred to as “innovation ecosystems”. 
Whether innovation ecosystems are exactly 
synonymous with, or a subset of, or only partially 
overlapping with, business ecosystems may be a 
matter for (academic) debate. However, the debate 
can safely be assumed away at our level of analysis, 
especially when the continuing fuzziness of the 
business ecosystem concept is considered. 
Accordingly, we assume that they are in fact 
synonymous and that the innovation ecosystem 
terminology simply places special emphasis on 
innovation. The innovation ecosystem literature 
tends to take an instrumental view of ecosystems, 
which is again a legacy of the platform literature. 
Ecosystems are viewed as an extension of 
platforms or focal firms and the discussion revolves 
around how the governance of ecosystems 
contributes to the performance of focal firms. A 
typical attribute of ecosystem governance is the 
afore-mentioned tension between control and 
openness (Alexy, George, & Salter, 2013; Parker & 
Van Alstyne, 2017; Wareham, Fox, & Cano Giner, 
2014). In this context, openness is an ambiguous 
term, which can refer to two or three different 
concepts. Firstly, innovation ecosystems can be 
seen simply as an extension of the practice of open 
innovation (Rohrbeck, Hölzle, & Gemünden, 2009). 
Accordingly, focal firms, by nurturing an innovation 
ecosystem, are simply practicing open innovation. 
Here, openness refers to sources of innovation 
external to the focal firm, as when Deutsche 
Telekom made the decision to start developing or at 
least managing, its innovation ecosystem. This can 
be compared to (and contrasted with) Cisco’s native 
approach of outsourcing components as part of its 
technological roadmap and thereafter selecting 
external innovations or innovators for internalisation 
through mergers and acquisitions (Li, 2009), which 
can also be contrived as a form of open innovation.  
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OPENNESS AND CONTROL 

The second (and more common in the ecosystem 
context) concept of openness is almost the opposite 
of the first. It refers to how focal firms open up 
internal assets (typically a product family platform) 
to outside firms, in order to encourage external 
innovation (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014). This type of 
openness can be characterised in multiple ways, 
e.g. “level of access to information on interfaces to 
link to the platform or utilize its capabilities, the type 
of rules governing use of the platform, or cost of 
access” (p. 420). It can be inferred from the product 
family platform-centric literature (Gawer & 
Cusumano, 2014; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2017) that 
certain aspects of openness are closely related to a 
technology context, where it is conceivable to 
decompose focal firm assets into subcomponents 
with potentially varying degrees of access or to 
finely control the degree of access to each 
component by means of information technology. 
These could be dubbed “vertical” openness by 
reference to the depth of access allowed by focal 
firms to their assets. It is uncertain to what extent 
this is applicable outside the realm of technology. 
Another, more universal, aspect of openness is 
relative to the “who”, i.e. which organisations are 
allowed access to focal firm assets. This depends 
on trust, for example determining the extent to which 
firms collaborating for innovation disclose their 
assets to each other (Davis, 2016). It can also 
depend on the desirability or acceptability of 
collaborative arrangements (e.g. alliance or arm’s 
length) with a dominant focal firm (Kapoor & Lee, 
2013), typically including value-sharing. In a 
platform context, whether in product family (e.g., the 
Apple store) or multi-sided (e.g., Uber), it is 
generally governed by formal rule-based 
arrangements, which regulate admission, 
participation and exclusion. This aspect of openness 
might be dubbed “horizontal”. 

Openness is related to control by focal firms over 
partner outcomes. Control can take various forms. 
One is what partner contributions are acceptable, 
where focal firms play the role of gatekeeper. This 
can be governed by rules pertaining to, e.g., the 
safety of content (Apple store) or the quality of 
content (console video games) (Wareham et al., 
2014). This type of control is in fact related to rules 
of ecosystem participation. Another, more 
substantial, form of control is in terms of ownership 
or capture of partner outcomes. In a technology 
context, this is typically governed by intellectual 
property (IP) rights (Parker & Van Alstyne, 2017). 
Focal firms can claim outsider intellectual property 
rights, via M&As (Li, 2009), by bundling product 
features (e.g. Cisco), by copying (e.g. Facebook), 
among other strategies (Parker & Van Alstyne, 
2017). In a broader context, control can be exerted 
by the pricing of transactions by the focal firm 
(Gawer & Cusumano, 2014). Pricing can apply to 
transactions with the focal firm in the context of 
product integration or to transactions facilitated by 
the focal firm in the context of supply and demand 
matching.  

