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Recent innovation discourse has increasingly favored the innovation ecosystem (IE)
analogy in describing the dynamics of innovation creation. |IEs are typically viewed as
complex, interdependent platforms that emerge through co-innovation processes and
bottom-up initiatives, interconnected with global economic trends and sustainability
goals. Despite the concept remaining ambiguous and debated in academic literature, it
has also been adopted in innovation policymaking. Simultaneously, the rationale behind
innovation policy has shifted toward viewing innovation as an instrument for transforma-
tive change.

This master’s thesis investigates the implementation of innovation ecosystem policies in
Finland, focusing on the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements (IEAs) conducted between
the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and Finnish university cities. These
agreements represent a Finnish example of innovation policy where the IE concept is
explicitly applied. The study aims to understand how the IE concept is interpreted at the
operational level and how the implementation of innovation policies has evolved along-
side the broader shift toward ecosystem-based and transformational innovation policies.

The research examines the implementation of IEAs in three Finnish cities: Seinajoki,
Joensuu, and Jyvaskyla. To collect data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with
two people from each region who were involved in the everyday implementation at the
operative level of IEAs. The material was analyzed using qualitative content analysis.

The findings reveal that at the operational level, the IE concept remains fuzzy and open
to individual interpretation. Generally, IEs are understood as broad networks of actors
aligned around shared visions and challenges. Cities are seen to play a central role in
identifying, framing, and vocalizing these shared directions. Moreover, the study sug-
gests that modern IE policies emerge from a blend of both ecosystem and transforma-
tional innovation rationales, which both affect the practices of local policymakers.

Keywords: Innovation Ecosystem, Transformational Innovation, Regional Innovation
Policy, Place Leadership
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ABBREVIATIONS

IE Innovation ecosystem

IEA Innovation Ecosystem Agreement (refers to the agreements con-
ducted between the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment

and Finnish university cities)

QCA Qualitative content analysis



1.INTRODUCTION

In the world of wicked problems, high-tech specialization, and evermore complicated in-
terdependent processes, complex systems, and collaborating actors are needed to face
the challenges and create development toward sustainable growth. Innovation creation
is a process traditionally affiliated with research institutions and cutting-edge organiza-
tions, while supporting agencies such as national or regional governance systems are
more overlooked. However, innovation has always been seen as an important tool to
promote economic growth and development, and thus, governments have had a strong
incentive to intervene in innovation processes to support and increase innovation crea-
tion. Furthermore, in modern-day society, increasing concerns about environmental and
societal challenges have urged governments to approach innovation as an instrument

for transformational change (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018; Tddtling et al., 2022).

Simultaneously, as academia and common discourse have underlined more and more
the complexity and heterogeneity of processes, agency relations, and wicked challenges
in the world (see e.g., Head, 2022; Lénngren & van Poeck, 2021), innovation policies
have followed the trend. The policies have transformed from general to more context-
specific and specialized to address the heterogeneous circumstances of nations and re-
gions (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018; Sotarauta et al., 2023). Views on innovation creation
have been developed from linear processes towards non-linear systems of innovation,
which have been reflected in innovation policies aiming to create and support these co-
operative multi-actor systems (Laasonen et al., 2022; Schot & Steinmueller, 2018;
Sotarauta et al., 2023). Most recently, policy discourse has been revolving around the
idea of innovation ecosystems, representing evermore interdependent and complex pro-

cesses of innovation (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020).

Innovation ecosystem is a concept developed in business studies, and it has only re-
cently been adapted into public policy design in national, regional, and urban innovation
policymaking. Yet, the literature on the public-sector role in shaping innovation ecosys-
tems remains sparse. What exactly are these innovation ecosystems, how do they differ
from innovation systems, and what are the implications on the implementation of inno-
vation policies, these are some of the questions that have remained unclear (Oh et al.,
2016). With its high emphasis on complexity, interdependency, and horizontal modes of

leadership (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020; Pidorycheva et al., 2020), the innovation



ecosystem concept represents a new challenge for regional innovation policy implement-

ers and place leaders aiming to transform and develop regions.

Despite its ambiguity, the concept of innovation ecosystem has made its way into inno-
vation policies also in Finland. In 2021, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment
concluded the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements with university cities in Finland, where
the ecosystem framing has been explicitly used (ty6- ja elinkeinoministerio, 2021).
Through the agreements, cities have been integrated as key actors into innovation eco-
system processes, suggesting that cities possess capabilities and opportunities to func-
tion as platforms for the genesis of innovation ecosystems, even though the literature on
innovation ecosystems lacks research focusing on local governance’s contribution and

significance in ambiguous innovation ecosystems.

This thesis contributes to the literature on regional innovation policy and innovation eco-
systems by studying how policy officers implementing the innovation ecosystem agree-
ments in three Finnish cities interpret the innovation ecosystem concept in their work and
how they operate amidst the ambiguity of innovation policies, underlining both transform-
ative innovation and complex non-linear ecosystem processes. The research will more
precisely investigate the implementation of Innovation Ecosystem Agreements con-
ducted between the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and Finnish university
cities, which are to be implemented during 2021-2027. The three focus cities in the re-
search are Joensuu, Jyvaskyld, and Seinajoki. The thesis is built on a hypothesis that,
due to the ambiguity and complexity of the innovation ecosystem concept, coupled with
the ideas of transformational and specialized innovation policy, efforts are required from
regional policy implementers to re-rationalize their role in the regional innovation pro-

cesses.

Furthermore, the thesis takes part in the work to be done, understanding how agency
affects regional innovation processes. Scholars have called for more studies focusing on
agency in regional innovation processes as well as understanding the interplay of agency
and structure in the processes (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Sotarauta & Girillitsch,
2023). To enrich the analysis of agency in implementing the new innovation policies, this
thesis utilizes literature on regional change agency and place leadership. In addition, this
thesis contributes to filling this research gap in the literature focusing on non-private ac-

tors’ contribution to regional path development (Hassink et al., 2019).



1.1 Research aim

This research aims to investigate how the innovation ecosystem concept is interpreted
in the practices of implementing the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements in three Finnish
cities. The emphasis is placed on the role of public agency in creating and maintaining
innovation ecosystems, and the study focuses on regional public policy implementers
and ‘everyday place leaders’ (as described by Sotarauta & Suvinen, 2019) working at
the operational level in the interface of organizations involved in the implementation pro-
cesses. In addition, the research seeks to understand how the operation at the imple-
menting level has developed alongside the policy development towards transformational
and ecosystem-based innovation policies. Furthermore, the study investigates how the
policy implementers interpret their own and the city organizations’ roles in the innovation

ecosystem processes.

1.2 Research questions

This study contributes to the innovation ecosystem literature by investigating how the
concept of the innovation ecosystem is interpreted at the operational level of implement-
ing innovation ecosystem policies. This is important to add to the knowledge of how place
leadership is shaped in the era of ecosystem-based innovation policies. The three re-

search questions are the following:

R1: How do regional public actors working at the operative level of implementing the
Innovation Ecosystem Agreements interpret the concept of innovation ecosystem in

their work?

R2: How do the actions taken toward implementing the Innovation Ecosystem

Agreements reflect the evolving ideas and literature around innovation ecosystems?

R3: What role do the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements play in terms of developing the
innovation work of the regional public actors working at the operative level of implement-

ing the agreements?



2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical part of this research consists of two sections. The first section 2.1 will dig
deeper into the innovation ecosystem (IE) literature to clear some ambiguity around the
concept. The sections present how IEs are framed in the literature and what are distin-
guished characteristics that make an |IE. The second section 2.2 draws on regional inno-
vation policy and place leadership literature to clarify what is place leadership and what
role it plays in regional innovation processes. Furthermore, it is considered what impli-
cations can be drawn from both the IE and place leadership literature to understand place

leadership dynamics in innovation ecosystems.

2.1 Unpacking the ambiguity of innovation ecosystems

Despite the rising popularity of the use of the IE concept in both the private and public
sector instances, conceptualizing IEs is certainly not an easy task. No universally ac-
cepted definition of innovation ecosystem would be agreed upon across all IE literature.
Rather, there are several co-existing definitions across different research streams
(Gomes et al., 2018). This randomness has made the |E concept ambiguous for use both
in academia and in practice and has spurred research questioning the practicality of the
concept (Oh et al., 2016; Ritala & Almpanopoulou, 2017). To clear out some fuzziness
around IEs, we must investigate the origin of the concept, as well as the critique around
it. Despite the ambiguity, some pronounced features of IEs can be found in the literature,

which makes it possible to frame the IE concept for my research.

2.1.1 Evolution from business ecosystem to innovation ecosys-
tem

To understand innovation ecosystems, we must investigate the use of the concept in the
private sector, as that is where the idea of IEs was originally generated (Gomes et al.,

2018). According to Gomes. et al (2018), several authors connect IEs to the concept of



business ecosystem originally developed by Moore (1993), as he aimed to underline that
innovative organizations are unable to operate in a vacuum of their own industry, but
rather they should be recognized as a part of a business ecosystem comprising a variety
of industries. Ecosystem, of course, is a concept drawn from biology, and in the Oxford
English Dictionary, (2023) is defined as a biological system composed of all the organ-
isms found in a particular physical environment, interacting with it and with each other.
Moore (1993, p. 76) declares that “in a business ecosystem, companies co-evolve capa-
bilities around a new innovation: they work cooperatively and competitively to support
new products, satisfy customer need and eventually incorporate the next round of inno-
vations”. The business ecosystem concept was further developed by lansiti and Levien
(2004) , who more strongly connected the framework to the ecological ecosystem known
in biology. They stated that, likewise an ecological ecosystem, a strong business eco-
system has high productivity, high robustness, and exhibits actors with high variety. Per-
formance in these three levels indicates the health of both ecological and business eco-

systems (lansiti & Levien, 2004).

As the business ecosystem framework developed and gained popularity, Adner (2006)
finally presented the concept of the innovation ecosystem (Gomes et al., 2018). Adner
(2006, p. 98) referred to an innovation ecosystem as “collaborative arrangements
through which firms combine their individual offerings into a coherent, customer-facing
solution.” Adner (2006) argues that to successfully bring new innovations to markets,
companies must assess both their own performance as well as that of the whole innova-
tion ecosystem in question. If other organizations in the ecosystem do not support the
innovation, e.g., there is no software for new innovative smartwatch, the innovation can-
not be successfully brought to markets however good the watch itself is. Similarly, Adner
and Kapoor (2010) state that the advantages of being a leading innovator diminish if the
innovation faces external challenges in compliments. If the ecosystem is not ready to
support the development of the innovation, there is a risk that other rival innovations will
rise while the original waits for its partners to catch up (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). While
the conceptualizations of the above scholars possess some nuanced differences, the
underlying reasoning for using the ecosystem analogy remains quite straightforward. To
put it simply, an organization is rarely able to develop and market an innovation solely

on its own.

Since then, the IE concept has spread across business strategies and academia. While
some have suggested that business ecosystems and innovation ecosystems are more

or less synonymous, Gomes et al. (2018) propose that there is a difference: Business



ecosystems are essentially about value capture, referring to individual firm-level profit-
taking, whereas the purpose of |IEs is value creation, referring to collaborative processes
and activities of creating value for customers and other stakeholders as phrased by Ri-
tala et al. (2013). With the emphasis on the value processes, Gomes et al. (2018) imply
that business ecosystems and IEs are two different perspectives to look at innovation
processes, where IEs focus on shared-value processes and business ecosystems on

the private firm-level value processes.

From the early conceptualizations of IEs, we can observe that the focus remains on the
private business side highlighting the importance of customer orientation and capabilities
to compete. However, as the buzz around IEs has grown, |E thinking has gained a posi-
tion also in national and regional innovation policy (Laasonen et al., 2022; Sotarauta et
al., 2023) sometimes papers even referring to regional innovation ecosystems. The de-
tachment of IEs from their strong business orientation and positioning them as public
policy instruments has raised questions about how and whether |IEs should be governed
and what the role of the public sector is in business-oriented ecosystems (Oh et al.,
2016).

2.1.2 Innovation ecosystems under critique

It is not possible to discuss IEs, without acknowledging the debate around the concept.
The challenge with the concept is twofold: A) the IE concept is often hard to distinguish
from other very similar concepts such as clusters and regional innovation systems, and
B) as described above, the |IE concept was developed with a strong focus on the private
sector, and the concept has been transmitted to public policy without questioning the
market-driven nature of IEs (Oh et al., 2016).

Firstly, there exist several related and often overlapping concepts similar to IEs. Perhaps
the most closely related for IE’s are regional innovation systems and clusters. Oh et al.
(2016) argue that literature referring to IEs rarely succeeds in making conceptualization
that adds novelty to more traditional concepts such as regional innovation systems or
clusters. The critique is well profound, as the definitions of clusters and regional innova-
tion systems are very similar. Porter who popularized the cluster studies at the end of

the 1990s, defined clusters as “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies,



specialized suppliers, service providers, firms in related industries, and associated insti-
tutions (e.qg., universities, standards agencies, trade associations) in a particular field that
compete but also cooperate” (Porter, 2000, p. 15). Quite similarly innovation system can
be defined as “a set of components and the causal relations influencing the generation
and utilization of innovations and the innovative performance” (Granstrand & Holgers-
son, 2020, p. 2), with the prefix ‘regional’ emphasizing phenomena in a specific geo-
graphical region. It is evident, that both cluster and innovation system frameworks
acknowledge the multi-actor nature of innovation work and the diversity of relations be-

tween agencies, which are both fundamental rationales behind the IE concept as well.

Secondly, Oh et al. (2016) raise the question of whether IE is a suitable and necessary
concept for public policy work, and whether it should replace the concept of the innova-
tion system, which has originated from economics, regional development, and economic
geography literature and thus embodies public sector as a critical agency in innovation
processes (Sotarauta et al., 2023). Oh et al. (2016) remind us that contrary to the national
and regional innovation systems, the IE concept has originally developed with a strong
private sector orientation and |IEs are often seen as market-driven. Hence, Oh et al.
(2016) emphasize that it needs to be considered what happens to public agencies' role
in IEs. Furthermore, Oh et al. (2016) raise the question of how and why would private
actors, mostly interested in their own success, promote the regional innovation system
in these new self-feeding ecosystems, if public actors' role is diminished. With these
arguments, Oh et al. (2016) question the suitability of innovation ecosystem theory for
public policy purposes, suggesting that in reality, placing the eco before the system does

not work in the policy context.

The critique sparked discussion where some scholars argued that there is potential in
the IE concept if it is developed further and used more carefully (e.g. Ritala & Almpanop-
oulou, 2017). When it comes to the fact of IEs being market-driven Ritala and Aimpanop-
oulou (2017) acknowledge the connection of IEs to the private sector as well. Importantly,
they also argue that IEs should not be understood as replacements for more traditional
concepts like regional innovation systems, clusters, and triple-helix initiatives, but rather
all are required to initiate innovation. Notably, as did Oh et al. (2016), Ritala and
Almpanopoulou (2017) state that it might be reasonable to dedicate the term innovation
ecosystem for more market-driven instances, and in public policy cases, trust the more

familiar terms such as regional innovation systems.

As the similarity of IEs to other related concepts is evident, efforts have been made to

distinguish |Es from e.g., innovation systems (e.g., Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Ritala &



Almpanopoulou, 2017; Zheng & Cai, 2022). The most commonly used differentiating
characteristic seems to be the interdependency of IEs, as they are often argued to be
much more interdependent entities compared to other related concepts (e.g., Pi-
dorycheva et al., 2020; Ritala & Almpanopoulou, 2017; Zheng & Cai, 2022). Referring to
co-processes seems to be common in |E literature (Klimas & Czakon, 2022; Pidorycheva
et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022). For example, Pidorycheva et al. (2020) present four
forms of interdependent interaction on which they argue IEs are based: Collaboration
where knowledge and resources are exchanged, co-specialization where actors target
their performance towards a joint value creation, co-production where actors participate
in various but complementary activities, and co-evolvement where actors develop inter-
dependently as the ecosystem evolves and develops (Pidorycheva et al., 2020). The co-
processes are seen to lead to shared value creation in IEs (Gomes et al., 2018;
Pidorycheva et al., 2020).

Authors also highlight IEs’ self-organizing nature (e.g., Laasonen et al., 2022; Pi-
dorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022). Pidorycheva et al. (2020) argue that one of
the most important features of innovation ecosystems is their ability to self-organize and
self-develop as the presence of an external regulator extracts the "ecosystemness” from
the system. They state that IEs are nonlinear and dynamic innovation environments
where operation is mainly based on horizontal communication between innovation par-
ticipants (Pidorycheva et al., 2020). Furthermore, Pidorucheva et al. (2020) underline the
importance of bottom-up processes in IE initiatives. Similarly, Zheng & Cai (2022) argue
that IEs do not form through traditional direct top-down policy initiatives, but rather
through more complex processes that emerge in an optimal environment. However, at
least some scholars think that ecosystems are not entirely beyond design and manage-
ment (see e.g., Tsujimoto et al., 2018). For example, Tsujimoto et al. (2018) argue that
ecosystems can be designed and strategically managed if the managers understand the

mechanisms of the ecosystem dynamics.

In addition, to interdependency and self-organizing nature, |IE processes are commonly
recognized to be more global compared to regional innovation systems and clusters
(Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Rinkinen & Harmaakorpi, 2018; Sota-
rauta et al., 2023; Tsujimoto et al., 2018; Zheng & Cai, 2022). Pidorycheva et al. (2020)
argue that compared to for example national and regional innovation systems IEs are

not bound by regional boundaries but can spread globally and even virtually.

Lastly, some scholars argue that an important characteristic of IEs is that they are built

on a strong sustainability ethos which drives IE processes (Zheng & Cai, 2022). Zheng



& Chai (2022) highlighted the importance of sustainability and used the neo-triple-helix
perspective to distinguish IEs from innovation systems. Using three dimensions adapted
from the neo-triple helix model, namely, innovation genes, social structure, and natural
environment, they argue that innovation ecosystems have unique features which, when
simplified, are: 1) Innovations generated in IEs are sustainable and socially responsible,
they can be both technological and social, and participants in innovation genes are in-
creasingly more interdependent form each other. 2) Social structure in |IEs is shifting from
a knowledge economy toward knowledge democracy, which fosters sustainable innova-
tion. 3) IEs are strongly connected to the natural environment and environmental con-
cerns as sustainability ethos guides action in IEs, and thus global interaction and collab-
oration are important activities in IEs. According to Zheng & Chai (2022), these three
dimensions, innovation genes, social structure, and the environment, influence each

other in the co-creation and co-evolution processes.

Though it has been some years since the criticizing article of Oh et al. (2016), and IE
literature has increased rapidly after the publication of the article, the critique presented
is still highly relevant. However, regardless of the problems with the concept, IEs have
made their way into public policy. Coming to this day, there is still not a widely accepted
definition of the innovation ecosystem, and a lot is left to be questioned in the action-

level work.

2.1.3 Conceptualization of innovation ecosystem

Finally, after assessing the background of innovation ecosystem thinking as well as ac-
knowledging the ambiguity and critique concerning IEs, | come to the point where the

concept of innovation ecosystem can be framed for the purposes of this thesis.

After the Adner (2006, p. 98) popularized the innovation ecosystem as “collaborative
arrangements trough which firms combine their individual offerings into a coherent, cus-
tomer-facing solution”, several attempts have been made to define the concept further
(Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). In this thesis, | build on the definition of Granstrand
and Holgersson (2020), who reviewed several existing definitions and based on them
concluded a new more comprehensive definition of an innovation ecosystem: “An inno-
vation ecosystem is the evolving set of actors, activities, and artifacts, and the institutions

and relations, including complementary and substitute relations, that are important for
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the innovative performance of an actor or a population of actors.” (Granstrand & Holgers-
son, 2020, p. 3).

The definition above highlights the diversity of agencies and their relations in IEs and is
in line with the literature that agrees on IEs being highly complex and interdependent
systems. However, the definition of Grandstrand & Hogersson (2020) does not explicitly
underline some of the key characteristics of IEs that have been acknowledged in the IE
literature, which were discussed in the previous chapter namely, co-processes (Klimas
& Czakon, 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022), self-organizing na-
ture/bottom up processes (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai,
2022), globality (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Rinkinen & Harmaa-
korpi, 2018; Sotarauta et al., 2023; Tsujimoto et al., 2018; Zheng & Cai, 2022), and sus-
tainability ethos (Zheng & Cai, 2022). In my, opinion these characteristics of |IEs are
important efforts to distinguish what we actually mean when discussing IEs in academia
or in policy work practices. Figure 1 shows the visualization of the innovation ecosystem

concept as it has been framed in my study.
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2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022) Zheng & Cai, 2022)
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Zheng & Cai, 2022)

Figure 1. Innovation ecosystem framework
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2.2 Innovation ecosystems in innovation policy work

As already mentioned in the previous chapter, despite the debate, innovation ecosystem
concept has made its way to the innovation policy, from which the Innovation Ecosystem
Agreements are only one example. Simultaneously, attention to sustainability and com-
plex environmental and social challenges have grown and the importance of innovation
policies as an instrument for transformational change has grown (Schot & Steinmueller,
2018; Todtling et al., 2022). Understanding the development of rationales behind inno-
vation policy is important as we aim to study how regional policy implementers compre-
hend their position and ability to lead change when implementing ecosystem policies. In
the following sub-chapters, | draw on regional innovation policy and place leadership

literature to understand the importance of place leadership in IE processes.

2.2.1 Rationalizing innovation policies

At their core, innovation policies aim to influence the innovation processes to support
economic growth as development as innovations are seen as key factors in bringing and
maintaining growth (Laasonen et al., 2022; Schot & Steinmueller, 2018). Innovation pol-
icies comprise many differing policy approaches that aim to intervene the society and
markets at different levels (Laasonen et al., 2022). Laasonen et al. (2022) differentiate
innovation policies on two primary axes. Firstly, innovation policy differs in the level of
customization, as some policies aim to generally affect the conditions where innovation
may spark, e.g., generally supporting entrepreneurial activities. On the other end of the
spectrum, customized innovation policy is tailored to affect specific industries, regions,
or challenges. Secondly, innovation policies differ in their intervention level, as some
policies aim to intervene in the broad system or market-level processes whereas other

policies work very close to specific actors or networks (Laasonen et al., 2022).

Rationales behind innovation policies’ objectives as well as policy instruments have de-
veloped alongside historical events (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018). Schot and
Steinmueller (2018) describe three frames of innovation policies which present how in-
novation policies, policy actors, and actions have developed through the years. Their

work has since been highly referred to in the innovation policy literature, and similarities
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in the development of innovation rationalities can also be seen in Finnish innovation pol-
icymaking (Sotarauta et al., 2023). Notably, Schot and Steinmueller (2018) underline,
that the three innovation policy frames are not exclusive but rather can co-exist in the
policymaking processes. Underlying rationales shaping innovation policies thus arise

from a mix of frames and understood models of innovation.