Openness and control have crucial consequences 
for ecosystem value creation and value sharing. 
With regard to value creation, they form a foundation 
upon which partner firms can innovate (Gawer & 
Cusumano, 2014), both by providing resources to 
partners for innovation, i.e. focal firm assets, and by 
defining the incentives for partners to innovate, e.g. 
via IP rights and pricing. The extent to which focal 
firms enable autonomous innovation by third parties 
is termed generativity, which is encouraged by 
looser control (Wareham et al., 2014). However, the 
overall value of an ecosystem also depends on 
control, for example, of the quality of third party 
innovation. Hence, focal firms need to balance these 
two imperatives. With regard to value sharing within 
ecosystems, this can be expressed in terms of focal 
firm dominance. For example, platform firms 
commonly capture the lion’s share of ecosystem 
value (Iansiti & Levien, 2004a). However, excess 
focal firm control can drive partners away. An 



ESSEC Chair of Networked Business Models  Working Paper 

BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS: A LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
essec.edu 

 
 

11/14 

example of excess control can be found in the 
Windows vs Linux case (Gueguen & Torrès, 2004). 
Microsoft’s unrestrained push to impose its 
proprietary, closed Windows operating system 
standard fuelled the rise of the competing Linux 
operating system.  

INTERACTIONS AND STRUCTURE 

The Windows vs Linux example highlights the mix of 
cooperation and competition which is a recurring 
theme of the business ecosystem literature. The 
business ecosystem concept attempts to capture 
the complex interactions between cooperation and 
competition over time. According to Gueguen & 
Torres (Gueguen & Torrès, 2004), business 
ecosystems embody a new view of competition 
which integrates previous theories with the time 
dimension, as illustrated by the Windows vs Linux 
case. Ecosystems compete amongst themselves on 
the basis of cooperation within themselves and the 
looseness of ecosystems means co-operators can 
switch sides over time. At the ecosystem level, 
collaboration for innovation involves a mix of 
collaborative and competitive behaviour. As we 
have seen, firms open up their assets for access by 
partners in order to invite collaboration, but at the 
same time are careful to open only as much as is 
necessary in order to preserve competitive 
advantage. This is done by selectively revealing 
internally developed assets (Alexy et al., 2013). It is 
also done by selecting partners and adapting the 
extent of asset sharing to partners (Davis, 2016). 
Platforms can be seen as the outcome of the 
systematisation of these strategies through 
formalised processes. 

The relationship between product family platforms 
and their complementors is a special case of 
complementor relationship. Complementarity is at 
the heart of business ecosystems according to a 
forthcoming paper, which is a rare attempt at 
theorising ecosystems. Under the Influence of the 

platform literature and the tendency to define 
ecosystems on the basis of a focal firm, 
complementarity is often seen in a strongly 
hierarchical light. Platforms dominating 
complementors are only one form of this. It can also 
take the form of a dominant market player vs niche 
market players, as in the case of automobile brand 
ecosystems, where car manufacturers wield strong 
influence on the performance of automobile leasing 
operators (Pierce, 2009). However, 
complementarity also occurs among equals or at 
least organisations of comparable strength, as 
between an airplane manufacturer, airlines and 
airports (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). Even platforms do 
not always imply dominance as the development of 
complex and innovative technology often requires 
multiple key components to be combined, as in the 
case of a smartphone manufacturer, a smartphone 
chip maker and a telco operator (Davis, 2016). 
Entrants in new industries pursue distinct but 
complementary technologies in hopes of winning 
the technology competition and achieving 
sustainable competitive advantage (Kapoor & Furr, 
2015). 

Complementarity paints a more complex picture of 
business ecosystems than the platform-centred 
hub-and-spokes model. An additional layer of 
structural complexity is added when suppliers are 
included. Thus, business ecosystems include both 
suppliers and complementors, still centred on a 
focal firm (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). In nascent 
industries like the solar PV industry, as yet devoid of 
dominant players, the structure may be more 
chaotic (Kapoor & Furr, 2015). Generally speaking, 
complementor relations offer a choice of where to 
centre the business ecosystem. For example, the 
airplane manufacturer and the airport can both act 
as focal firms of two differently centred, but 
overlapping ecosystems. This also speaks to the 
afore-mentioned difficulty of setting ecosystem 
boundaries. The focal firm has been one way of 
anchoring ecosystems, but the inclusion of major 
complementors muddles the picture. Which 
complementors should be included? One answer is 
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to view ecosystems as configurations of activity 
(including suppliers and complementors) centred on 
an ecosystem value proposition (Adner, 2017). 
According to the same author, another key 
characteristic of ecosystems is multilaterality, i.e. 
network relations which cannot be decomposed into 
pairs, but involve at least three actors (triads) 
simultaneously. Theoretically, multilaterality could 
be for example a by-product of ecosystem 
generativity (Wareham et al., 2014), as generativity 
could lead complementors to collaborate for 
innovation around a focal firm. Multilaterality can 
also be connected to non-linearity, i.e. a departure 
from linear value chains. However, most of the 
literature, while frequently insisting on the non-linear 
nature of ecosystems, does not dwell on it nor 
provide examples of it. An exception is Davis (2016), 
who explicitly deals with triads in innovation 
ecosystems. The combination of multiple layers of 
complexity brings business ecosystems closer to 
the natural ecosystem analogy initially proposed by 
more, i.e. complex systems of heterogeneous 
actors. 
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