The first framing Schot and Steinmueller (2018) present, emerged after World War Il, as
policies supporting technological invention and R&D were seen as important after the
war and in the turmoil of the Cold War. The object of innovation policies was generally
to increase growth, through the means of increasing production and consumption. The
policy rationale of the first framing leaned on economic assumptions that in the fear of
free-ride and cost-advantages for others, firms would not invest enough in research and
innovation, and thus the increased level of scientific knowledge would not be enough for
the society to grow. The role of the public sector was seen as the provider of funding to
science as well as guarding the openness of the scientific community to ensure the trans-

portation of knowledge. (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018)

The second framing of innovation policy developed alongside the growing global com-
petition and from the notion that against earlier beliefs, knowledge spillovers did not ef-
fectively make countries lagging behind to catch up (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018). In-
stead of convergence, the countries with less knowledge and innovation capacity di-
verged from the countries with high growth rates. Thus, the innovation policy rationale
shifted towards building national systems of innovations that preserve or grow the com-
petitive ability of the domestic economy. Importantly, in the second framing, innovation
is no longer seen as a linear process but rather as an interactive system. The underlying
idea is that competencies for innovation are spread across differing actors in innovation
networks, and innovation should be understood as an interplay of these actors
(Laasonen et al., 2022). Innovation policy thus focuses on correcting system failures
such as insufficient infrastructure, lack of competencies, failures in institutions’ capability
to uptake innovation processes, or limited collaboration between innovation actors
(Sotarauta et al., 2023). As the transportation of knowledge is seen as vital for innovation
creation in these systems, the policies that foster coordination and cooperation between

innovation agencies are seen as key policy instruments (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018).

This systemic view of innovation laid the way for policies focusing on supporting national
and regional innovation systems (Sotarauta et al., 2023). Importantly, these regionally
focused innovation policies bound regions and cities to innovation policy work and thus

innovation policies become instruments not only for supporting innovation activities but



13

also regional growth. As the discourse around innovation practices and networks has
started to shift from systems towards ecosystems, innovation policies have started to
follow the trend, and some scholars have now started to refer to regional innovation eco-
systems (see e.g., Cao et al., 2023; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Rong et al., 2021). Thus
the object of innovation policies has shifted towards providing a platform where the bot-
tom-up emergence and operation of the ecosystem can happen (Sotarauta & Suvinen,
2019; Zheng & Cai, 2022). Furthermore, the shift towards more platform-based innova-
tion policies has put the cities at the center of innovation policies as they are seen as
important actors in creating and facilitating the platforms where innovation can take place
(Laasonen et al., 2022). However, it should be noted that the transition from more gen-
eral innovation policies towards highly customized innovation system policies based on
bottom-up initiatives has not happened without bumps in the road, as tools to actually
harness bottom-up processes have been complex and difficult to perfect (Laasonen et
al., 2022).

In addition to the transition from linear perception of innovation to systematic and further-
more, platform-based innovation, the goals of policies have also changed due to the
growing attention to sustainability challenges. Thus, Schot and Steinmueller (2018) de-
scribe the third framing as ‘transformative change’ and argue that due to the recognition
of the ever-growing ecological and social challenges in the world, innovation policies
should be seen as a tool to tackle the major challenges of making the world sustainable.
Similar calls for more transformational innovation policies have been made by other
scholars as well (see elg., Todtling et al., 2022; Zheng & Cai, 2022). For example, Tdd-
tling et al. (2022) call for a more challenge-oriented regional innovation policy, where
innovation policies should aim to solve sustainability challenges also at the regional level.
They argue that though many of today’s challenges are global, the importance of devel-
opment in the right direction is also regional. Policies that reflect this kind of rationale of

transformational innovation began to emerge in the 2010s (Sotarauta et al., 2023).

Alongside the transformative innovation policy, another important idea that has gained
popularity, especially in regional innovation policy work is the smart specialization ra-
tionale (see e.g., Balland et al., 2019; Kogut-Jaworska & Ociepa-Kicinska, 2020; Pinto
et al., 2024). Balland et al. (2019, p. 1264) phrase the key logic of smart specialization
as a bottom-up policy approach based on the idea that regions should leverage their
existing capabilities to develop and secure comparative advantage in related high-value-
added activities. Smart specialization rationale has grown in importance especially in

European innovation policies, and has sparked policies such as S3 by the European
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Union (see e.g., European Comission, n.d.-a). The EU’s incentives to focus on regional
systems and specialization in innovation policies have influenced Finnish innovation pol-

icy work to promote regional and customized innovation policies (Laasonen et al., 2022).

Though transformational innovation policies and smart specialization have gained pop-
ularity, views that question the functionality of them still exist. Transformational innova-
tion policies increase the governments influence in the direction, objectives and pro-
cesses of innovation as the policies aim to steer the development to the ‘right’ path. The
opposing views highlight the importance of open markets, and thus innovation policies
should focus on correcting market failures while not intervening too much in the direction
where the markets steer innovation efforts (Ahokas et al., 2024). Furthermore, Sotarauta
et al. (2023) note that as societal issues become embedded in innovation policies, the
scope of stakeholders and interests in innovation processes increases, and it may be-

come harder for politicians and bureaucrats to conceptualize policies and maintain focus.

One could say that by nature, innovation policies are very business oriented as the grand
goal has mostly been economic growth, though transformation innovation policies could
possibly provide some new direction for the aim. That being said, to this day, economic
objectives persist and has made innovation policies business and entrepreneur oriented.
Furthermore, Laasonen et al. (2022) note that especially in Finland, innovation policies
have focused on entrepreneurialism and commercialization of innovations and
knowledge as this has been seen as a difficulty in Finnish innovation processes. This
has also directed the discourse in Finnish higher education institutions and policies to-
wards entrepreneurship and commercialization (Ampuja & Horowitz, 2025). While the
level of overall R&D funding in Finland has decreased (Laasonen et al., 2022) the focus
has drifted more from funding R&D to increase the degree of innovation towards altering
the structures of innovation processes to unleash more agile processes transforming

research to marketable innovations (Ampuja & Horowitz, 2025).

2.2.2 Regional innovation processes and place leader-
ship

As presented above, the importance of facing major environmental and social challenges

has steered innovation policies towards supporting transformational innovation. Simulta-
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neously, the trend in innovation policymaking has been heading towards favoring plat-
form-based ecosystem policy where innovation processes are seen as more and more
complex interplay between a variety of stakeholders. Taking these trends into account,
it is reasonable to ask, how and by who are the transformative changes done and led in
these ever more complicated innovation processes? Aim to understand these questions
has sparked the talk about change agency in innovation policy research (Sotarauta &
Grillitsch, 2023).

Human agency refers to ‘intentional, purposive and meaningful actions, and intended
and unintended consequences of such actions’ (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020, p. 707).
Studying agency in relation to innovation policies is important, as it may help to answer
questions such as what in the practice level is done to manage and lead the transfor-
mation of regions and nations, as we aim to see past structures of innovation networks
(Sotarauta & Grillitsch, 2023). Focusing on agency might lead to answers when structural
variables aren’t enough to explain e.g., why some regions develop faster than others
(Sotarauta et al., 2023). Furthermore, understanding the operation of change agency in
regional transformation is important if we aim to understand how leading and managing

change happens when discussing ecosystems.

Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) present a trinity of change agency which conceptualizes
three agencies that aim to affect regional growth paths, namely innovative entrepreneur-
ship, institutional entrepreneurship and place-based leadership. Firstly, from the three,
innovative entrepreneurship refers to more traditionally understood innovation creation,
that is, producing new knowledge and harnessing it in the form of inventions. Secondly,
as innovative entrepreneurship requires support from variety of institutions and pro-
cesses, institutional entrepreneurship refers to transforming underlying institutional

structures to support innovative entrepreneurship.

Finally, place leadership is needed to bring together actors and organizations to act in
the same direction to transform the regions. Place leadership is a concept referred to in
regional development literature to generally address agencies that connect actors to re-
gions and their development processes (Beer et al., 2019). The call for place leadership
arises from the understanding that regional development concerns a variety of different
actors and organizations that take part in the development with the goal of getting some-
thing for themselves (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). Thus, regional transformation re-
quires navigating these multiple and sometimes contrary agendas and framing some sort

of common objective or vision that makes actors work towards the common direction.
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The importance of creating and vocalizing shared goals and strategies is often high-
lighted when discussing how place leaders manage transformation in regions (see e.g.,
Beer et al., 2019; Broadhurst et al., 2021; Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). Furthermore,
Beer et al. (2019) note that place leadership doesn’t necessarily refer to a specific posi-
tion or organization in regional development networks, but rather to agency and actions
whose objective is to lead and bring together a complex set of actors to drive regional

change.

Even though place leadership is not necessarily a role that only local government or
public policy officers take, their efforts often fall in the spectrum of place leaders. In re-
search related to innovation policies, the role of policy and the public agency is often
seen as a facilitator for the innovation processes (Cai et al., 2017; Vlaisavljevic et al.,
2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022). According to Sotarauta (2010), in Finland regional develop-
ment officers influence policy networks by ‘raising awareness, mobilizing, framing, coor-
dinating and organizing processes where shared visions are looked for among many
visions’ (Sotarauta, 2010, p. 392). Sotarauta (2010) underlined the importance for policy
officers to create strategic awareness in the policy networks, with the aim of accelerating
decision-making processes as well as aiding to frame shared challenges bringing actors
together. Furthermore, regional development officers have to navigate in the policy-mix
of various regional development policies, including regional innovation policies, of which
goals are often overlapping (Henderson, 2023). Henderson (2023) argues that coopera-
tion between policy officers implementing similar policy instruments is needed to prevent

possible duplicative operations and funding.

When discussing change agencies and regional development, it is important to note that
regional development results from a complex interplay of extensive agencies, some of
which aim for regional transformation as change agencies but some of which are agnos-
tics, less relevant, or even against the change (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). Thus,
Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) underline the trinity of change agency should not be seen
as comprising all agencies in the regions, but as a framework to conceptualize agencies
trying to intentionally transform the regions. Furthermore, agents might engage in more
than one type of change agency, and the division of actions performed by regional agen-

cies might alternate over time (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020).
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2.2.3 Place Leadership in innovation ecosystems

As presented in previous chapters, IEs are complex entities characterized by interde-
pendencies between actors and organizations and their co-processes as well as their
bottom-up or self-organizing nature. Furthermore, many scholars note that innovation
ecosystems cannot or at least should not be governed through traditional rigid govern-
ment manners present in public policy making (e.g., Pidorycheva et al., 2020;
Vlaisavljevic et al., 2020). When the focus in innovation policies shifts towards creating
these self-feeding entities it is important to ask, what happens to place leadership as well
as public policy offers’ role in the innovation ecosystems? These are questions, that have
not yet been excessively studied. However, some observations can be drawn from both

innovation ecosystem and place leadership literature.

Laasonen et al. (2022) argue that innovation ecosystem policies represent increasingly
more fuzzy and complex policy types that become more and more complicated to steer
and understand. Firstly, ecosystems are seen as more connected to the global economy
and therefore place leaders need to focus also on the processes that cross regional or
even national boundaries (Laasonen et al., 2022; Sotarauta & Suvinen, 2019). Secondly,
innovation ecosystems are regarded as having strong business orientation and therefore
the role of the public sector is often seen as supporting and facilitating, but staying in the
background of ecosystem processes (Laasonen et al., 2022). However, the simultane-
ous transition towards transformational innovation policy rationale could be seen as sup-
porting stronger public intervention and guidance in the innovation processes (Ahokas
et al., 2024). In my opinion, there exists some contradiction between these rationales

that might complicate the management of modern innovation policies even further.

The study of Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019) gives implications of what kind of place lead-
ership is required from policy officers implementing more platform-based and transfor-
mational innovation policies. They note that policies that are based on predefined vision
and strategy and mobilization of actors through strategic projects, require monitoring of
global markets and individual organizations’ strategies and visions, and thus call for
place leadership persists also in these new looser platform-based policies. Notably, So-
tarauta and Suvinen (2019) argue that platform policies require regional-level policy prac-
titioners to take leadership positions in the everyday processes and networks of innova-
tion. Thus, Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019, p. 1758) put focus on ‘everyday place leader-

ship’ which they refer to as agencies leading processes in the middle by influencing
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thinking and network formation, and in these efforts, a platform is the main vehicle, an

innovation ecosystem the objective and regional transformation the ultimate purpose.

As discussed, creating a shared vision and strategic objectives to bring together actors
to work towards regional transformation is one of the main operations of place leaders.
Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019) state that as ecosystem approach calls for a more open
model of co-processes, where various innovation actors join the provided platform from
their initiative intending to get something for themselves, place leaders must possess a
comprehensive understanding of different actors’ strategies and objectives to be able to
frame compelling vision for actors not interested in the growth of the region itself. From
the perspective of place leaders, the transition towards ecosystem policies thus entails
that place leaders no longer only push some top-down given strategy, but rather work to
discover and phrase shared vision, persuasive for everyone in the ecosystem. This might
lead to ambiguity and multiplicity of objectives in innovation policy work (Sotarauta &
Suvinen, 2019).

Compared to clusters and regional systems, ecosystem undoubtedly represents fuzzier
and more complex concept which could possibly lead to more complex operations of
place leadership and innovation governance as implied in the literature discussed above.
However, it should be noted that though networks and programs become more complex
it does not mean that innovation ecosystems are structureless nor should be governed
without clear government structures (Bronneberg et al., 2023). Bronneberg et al. (2023)
argue that at their best, structured governance processes stabilize networks at the stra-
tegic level, yet provide flexibility at the operational level, which contributes to knowledge

transfer and innovation creation in the ecosystem.

Though Bronneberg et al. (2023) place importance on the structures, they also underline
the interplay of coordinated and uncoordinated practices in the innovation processes.
The authors argue that while coordinated practices, such as programs and projects pur-
posefully designed to strengthen the local innovation ecosystem are needed to sustain
and develop the overall operation of the ecosystem, it is the uncoordinated practices that
make the ecosystem successful in the long run. According to the authors, the uncoordi-
nated practices are innovation efforts that take a fly in more unofficial cooperation sur-
faces, where agencies of business and academia can spur each other to create new
ideas and innovations. This is in line with the literature that connects innovation ecosys-
tems strongly with the ideas of open innovation creation (see e.g., Vlaisavljevic et al.,

2020) For this uncoordinated practice to happen, there needs to be a place or platform
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that facilitates the interaction (Bronneberg et al., 2023) which implies that place leaders

could have an important role in providing these platforms for uncoordinated processes.

Similarly, Zheng & Cai (2022) argue that the role of public governance in innovation eco-
systems is to foster conditions that according to them are necessary for the genesis of
innovation ecosystems. They present three enabling conditions that are required for an
innovation ecosystem to form. First, the actors need to be willing and capable of devel-
oping cross-boundary interactions on a global scale. Second, civil society needs to be
based on bottom-up media where any citizen is able to create and share media and join
in the interaction with science and politics in a knowledge democracy. Third, an innova-
tion ecosystem requires a prevailing strong sustainability ethos that considers sustaina-
bility with all its dimensions, economic, social, and environmental. However, it should be
noted, that as Zheng & Cai (2022) connect innovation ecosystems strongly to transfor-
mational innovation policies, their framework on the public role in IEs could be seen de-
scribing a more public role fostering transformational innovation, rather than framing the
role in innovation ecosystems understood as some sort of ‘complex entities of co-pro-
cesses’. Nonetheless, their arguments still give implications for what could be required
from place leaders in innovation ecosystems, especially if the sustainability ethos is re-

garded as an important characteristic of innovation ecosystems.

Furthermore, it should be noted that, as Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) stated, place
leadership is not something that refers only to regional governments or public policy of-
ficers, though they are at the center of my study and thus often equated with place lead-
ers in this paper. Historically, regional development initiatives have been leaning more
on top-down initiatives (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018) where place leadership has perhaps
naturally fallen into the hands of regional public authorities. Favoring bottom-up pro-
cesses could entail that the division of power changes and a more diverse set of actors
might operate as place leaders, which makes the research on change agency and place

leadership in the innovation ecosystem even more complicated and nuanced.

To summarize, the existing literature lacks studies that explicitly focus on change agency
and place leadership dynamics within IEs. However, current understandings of how IEs
are conceptualized, along with insights into change agency in regional innovation policy,
provide a basis for hypothesizing how these dynamics might manifest in the implemen-
tation of IE-related policies. The theoretical framework of this thesis first outlined how IEs
are generally framed as highly interdependent and loosely structured innovation plat-

forms, where actors engage in complex co-innovation processes (see Figure 1). These
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platforms form through bottom-up initiatives, which are argued to be beyond the tradi-
tional top-down government modes. Second, | examined how the rationale of innovation
policy is shifting toward viewing innovation as a means for transformative change, ad-
dressing global environmental and social challenges. This shift underscores the need for
strong and effective place leadership to steer such transformations. At the same time,
the concept of IEs has become increasingly prominent in innovation policy discourse.
Bringing these strands together, | hypothesize that today’s innovation policies—such as
IEAs, which draw both from IE thinking and transformational innovation rationales—pose
new challenges for regional innovation policy officers and implementers operating at the
nodes of innovation networks. My research takes a step toward exploring that hypothe-

sis.
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3.CONTEXT: INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM AGREE-
MENTS

Finnish innovation policy-making has followed a similar path through the three innovation
framings presented by Schot and Steinmueller (2018) (Sotarauta et al., 2023). Recently,
aligned with the international trend, the shift from national innovation systems towards
regional innovation ecosystems has also been happening in Finland, thus leading the
way to the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements, which are focused on in my research.
However, it has to be mentioned that the transition towards platform or ecosystem poli-
cies has been happening for quite a while, and a shift towards regional ecosystems was
already suggested in Finland’s national innovation strategy in 2008 (Laasonen et al.,
2022). Thus, the ecosystem agreements have not been born from a vacuum but rather
are part of the continuum of similar policies, namely the Innovative Cities (INKA) program
and the 6Cities strategy (6Aika) (Laasonen et al., 2022), which aimed at enhancing the
cities’ significance in economic growth and innovation rates and highlighted the im-
portance of regional specialization. The incentive to incorporate ecosystem thinking into
innovation strategy and policy has also been supported in the EU, as the EU has adapted
the innovation ecosystem initiatives into its policies (see e.g., European Comission, n.d.-
b).

On 9.2.2021, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland concluded 16
innovation ecosystem agreements between 16 Finnish cities (ty6- ja elinkeinoministerid,
2021). Cities participating in the agreements are Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Tampere,
Turku, Oulu, Rovaniemi, Vaasa, Joensuu, Kuopio, Jyvaskyla, Lappeenranta, Lahti, Pori,
Seingjoki, Mikkeli, Kajaani, and Kokkola, forming a group referred to as Innocities. The
ecosystem agreements are implemented as a part of the EU regional and structural pol-
icy program in 2021-2027 (ty6- ja elinkeinoministerio, 2020). The agreements are funded
jointly by the EU, the Finnish State, and the cities, and the funding is mainly allocated
from the European Union’s Innovation and Skills in Finland 2021-2027 program
(Innokaupungit, n.d.-a). The majority of funding consists of the ERDF funding for sus-
tainable urban development with the addition of some other public funding, comprising
total of approximately 140 million euros available for the 2021-2027 programming period
(Innokaupungit, n.d.-a) The implementation of the agreements is coordinated by the
council of Tampere region (Pirkanmaan liitto), in collaboration with the cites, regional

councils and the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment (Innokaupungit, n.d.-b).
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The general aim of the agreements is to grow innovative and pioneering cities that build
development through digitalization, new technologies, and carbon neutrality, and thus
strengthen the economy and resilience of the cities. The agreements aim to develop
innovation ecosystems, which in the agreements are referred to as tight collaboration
networks. Furthermore, the agreements aim to strengthen the development of attractive
knowledge hubs and innovation environments, as well as the integration of Finnish ac-
tors into international RDI networks and value chains. The key means include urban de-
velopment projects, innovative public procurement, utilization of research results, build-
ing new business ecosystems, start-up communities, and strengthening expertise with
the help of international talent. The agreements are expected to create new local devel-
opment dynamics, internationally significant new growth initiatives, and closer coopera-
tion between cities in the focus areas of the agreement. (Ty6- ja elinkeinoministerio, n.d.)
In addition to the above broad national objectives, specific strategic focus areas are given
in each of the agreements based on the strengths of the region in question, reflecting
the smart specialization rationale. A vision or a set of broad goals is given for each focus
area, together with a more concrete set of measures. Table 1 presents the focus areas
of the regions studied in this thesis, as well as the vision/broad objectives given for the

focus areas.
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City

Strategic focus
area

Vision / Broad aim in IEA

Joensuu

Bio-and circular
economy

The vision for 2027 is to be globally recognized as the world’s most
unique center of expertise and business in bio and circular economy.
The ecosystem aims to generate innovations for the international RDI
network that leverage technological transformation, as well as new
ecologically sustainable commercial products and services for global
markets.

Fotonics
business

The vision for 2027 is to be globally recognized as the world’s most
unique hub of photonics expertise and the most attractive operating
environment for photonics companies. By 2030, the region aims to
have 1,000 photonics-related jobs and 50 companies in the field.

Jyvaskyla

Ecosystem of
physical
exercize, heath
and well-being

The vision is to create better conditions in Finland for growth-oriented
business in physical activity, health promotion, and well-being, while
also addressing societal challenges and contributing to the well-being
of humanity. Stakeholders in the field will be connected to a high-
impact international value network, and thought leadership in well-
being will be anchored in Finland. By 2027, a physical and digital
testbed and innovation environment for physical activity, health
promotion, and well-being will be established in Jyvéskylé. This
environment will be strengthened through development initiatives that
support the commercialization of innovations, as well as through
innovative public procurement.

Renewing
industry
ecosystem

The strategic focus areas for research and competence development
are new material technology solutions and their testing—particularly in
the context of emerging industries, international competitiveness, and
the green transition. At the strategic level, the aim is to achieve
industrial development in line with the Industry 5.0 concept, which
emphasizes industrial resilience and sustainability (including the
human perspective). In processes and production chains that are
subject to digitalization and automation, cybersecurity is both an
enabler and a prerequisite for digitalization. It also contributes to
national-level resilience and overall security.

Seinajoki

Sustainable
renewal of the
food
ecosystem

The goal during the contract period is to sustainably transform the
region’s food ecosystem to a new international level, leveraging the
strengths of local companies, investments, the sector’s sustainability
transition, and digitalization as drivers of growth. The creation of high
value-added export products as part of this transformation raises the
level of ambition.

Smart
renewing
industry

The goal during the contract period is to strengthen automation and
digitalization in the region’s emerging manufacturing industry and to
develop the conditions for its operation—patrticularly by taking
sustainable logistical solutions into account. Another key objective is
to foster the creation of new international business and business
models in the sector.

Table 1. Strategic focus areas and corresponding visions given in the Ecosystem
Agreements of the regions in this study. Translations are done by the author of this the-

SIS.
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4. METHODS AND DATA

4.1 Research approach and design

The research process began with defining the topic of the research and familiarizing
myself with the IE literature. In addition, | visited a two-day seminar for Innocities to gain
preliminary knowledge about the implementation of IEAs. No official data collection was
done in the seminar, but rather, | gathered notes on interesting topics that were brought

up in the discussion between the city representatives to aid in framing my research topic.

After deciding on the initial research aim and questions, interview data was seen as the
most suitable for my study, hence directing my choice of research design towards qual-
itative research. As the aim of the study was to focus on how the innovation ecosystem
concept is interpreted at the operational level by the people who are implementing IEAs,
as well as everyday place leaders’ experiences with the IE processes sparked by IEAs,
interview data and qualitative research was quite natural pathway to take in my research.
Generally, qualitative research refers to research that aims to understand the studied

phenomenon from the perspective of certain individuals (Puusa & Juuti, 2020).

Furthermore, it is important to consider what role the theory plays in qualitative research
(Graneheim et al., 2017). In my case, as there is not a strong, widely accepted theory
about innovation ecosystems, | saw best that theories about IEs took a directory role, yet
didn't fully determine the structure of the analysis process. Therefore, the research fol-
lowed a more abductive approach, where the interviews and analysis process is guided
by an analytical frame based on existing IE theories, but there is room left for new find-

ings absent from the theories (Graneheim et al., 2017).

After the general framing of the research and the required data were clarified, three cities
were chosen for the study. Data collection was then conducted through semi-structured
interviews. Two representatives working with the ecosystem agreements from each of
the three cities were interviewed. Qualitative content analysis was used to analyze the
interview data, followed by deriving a discussion and conclusions from the data. The

research structure is summarized in Figure 2.



25

Figure 2. Research structure

4.2 Data collection

The data collection process began with the selection of regions that were to be observed
in this thesis. As the aim was to have a more comprehensive look at the action-level work
done with the ecosystem agreements, instead of focusing on one specific region, the
suitable number for cities was set to three. My interests laid in smaller regions in Finland,
and therefore the biggest regions of Helsinki, Tampere, Turku, and Oulu were ruled out
from the selection. When doing the selection of cities, factors such as location, size, and
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funding received for the agreement were considered. The problems of contacting one of
the Innocities also affected the final selection, which came to be Seinajoki, Jyvaskyla,

and Joensuu.

After deciding on the selection, the data collection began in the autumn of 2023. The
cities were contacted to get permission for my research, and the required permission
procedures were followed, which differed across the cities. Simultaneously, cities were
contacted to find representatives working with IEAs. The aim was to find people who are
responsible for the operational level work regarding the implementation of IEAs and
whose everyday work consists of operating in the interface of different organizations and
actors in the IE, or who, in other words, could be seen as everyday place leaders, as
referred by Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019). It should be noted that not all interviewees
were directly working for the city organization. In many cases, the coordination of the
operational work was entrusted to local development companies partially owned by the
cities. However, all interviewees represented some local public authority and worked in
close relation to the city organization, and were able to assess the role of the cities in the

implementation processes.

The semi-structured interview method was chosen for the interviews, as it would allow
me some room for free discussion with the interviewees, yet help to keep the focus on
specific subjects and get a high enough saturation of answers for important questions.
The idea behind a semi-structured interview is that interviews are guided by predeter-
mined themes and an interview frame, but the researcher is able to elaborate more on
some themes and topics based on the interviewee’s answers (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2018).
Thus, | constructed a rough interview guide (appendix 1) to be followed during the inter-
views, but further elaborated on some topics if they seemed important during the inter-

view.

Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) note that it is always situational and a matter of opinion, how
strictly the interview frame should direct the interviews and whether the interviewees
should always be asked word-for-word all the questions written in the interview frame.
As the aim of my research was not to compare or evaluate the actions of interviewees
or cities, but rather to get as broad understanding of the phenomenon as possible within
the range of my research, | was not particularly focused on verbalizing every question
similarly for all interviewees. Rather, the interview frame was used as a reminder and

guide for me to keep focus on topics | want to discuss in the interviews, while the wording
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of singular questions could vary between the interviews. Thus, the interview style cho-
sen, though best described as semi-structured, was closer to an open interview rather

than structured.

After finding suitable interviewees and getting permissions as well as deciding on inter-
view method and interview frame, the interviews were conducted during the autumn of
2023 and the following spring of 2024. The interviews were held via a Microsoft Teams
call, and they were recorded. The automatic transcription feature of Teams was used to
create initial transcription, after which the transcriptions were reviewed and cleaned by
deleting errors made by the transcription tool, as well as some filler words unimportant
for my study. The table below presents the city represented by each interviewee as well
as the date and duration of each interview. In the results and discussion, interviewees

are referred to with the abbreviations written in the table (11, 12 ...).

Interviewee  City Date Length

11 Joensuu 7.12.2023 46min 53sec
12 Joensuu 28.5.2024 34min 44 sec
13 Jyvaskyla 27.11.2023 26min 27 sec
14 Jyvaskyla 21.3.2024 40 min 01 sec
15 Seinajoki 14.11.2023 42min 52sec
16 Seinajoki 4.12.2023 43min 02 sec

4.3 Data analysis

After the data collection, the data was analyzed with the methods of qualitative content
analysis (QCA). The overall aim of QCA is to create a clear and verbal description of the
phenomenon studied (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2018). QCA is characterized by an epistemo-

logical assumption that the researcher can recognize some 'truth' from the data with as
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little interpretation as possible (Graneheim et al., 2017). Thus, QCA focuses on the con-
tent of what is said instead of, e.g., specific words or phrasing style the interviews choose

to use.

The steps of conducting QCA differ slightly across method literature. The analysis pro-
cess done in this research was adapted from Schreier (2012) and Tuomi and Sarajarvi

(2018). Table 2 below presents QCA steps adapted from the literature and correspond-

ing measures done in my research.

STEPS IN QCA (Schreier, 2012; Tuomi
& Sarajarvi, 2018)

MEASURES IN MY RESEARCH

1. Deciding on your research question

Familiarizing with literature
Determining research questions

2. Selecting your data
Conducting interviews, transcripting

Finding suitable interviewees
Conducting semi-structured interviews
Creating transcriptions

3. Familiarizing with the data:
Reading data, Deciding on what is relevant,
Deciding on a coding frame

Reading the transcriptions
Deciding on initial coding categories
and information to be looked from the data

4. Dividing your material into units of
coding

Marking interesting sections with pen and
paper

Selecting and coding interesting quotes from
the data in Atlas.ti

5. Trying out, evaluating and modifying
coding frame

Verifying the suitability of the predetermined
code categories based on codes

7. Main analysis

Finding similarities/disparities in codes
Creating sub-categories and combining them
into primary categories

Comparing codes
Grouping codes into sub-categories and
further into primary categories

8. Interpreting and presenting your
findings

Deciding on the quotes that best represent
the results

Writing research results based on analysis
Deriving discussion and conclusions from the
results

Table 2. Steps in qualitative content analysis and corresponding measures in my
research. Adapted from Schreier (2012) and Tuomi and Sarajérvi (2018)

Both Schreier (2012) and Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) underline the importance of the
preliminary decision of what that is that the researcher wants to look for in the data when

doing QCA. Interviews provide rich data that contains a lot of information, some of which
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might not be important for the research in question. Thus, the researcher has to make a
strong decision about what they want to focus on in the data (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2018).
Schreier (2012) also suggests that it is useful to make a coding frame before starting the

coding process to ensure that the focus remains throughout the coding process.

In my case, the data was first read through to grasp what categories or themes caught
my eye when reading the data. | decided on five categories of what | want to focus on in
the data, which worked as an initial coding frame for my research. These categories were
a description of the IE concept, distinction between IEs and other related concepts, the
city’s role in IEs, areas for improvement, and practical measures taken to implement
IEAs. After deciding on the coding frame, the data was gone through by pen and paper,
simultaneously highlighting interesting content and quotes. This initial coding worked as
an instrument to recognize which topics gained recurring notice in the data and would be

important findings in my research.

After that, the second and more in-depth coding was done using Atlas.ti -data manage-
ment tool. Altogether, 284 quotes were coded in the data. This second round of coding
was meant to create a more descriptive and detailed set of codes that would help me to
analyze the data more in depth. This coding round resulted in 62 codes that can be seen
in Table 3. The coded quotes were then exported into Excel to further compare and
categorize them. The first round of evaluation resulted in 14 sub-categories. After eval-
uating sub-categories, they were further divided into four primary categories, which

would also function as topics that were to be discussed in the results (Table 3).
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Coding in Atlas.ti

Sub-categories

(First round of grouping)

Primary categories
(second round of
grouping)

Business-driven operations

Challenges in getting companies involved
Companies as faster innovation actors
Few actors in the area

Getting companies involved

Lack of a focal company

Public and private sector languages do not align

Challenges and need to allign public
and private sector

Challenges in financing models
Development of financing models

Limited resources for agreements

Challenges with financing models

Areas of developing practices

Challenges in reporting

Challenges in setting goals

Difficulty in grasping excessive processes

Measuring impact

Other challenges and needs regarding
IEAs

Challenges and future
direction

Actors in the ecosystem

Role of universities

Actors involved in operation

City maintains collaboration

Coaching of actors

Funding targeted at collaborative projects
Long-term perspective

Networking

Organizing implementation

Practical actions

Same that has been done before

Practial implementation of IEA

Agreement links to other funding

Links to existing processes

Linkage to other processes

Actors’ directions become unified
Agreement goals guide operations
Agreement legitimizes
Concretizing goals

Operational goals

Agreements as strategic tool

Signifigance of IEAs

City as a facilitator
City as a testbed for new innovations
City in operative role

Landuse planning and infrastructure

Operational and facilitating role of
cities

Adapting to a changing situation
City as a leader/trendsetter

City as a permanent actor

City gathers actors together
City has a regional interest

City sees the big picture

City sets strategic goals

Importance of shared direction

Strategic role of cities

The role of cities in |IE
processes
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Distinction between IE and cluster

Distinction between IE and network

Difrence from other concepts

Collaboration between actors
Different roles of actors are emphasized
IE = collaboration between actors

IE = diversity of actors

IE between a data ecosystem and a business
ecosystem

Overlapping ecosystems

Complexity of actors and realtion in les

Ecosystem generates vitality

Internationality

IEs aim for growth

|IE = creating shared value
|E = shared challenge

IE = shared mission

IE aims for something new

Managing IE

|IEs form around shared mission

IE not a new term

Semantics

Little novelty / only semantics

Understanding IE concept

Table 3. Codes and code groups made in the analysis process

The final step of the analysis consisted of deciding on the selection of quotes that would
best portray the findings made in the analysis. After coding, code analysis, and quote
selection were done, | moved to write the results and further on the discussion and con-

clusions.

4.4 Limitations

This study faces some limitations. Firstly, it needs to be carefully considered how far the
findings of this research can be generalized, as the scope of the research only comprises
three cities and six interviews altogether. The biggest cities were intentionally ruled out
from the scope of this study, as my interests lay in smaller regions in Finland. In addition,
it was supposed that IE processes in the bigger cities would be too complex to compre-
hensively understand and narrate in the scope of this thesis. The smaller regions were

assumed to have fewer actors as well as policy officers involved in the IE processes,
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making the processes easier to comprehend with the limited resources given for the the-
sis. This undoubtedly means that the findings are less applicable to bigger and more
innovatively active regions in Finland. Moreover, this research revolved around a specific
Finnish regional innovation policy instrument, meaning that the findings are even less

applicable in an international context.

In addition, the number of interviewees being only six can be seen as limiting the credi-
bility of the research. However, during the interviews, | started to recognize recurring
patterns in the answers, and less and less novelty emerged in the answers. Thus, the
interviews were seen to give high enough saturation of data for the scope of my research.
However, it has to be noted that as there were only two interviewees from each of the
regions, the data would not be enough to comprehensively compare similarities and dif-

ferences between the cities. Therefore, the regions were not compared in this research.

Lastly, it should be noted that when it comes to qualitative research, there is always
subjective interpretation involved in the analysis as the researcher aims to arrange the
data into simplified categories (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2018). Furthermore, the collected data
is already the interviewees’ subjective interpretation of the phenomena that is studied
(Puusa & Juuti, 2020). This limitation is especially prominent in this research, as it par-
tially focuses on the interviewees’ own interpretations of the IE concept, which, of course,

are highly subjective matters and thus cannot be confidently generalized.

4.5 Ethical considerations

It is always important to consider ethical dimensions when doing research, which is es-
pecially evident when researching human behavior. In my research, | followed the prin-
ciples of good scientific practice offered by the Finnish National Board on Research and
Integrity (TENK) (2023). In addition, TENK offers guidelines for doing research with hu-
man participants (2019) , which were also considered during the research process. The
principles state that the researcher must respect the autonomy and dignity of the partic-
ipants, and the research must not cause harm or damage to participants. The partici-
pants must be aware of the aim and content of the research, and the voluntary nature of

the research must be highlighted.
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The required measures to obtain research permits from each of the cities were done
before conducting the interviews. Moreover, before each interview, the interviewees
were informed about the aim of the research. They were told that their identities would
remain anonymous and that the data would be used solely for the purposes of this study.
It was also explained that only the researcher would have access to the data. The inter-
viewees were made aware that they had the right to withdraw from the research at any

stage. Consent to participate was requested at the beginning of each interview.

In the analysis phase, the data was handled confidentially, ensuring that the anonymity
of the interviewees remained throughout the research process. The data will be stored
confidentially in my personal Microsoft OneDrive account for 6 months after the thesis

has been approved and will be deleted in December 2025.
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5.FINDINGS

This chapter presents the main findings derived from the qualitative content analysis.
Findings have been categorized into 4 categories that were identified during the QCA.
The four categories are: 5.1 Understanding of the innovation ecosystem concept, 5.2
The role of the cities in innovation ecosystems, 5.3. Implementing the agreements and
their significance for innovation ecosystem processes, and 5.4 Challenges in innovation

ecosystem work.

5.1 Understanding of the innovation ecosystem concept

This chapter presents how the local public representatives understood the concept of
innovation ecosystems. As can be expected due to the ambiguous nature of the IE con-
cept, there were some differences between the interviewees and how they described the
term. Some interviewees even explicitly spoke out about the fact that the term is highly
subjective, as it was pointed out by interviewees I3, “it's a very subjective term and peo-
ple use them in very different ways™', and 12, stating that “this is of course my own inter-

"2 Furthermore, interviewee 15 noted that the trend with terms come

pretation of the term
and go, and the fact that now we speak of |IEs is not necessarily important: / think it's
maybe a bit of semantics whether we're talking about a cluster... In my opinion, when we
talk about ecosystems . . . it's kind of like that at a certain time, we talk about one thing,
and at another time, we talk about another thing, but basically, we're always kind of talk-

ing about the same thing®

Nonetheless, some notable similarities were still found between the interviewees’ views
of the IE concepts. Firstly, all interviewees seemed to recognize the multi-actor nature of

IEs. In the data, IEs were often described with emphasis on the complex and overlapping

' tdahédn on hirvedn subjektiivinen termi, ettéd ihmiset kéyttaa niita hyvin erilailla.

2 t4& on tietenkin minun oma téllainen tulkinta asiasta

% No joo mé en tiedd, se on ehkd musta vdhdn semmoista sematiikkaa etté
puhutaanko klusterista... mun mielestd kun puhutaan ekosysteemeista, niin kylla siin
hyvin vahvasti niinku... se on vdhén sellainen, etté tiettyné aikana puhutaan tietysté
asiasta ja sitten tiettyné aikana puhutaan tietysté asiasta, ja periaatteessa koko ajan
puhutaan vdhén niinku samasta asiasta
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relations between actors. For example, terms like sub-ecosystems (11) or network of net-
works (13) were used when describing the term. The shared view seemed to be that
actors in |IEs are diverse and comprise both private and public organizations. In addition,
it was highlighted that in IEs, the actors are not limited only to the traditional organization-
level actors, as stated in the below quote:
It (IE) is cooperation between actors that includes research and development or-
ganizations and businesses, and then maybe actors that aim to serve compa-
nies more e.q., a city's development organization or someone else, or for exam-

ple, funding agencies. Or maybe even consumers at their best are producing
added value for it.* (15)

The complexity of IE actors and their relations was also an important factor used to dis-
tinguish IEs from other closely related concepts, such as clusters and networks. The
shared view seemed to be that compared to clusters and networks, IEs comprise of much
more varied set of actors, as highlighted for example by interviewee 11 “in my opinion,
the ecosystem is a different thing (compared to clusters), since the ecosystem includes
the whole society in a way, if you think that the city is involved in it, in my opinion, the

city is not really a cluster agency.”

Due to the complexity and extent of different actors
who were considered important to |IEs, the interviewees considered IEs to be less about
business-to-business relations compared to the older concepts of networks and clusters.
Especially clusters were viewed by having a bigger focus on the relations between local
private organizations: | would perhaps say that in clusters, there is more operation be-

tween businesses® (13)

The complex multi-actor nature of IEs was perceived as highly important among the in-
terviewees. The shared view was that for the IE to be as successful as possible, all the
different agencies and relations were needed. The view was that if you take some actor
out of the ecosystem, the |IE will no longer produce as high results as when all actors are

active parts of the system, as was nicely expressed by Interviewee |4:

4 No kylld se mun mielesta on toimijoiden vélista yhteisty6td jossa on mukana tutkimus
Ja kehittdmisorganisaatioita ja yrityksié ja sitten ehké téllaisia niinku enemmaén yrityksié
palvelevia toimijoita kuten kaupungin kehitysyhti6 tai joku muu, tai vaikkapa

rahoittajat. Tai ehké jopa Kkuluttajatkin parhaimmillaan on siing tuottamassa sité
liséarvoa sille.

® mun mielesta ekosysteemi on eri asia sitten taas etté ekosysteemiin kuuluu sitten
koko yhteiskunta oikeastaan tavallaan jopa, niinku ajattelee ettd kaupunki on mukana
siiné niin ei mun mielestd kaupunki ei ole oikeastaan klusteritoimija.

® Klustereissa ehké nékisin, ettd on enemmén yritysten vélista tekemista.
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The ecosystem is specifically dependent on the fact that the dynamic between all
these actors in a way feeds the ecosystem. | think that if you take someone out of
it, it would no longer work the same way. It's a bit like in nature, when you take
the trees out of the forest, only mosses and mushrooms remain; the mushrooms
won't grow because there are no trees. In a similar way, all those components
are needed (in IEs).” (14)

And that's why this system is needed, so that we can achieve as impressive
things as possible; all these components are needed in the system. All these
actors are needed. You can't think that only by giving funding to higher education
or doctoral education . . . it would solve the picture, so that as long as there are
as many highly educated PhDs as possible in Finland, then that's how everything
will be taken care of. No, that's not enough . . . and that's why | claim that with
one method you only get one kind of results, but then with this system you get
more impressive results.® (14)

Some interviewees focused more than others on the biological ecosystem analogy,
which can also be seen in the above statement with the trees and mushrooms. The
framings of natural ecosystems were used by some interviewees to emphasize different
roles that |E actors take. They viewed that in |IEs, the actors don't just exist and randomly
interact with each other, but rather they all have a distinguishable place and role in the
ecosystem. This view of distinguishable roles was most explicitly outspoken by inter-
viewee 12, who emphasized the diversity of roles which different actors take in IEs: “The
ecosystem consists of a larger functioning entity, where different parts of the ecosystem

O

have different roles. Clearly different roles.™ The interviewee 12 argued that this recog-

nition of ones’ roles is fundamental in ecosystems and also something that distinguishes

7 ekosysteemi on nimenomaan riippuvainen siité, etté se dynamiikka kaikkien néiden
toimijoiden vélilla iké&n kuin ruokkii sitd ekosysteemid, niin mé ajattelen etté jos sielta
Jonkun ottaa pois, niin se sitten enéé toimisi samalla tavalla. Se on vdhén kuin
luonnossa, ettd s otat ne puut pois metsésté, ettd sinne jdad vaan sammaleet ja sienet,
niin ne sienet ei kasva koska ei ole puita. Ett4 tavallaan ne tarvitaan ne komponentit.

8 Ja sen takia téé systeemi tarvitaan, jotta me saadaan mahdollisimman vaikuttavia
asioita aikaan, niin systeemissé tarvitaan ndé kaikki komponentit. Tarvitaan kaikki néé
toimijat, etté ei voi ajatella, ettd pistdméllé rahoitusta korkeakoulutukseen ja vaikka
tohtorikoulutukseen . . . etta se ratkaisisi tdn kuvion, ettd kunhan vaan Suomessa on
mahdollisimman korkeasti koulutettuja tohtoreita, niin sitten silld t4d homma hoidetaan.
Ei, se eiriitd . . . ja sen takia mé véitén, etté yhdelld konstilla saadaan vain yhdenlaisia
tuloksia, mutta sitten téllad systeemilld saadaan niitd vaikuttavampia tuloksia.

° ekosysteemi koostuu timméisestd isommasta toimivasta kokonaisuudesta, jossa
sitten ekosysteemin eri osilla on eri rooli. Selkeésti eri roolit.
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IEs form clusters and networks: “In a cluster or a network, . . . yes there are those differ-
ent roles there too, but it does not emphasize in any way the importance of diversity and
different roles or that kind of organic recognition and utilization of one's own role and

acting for the whole system™° (12).

Interestingly, data very strongly captures how all interviewees connect IEs to goal-ori-
ented cooperation. It seems to be a shared view that IEs form around some shared goal
or to solve a certain challenge, as was expressed by interviewee 15: “In my opinion, it's
about solving some challenge with cooperation and partnerships between actors™*. Co-
operation and actor-relations were seen the key elements which are used to solve the
shared challenges, and that’'s why fostering cooperation conditions such as transparent
operation and knowledge sharing is seen vital for IEs, as stated in by interviewee 13:
“The key thing of it (IE) is sharing information, getting to know others' operation, and
through that a foundation is built for kind of value-network projects, where there is a

common interest.”"?

The interviewees clearly thought that though IEs are complex and multi-layered by na-
ture, they are by no means random. Shared interests, mission, and objectives keep the
actors in |Es developing and growing. The view was that having this kind of common
mission would hopefully lead to more concrete and visible results, rather than just having
some random non-oriented action between the actors. It was argued that eventually the
shared goals will lead to shared results, as was highlighted by interviewee 14: “These
ecosystems aim specifically, more concretely towards goals, measures, results. Like to-
wards a goal and results, rather than just . . . foster some sort of competence, which in

the end may not necessarily have any goal” (I4).

"0 Klusteri tai verkosto, . . . kylla siellékin niité eri rooleja on, mutta se ei milldén tavalla
niinku korosta sité erilaisuuden ja erilaisten roolien térkeytta ja sitten sité sellaista
orgaanista oman roolin tunnistamista ja hyédyntémisté ja toimimista sen
kokonaisuuden eteen.

" siind mun mielesté ratkotaan jotain haastetta toimijoiden véliselld yhteistyélld ja
kumppanuuksilla

"2 etté kylldhén sielld keskeisessé osassa on silloin tiedon jakaminen, toisten toiminnan
tunteminen ja sit§ kautta sitten rakennetaan pohjaa sille, ett sielté alkaa l&hteé niita,
onko ne sitten téllaisia arvoverkkotybhankkeita, jossa on yhteinen intressi

'3 néilla ekosysteemeille pyritédén nimenomaan siihen konkreettisempaan, ikdén kuin
tavoitteet, toimenpiteet, tulokset. Ikdan kuin kohti tavoitetta ja tuloksiin kuin, etté vain
Jotenkin . . . ruokittaisiin jotain osaamista, jolla ei sitten loppujen lopuksi vélttémétta
olekaan mitéé&n maalia
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This shared goal and mission-oriented nature of IEs was also the most common distinc-
tive argument that public representatives used to separate IEs from the concepts of clus-
ters and networks. Though clusters and networks were said to also have some sort of
direction, this was described to be vaguer and more short-term and perhaps not con-
cerning as wide set of actors as the goals in IEs do. Public representatives seem to
consider |IEs as something profoundly common and connecting to all agencies involved
in innovation work in the region, and this is something that makes IEs novel and different:
A network can come together momentarily to promote learning or networking, or
meeting people. It can momentarily have a unifying theme for actors to gather

around, but the network does not necessarily have any common goal, nor does
it have any common logic of value creation’(14)

One could even say that the interviewees saw IEs functioning based on quite altruistic
values, where there is good to be gained for everyone. Perhaps a bit exaggerating, but
nevertheless, the idea among interviewees was clearly that ‘now we are doing something
together and for all’. Though it was stated that by coming together, the actors gain value
from IEs, it was still clearly expected that the actors need to invest their work and re-
sources in the shared challenges and goals. There is no fast lane where businesses can
just come and collect the rewards that improve their own performance, but instead they
have to actively be part of the collaboration and to work for the whole system to get some
part of the profits provided by it: “In the network you can act in your own-interest more
and in a bit more faster time frame, while in the ecosystem the whole ecosystem has to

be made to work. And after that, it's good for everyone.” (12)

Furthermore, the interviewees believed that the collaboration aiming to reach shared
goals would ultimately lead to the creation of something new. This is, of course, quite
obvious when we are talking about innovation work after all, but the interviewees strongly
saw some novelty in the creation processes that happen in IEs. As IEs were seen as

profoundly based on strong intentional collaboration between actors, it was viewed that

™ verkosto voi kokoontua hetkellisesti, sielld voidaan edistdé oppimista tai sielld
voidaan edistédé verkostoitumista, ihmisten kohtaamista. Siind voi olla hetkellisesti joku
yhdistévé teema, jonka &érelle kokoonnutaan. Mutta verkostolla ei vélttémétta ole
mitéén yhteisté tavoitetta, eika silld ole mitdén yhteistd arvon luomisen logiikkaa,

'8 Verkostossa enemmén voi ajatella sitd semmoista oman edun tavoittelua véhén
niinkuin nopeammalla aikavélillé, kun sitten ekosysteemissé se koko ekosysteemi
tytyy saada toimimaan. Ja sen jélkeen siiné on kaikkien hyvé olla.
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this would foster even stronger and more fruitful innovation creation, as expressed by
interviewee 16:
Maybe it (IE) is just kind of fruitful network, where you dare to think differently, or
in a new way, or dare to question the current way of doing things . . . something
new should be born as a result, be it new products or new activities or

completely new companies, which then solves the challenges that arise in
developing work.™

Though it was shared by all interviewees that |IEs are goal-oriented and work with the
logic of shared value creation, the were some differences in what the goal was described
to be. For example, interviewee 11 highlighted the importance of regional growth that
comes from developing the IEs: “But the important thing is that the combination of re-
search and education, and business promotes regional, in this case, regional growth.”’
Instead of focusing on local growth and development, some interviewees especially high-
lighted the internationality of IE work. However, this was not mentioned by every inter-
viewee, suggesting that some saw their work having more international focus than oth-
ers. For example, interviewee 16 stated the goal of their IE work is to “increase the global
competitiveness of the companies in our region, especially in these areas of focus that

we have chosen (in the agreements)™®

. A similar view was presented by interviewee 14:
Our goal is to create innovations that would be of international interest, what
Finland has to offer to the world. And in this, the smoothing of the innovation path
plays an important role, so that we can, with the best possible cooperation,
produce the most interesting and successful Finnish innovations. That's why in
Jyvéskylé, for example, this international aspect is present all the time.” (14)

' No ehké se on just se semmoinen hedelméllinen verkosto, jossa uskalletaan miettié
asioita eri lailla, tai uudella lailla, tai rohkeasti kyseenalaistaa nykyistd tekemists . . .
sen hedelmé&né pitéisi sitten syntyé jotain uutta, on se sitten uusia tuotteita tai uutta
toimintaa tai ihan uusia yrityksié, jotka ratkaisee sitten niitd haasteita mita sen
kehittdmistekemisen tuloksena syntyy.

" mutta se juttu on juuri se, ettéd tutkimuksen ja koulutuksen ja liiketoiminnan
yhdistelmélla edistetdén alueellista, nyt tdssé tapauksessa, alueellista elinvoimaa.

'8 lisété globaalia kilpailukykyd meidén alueen yrityksille erityisesti néissé
painoalueissa, mitd me ollaan valittu.

" meidén tavoitteena on synnyttéé uusia innovaatioita, jotka olisi kansainvélisesti
kiinnostavia, ettd mitd Suomella on tarjota maailmalle. Niin siind sen innovaatiopolun
tasoittelulla on téarkeé rooli, ettd me saataisiin mahdollisimman hyvélla yhteispelilla
synnytettyd mahdollisimman kiinnostavia ja menestyksekkéitd suomalaisia
innovaatioita. Ja sen takia meilld esimerkiksi Jyvéaskyldsséa tda kansainvélinen aspekti
on koko ajan lasna.
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To summarize the interviewees’ views on the |IE concept itself, the concept was seen as
highly subjective and a matter of personal interpretation. However, the high complexity
of actors and their relations, as well as their strong interdependency, were jointly recog-
nized as the most important characteristics of IEs. Furthermore, this interdependency
emerges from the recognition of shared goals and challenges, which the |IEs were seen
to be based on, and which importance was highlighted throughout the interviews, as is
further discussed in the following chapters. Lastly, it is important to highlight that most of
the interviewees clearly had their own understanding of what they believed an IE to be.
This suggests that they had at least mentally engaged with the task of making sense of
the ambiguous concept. Furthermore, some interviewees mentioned that they had ac-
tively worked with their teams to define what IEAs are, as well as to clarify the objectives

of IEA-related work and the role of the city within it.

5.2 The role of cities in innovation ecosystems

To understand more in-depth how interviewees understood the IE concept as part of
their work as local public representatives and policy officers, it was also important to
study how the interviewees described the role of cities in IEs. In the data, cities’ role was
described as double-sided. On the one hand, the cities were seen to have an active
operative role in IEs, working very closely with other |IE actors. On the other hand, cities
were seen as some sort of guides or shepherds working more on the sidelines of the
overall ecosystem. These roles were not seen as exclusionary, but rather, they co-ex-

isted in the processes happening in IEs.

One of the clearest operative roles pointed to the city was the leading of the land use
and infrastructure planning processes. This was seen as extremely vital for the success
of IEs in the area: One extremely essential thing that always seems to come up as the
most central enabling factor is not necessarily funding, but rather land use planning. It

dictates a lot of what happens in the area.? (1)

20 Ja sitten hirvedn olennaisena asiana ndyttda nousevan esiin aina, ettd miké on se
semmoinen keskeisin mahdollistava tekija, niin se ei vélttdmétt4 ole rahoitus vaan
kaavoitus, elikké silléd sanellaan niin paljon sité, ettd mitd alueella tapahtuu?
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The importance of physical infrastructure was mentioned by every interviewee, highlight-
ing that it was seen as a crucial factor in IE work. Physical infrastructure and planning
were seen as significant in two ways. On the one hand, infrastructure was seen as some-
thing that could bring people together and help foster cooperation in IEs. This could hap-
pen for example in a form of physical cooperation hubs where many actors can locate
their activities and benefit from physical proximity, as described by interviewee 13: For
us, the Hippos project is an example of something that will become a hub for both regular
sports and professional sports, but also a place for education and research. In that
sense, a physical platform like this creates an entirely different foundation for develop-
ment.?'(13). This view suggests that the infrastructure can be seen as a tool to bring more
cooperation and actors to the area, rather than just giving a platform for already existing
collaborative action. Thus, even if in the designing phase of physical collaboration hubs
there is not yet enough action to use the full capacity of the created platform, the exist-

ence of the hub itself could increase the collaboration and projects in the IE.

On the other hand, infrastructure and land use planning were seen as extremely im-
portant when cooperation in IEs had already started to bear fruit in the form of new pro-
jects, investments, or even businesses. The interviewees thought that the city has an
important role as providing access for new investments and actors coming to the area:
And when the cooperation deepens or we begin to have concrete projects, then the role
of the city can be at least as a permittee: giving construction permits, land use planning,
selling land, and possibly having construction projects as well.? (13) In addition to land
use planning activities, the city was seen as an actor who can bring momentum to inno-
vation work by procuring innovations and providing test platforms for innovations in de-
veloping: If there is innovations suitable for the cities' use, then they can procure them,

so they are of course able to provide a test platform in the urban environment.? (16)

Besides highlighting the importance of land use planning, building practices, and pro-
curement, the interviewees strongly viewed that cities have an important role in guiding

the IEs’ development. Interestingly, data revealed that local public representatives did

! meilld nyt toi hippos hanke on esimerkiksi semmoinen, etté siitid syntyy seké
tavallisen urheilun etté huippu-urheilun paikka, mutta myéskin koulutuksen ja
tutkimuksen paikka. Niin silloin téllaisen fyysisen alustan ympérille pystyy
rakentumaan ihan erilailla

22 Sitten tavallaan kun se yhteistyé syvenee tai sitten alkaa tulla téllaisia konkreettisia
hankkeita, niin niissdhdn kaupungin rooli voi olla véhintd&n niinku luvittajana:
rakennuslupaa, kaavoitusta, tontin myyntia, sitten mahdollisesti rakennushankkeitakin.
3 JJos ne on niinku kaupungille soveltuvia innovaatioita niin pystyy olla niité niinku
hankkimassa, etté pystyy tietysti antamaan vaikka testialustaa kaupunkiympéaristosta.
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not necessarily think that IEs would have any clear leader-follower dynamic as IEs by
nature were seen so complex: “In my opinion, you can't really take on some kind of ad-
ministrator role when it's (IE) so alive and changing like that'** (16). Rather, interviewees
described IEs more as an entity that can maybe be guided and persuaded towards a
desired direction. Having shared goals and a clear vision of the future was seen as the
most important tool for the purpose of guiding and steering the ecosystem, as was stated
by interviewee 14:

But then | don't believe that this (IE) can be led by something like . . . not with

the traditional ways of management. Ecosystems do not develop in a top-down

manner, but rather in such a way that you have to let that ecosystem work and

feed one another. And with this kind of more guiding leadership technique, with
the vision, and with the future image, feed the common direction (of IEs).?

Thus, the interviewees describe the city more as a guide in IEs that has a capacity and
knowledge base to support the needs of operative actors in IEs. For example, interview-
ees |1 and 16 described the city as an observer on a side that stays well-informed by the
needs of the actors in IEs and adjusts its work accordingly: | would say that it (city) is
being an observer and watching when they need to enable something®® (11) ; Maybe
there's a role of an activator, we're not there to supervise, but we know what's going on
there?*’ (16).

The view of cities being a guide in IEs was in line with the view of IEs having a strong
strategic direction toward shared goals as described in the previous chapter. The inter-
viewees clearly saw that the city is the agency that sets the strategic direction, as argued
by interviewee 14: In my opinion, the role of the cities, the "operators of these ecosys-

tems", the role of people like me, is to lead the future image and provide resources and

24 mun mielesta siind ei oikein voi ottaa semmoista hallinnoijanroolia, kun se on niin
semmoinen elé&vé ja muuntuva ja néin

% mutta sitten mé en usko siihen etté tété voi johtaa kun jotakin sellaista niin kun . . .
taa ei ole semmoinen perinteisen johtamisen kuvio, ettd ekosysteemit ei kehity ylhdéalta
alaspéin johdetusti, vaan pikemminkin niin ettd siellé pitdd antaa sen ekosysteemin
toimia ja ruokkia toinen toistaan. Ja tietyllé tavalla véaljemmélla tdmmoiselld
Jjohdattelutekniikalla ja sillé visiolla ja tavallaan silld tulevaisuuden kuvalla ruokkia
yhteisté suuntaa

%5 mé nékisin, etté se on siiné sivulla semmoisena tarkkailijana ja katsoo milloin heid&n
pitédé jotain mahdollistaa.

T Etta, etté siindkin ehkéd semmoinen aktivoijan rooli, ei me olla siellé valvomassa,
mutta etté pystytdan niinku kartalla mité tapahtuu?
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provide the direction®® (14). Furthermore, as the city was seen as the agency who recog-
nizes and decides on strategic direction and common goal for the IE, it was also seen
important that the city works to unite all actors in |IEs to pursue these common coals, as
noted by interviewee 15: In my opinion, the role of the city is enabling and then on the
other hand also guiding, if the city recognizes strategically significant issues that it wants

to take forward, then it should also involve companies and R&D actors to do it.> (I5)

In addition, giving strategic guidelines was seen as especially important when discussing
IEAs because city organizations participate in the division processes of the funds. As the
funds provided for the agreements are limited, careful assessment is needed to decide
which projects should be funded. Thus, the strategic direction is seen as an important
tool for understanding what is expected from the funded projects and how they bring
value to the strategic objectives: Then, of course, one important role for us is the deci-
sion-making of these funding applications, so there must exist a pretty clear picture of
what the target state is, what we are aiming for, and then whether the projects to be

financed are such that they fit into that picture and take us towards those goals.* (16)

However, the data revealed a shared understanding between interviewees that even
though the city is seen as the agency providing the direction and future vision for IEs, it
by no means cannot do it in a vacuum. Instead, the city must assess the surrounding IE
to find direction that is sensible for the whole ecosystem, as was highlighted by inter-
viewee 12: Well, at the moment, | have fo say that the city works brilliantly in Joensuu
because it has studied the atmosphere in the city and chosen clear strategic focus points
that also fit well with the surrounding ecosystem.®' Interviewee 12 especially saw that

though cities steer the direction in IEs, the decision of the direction must be based on

2 mun mielestéd meidén tehtévé nimenomaan kaupunkien, néiden ekosysteemit
operoijien, elikké niinku itseni kaltaisten ihmisten rooli eri kaupungeissa on johdatella
sité tulevaisuuden kuvaa ja antaa niité resursseja ja antaa sitd suuntaa

29 Niin mun mielesté se kaupungin rooli on semmoinen mahdollistava ja sitten toisaalta
my@s linjaava, ettd jos kaupunki nékee strategisesti semmoisia merkittdvié asioita, mitéa
se haluaa omassa kaupungissaan viedé eteenpdin, niin sitten se osallistaa siihen sitten
myos yritykset ja ja TKI toimijat.

30 Sitten yksi térkeé rooli on tietysti meilld se néiden rahoitushakujen péétéksenteko, eli
sielt sitten heilld téytyy olla aika kirkas kuva siitd, ettd mikéa on niinku tavoitetila,
mihink& pyritédén ja sitten onko ne rahoitettavat hankkeet semmoisia, ettéd ne menee
sithen kuvaan ja viekd ne meité niité tavotteita kohti.

3" No télld hetkelldhédn téytyy sanoa, ettéd kaupunki toimii loistavasti Joensuussa koska
se on tunnustellut ikdén kuin sen ilmapiirin ja valinnut selkeét tdmmoiset strategiset
Kérjet, jotka sopii myd6s niinku siihen ympérbivéén ekosysteemiin hyvin.
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the innovative actors and organizations operating in the IE. Interestingly and a little con-
flictingly, interviewee 15 underlined the importance of the city organization itself defining
the direction for the area, even stating that the ecosystem can never truly be business-
driven, suggesting that there perhaps exists differing views on how much businesses

should lead the direction in IEs:

Even if we say that, "yes, we have this business-driven innovation ecosystem
platform, it still can't be a truly business-driven. In my opinion, in certain matters,
it has to come from the city, "that this is what we want, and this is the direction
that the city should take". So the cities' decision-makers should perhaps be more
aware of what that direction is.* (15)

Furthermore, because the interviewees considered strategic leadership to be one of the
most crucial roles for cities in |IEs, the importance of the cities’ ability to change the stra-
tegic direction was also highlighted. The data revealed that cities were seen as having
an important role in seeing beyond what is planned and constantly analyzing the cause
of events affecting IEs. The interviewees viewed that cities have to keep the mandate to
make fundamental changes in the region if it is beneficial for the success of the region,
even if the changes would drastically shake the existing balance in |Es, as described in

the given example below:

Well, the ecosystem is developing all the time . . . if we take a hypothetical
situation, that Google suddenly announces that it has bought the entire former
plywood factory property in the middle of the city and sets up a megalomaniacal
data center . . . and we have very little research or business activities related to
it. .. Butunder no circumstances can the city go and say, "Well, you can't
come here, that we don't want something like this here now, because we think
it's so nice to develop these forest bioeconomy things”, that kind of thing can't
happen. So yes, the city must be willing to change the direction or those
priorities when necessary. Under no circumstances should it get stuck in the
past.*® (12)

32 Ettd mun mielesté vaikka puhutaan joo, ettéd meilld on tdmméinen yrittéjévetoinen
Innovaatioekosysteemialusta, niin ei se silti voi olla niinku yrittdjévetoinen, etté kylla
mun mielesta tietyissé asioissase pitaéa tulla kaupungilta se, “etta téllaista me halutaan
Ja téllaiseen suuntaan me ndemme, etté kaupunkia pitéisi viedd”, etté paéattéjienkin
pitéisi ehka olla enemmaén ikéén kuin perilla siitd, mika se suunta on.

% No ekosysteemi kehittyy koko ajan . . . jos otetaan hypoteettinen tilanne, etté
yhtékkia google ilmoittaakin, ettd se on ostanut koko entisen vaneritehtaan kiinteistén
tuossa keskellad kaupunkia ja perustaa sinne ihan megalomaanisen datakeskuksen . . .
Ja siihen liittyvééa tdmmoisté tukevaa tutkimusta tai muuta yritystoimintaa meilléd on
hirveén véhén . . . Mutta ei kaupunki missdén tapauksessa voi menné sanomaan, etta
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The interviewees clearly recognized that the city not only has the responsibility to initiate
the common direction at the genesis of IEs, but rather, they must actively steer that di-
rection through time. Cities must be sensitive to changes happening in the area and in
global markets. A concrete example was given by the interviewee 13, who described how
some industries and processes have gained importance even though they were not ini-
tially highlighted in the IEAs:
Of course, along the way, things like that have arisen, for example, hydrogen
has become something that we didn't know how to write in the program of the
renewing industry at the time. And also the cyber security was weakly mentioned
there, but now, because of the war, it has also risen . . . So certain topics are

highlighted within the themes, and the focus points may change and live along
the way.* (13)

Importantly, interviewees believed that cities and public policy officers’ roles in IEs are
significant, and they are by no means irrelevant in |IE processes. Interviewees highlighted
that the cities’ objective is to serve the citizens and that cities are the very agencies that
have an interest in the well-being of the whole region. Thus, the city also has a strong
motivation to work for businesses and actors’ success in the area, as mentioned by the
interviewee 12: the city's role includes . . . the promotion of businesses. And it is also in
the city's own interest that the businesses in the area grow.* Cities’ objective to work for
the development of the region makes them naturally interested in working for the inno-
vation ecosystem in their region, giving them strong motivation to operate as a connec-
tive node in the regional ecosystem work. Furthermore, the city was also regarded as
the most long-term actor in IEs. Thus, the city plays an important part in guarding the

longevity of IEs:

no ette tule, ettd ei me haluta ténne nyt sellaista, ettd kun meidén mielesté on niin kiva
nyt kehittéé néitéd metsébiotalousjuttuja, niin ei semmoista saa tapahtua. Ett4 kyll&
kaupungin pitéé olla sitten niin kun tarvittaessa halukas muuttamaan sité suuntaa tai
niitd painopisteitd muuttuneessa tilanteessa, ettd ei misséén tapauksessa saa
myo&skaén jumittaa.

3 Tietysti tdssé on nyt matkan varrella on niinku noussut esimerkiksi vety, on noussut
semmoiseksi, jota me ei osattu silloin sinne uudistuvan teollisuuden ohjelmaan sisdén
kirjoittaa. Ja kyberturvallisuus oli sielld heikosti mainittu, mutta nyt esimerkiksi t&&
sodan mukanaan tuomatilanne on semmoinen, ettd sekin on noussut . . . ettéa tietylla
lailla niinku teemojen siséll& tietyt aiheet korostuu, ja ne on saattanut véhén muuttua ja
eldd tdssé matkan varrella ne painopisteet.

% kaupungin rooliin kuuluu . . . elinkeinojen edistdminen. Ja se on kaupungin omakin
etu, ettéd ne elinkeinot sill4 alueella edistyy.
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Because we can't get out of this city, the city will never disappear, it's more part
of the long-run development than no one else. A business can start and stop,
some research organization can direct research in a very different direction,
directing it from side to side, but the city has to take care of the citizens and the
community that exists. There is no escaping from the city.¢ (14)

5.3 Implementing the agreements and their significance for in-
novation ecosystem processes

At the top level, the regional councils of each region administer the funds directed to the
agreements. The cities have a two-part role with the agreements: Firstly, cities rate the
project application and take part in the distribution of the funds. Secondly, cities take part
in the operational implementation of the agreements. Importantly, the two duties have
been pointed to different set of people in city organizations, meaning that different people
advise and work with applicants compared to those who asses and rate the project ap-
plications and decide on funding: And administratively, it is divided so that we have pro-
Ject assessors— who are different people from those who prepare and assist the appli-

cants in our ecosystem to apply for the funding®” (14)

As my research focuses on the operational level of IE work, all interviewees were people
involved in the operational implementation of the agreement, and thus, less attention
was given to funding processes. In the operational level, the work of policy officers has
focused on supporting suitable candidates in the funding application processes, as well
as participating actively in some of the projects being funded. Some differences between
the cities and how they have divided the funding were found. For example, in Joensuu,
the first rounds of funding were directed to the sort of umbrella project comprising all
objectives of the agreements, whereas in Seindjoki and Jyvaskyla, the funds were di-

rected to smaller separate projects. However, despite some differences in the funding

% koska me ei niinku p&ésta téélta kaupungista, Kaupunki ei koskaan hévié, se on
niinku, se on niinku ehké pisimmé&ssé kaaressa Kiinni tdssé kaikessa kehityksessé, kun
kukaan muu, etta joku firma voi aloittaa ja lopettaa, joku tutkimusorganisaatio voi ohjata
tutkimusta hyvin eri suuntaan. Suunnata sitd niinku nékbékulmaa laidasta laitaan tehdéa
tdmmdisié valintoja, mutta kaupungin on niinku pidettévéa huolta kaupunkilaisista ja siita
yhteis6sté mitd on. Elikké etté ei ei pdése pakoon.

37 Ja se on hallinnollisesti jaettu niin, ettéd meilld on hankkeiden pisteyttéjét eri henkilbité
kuin ne jotka valmistelee, auttaa esimerkiksi meiddn ekosysteemissé rahoituksen
hakijoita hakemaan sité rahaa
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practices, the operational work done to support projects and the strengthen the IEs has
largely been about coordinating both the funding processes as well as the projects them-
selves, as described in the quotes below presenting what has been done in Jyvaskyla
and Seinajoki.
We've, in a way, funded ourselves with coordinator funding, meaning we've
hired program managers, and then we also have staff for the ecosystem project.
And we are also involved in several funded projects. For example, we have this
RDI docking project, where we are working together with the University of
Applied Sciences and the Jyvéaskylé University to try to create smoother

pathways for companies to access higher education institutions. So, in addition
to the funding, we are also doing the operational work ourselves.®® (13)

Well, yes, regarding the funding applications, we have worked together with the
funder to announce the calls, meaning we’ve done communication about the
calls, and we've organized information sessions in collaboration with the city.
We’ve been in contact with potential applicants that we’ve identified in the area.
And then, at the funder's request, we haven’t been involved in the decision-
making process; that has happened at the city level.* (16)

The data clearly indicates that IE processes in the areas are still in the early phases of
development. Thus, the concrete work done at the operative level has focused largely
on the development of networking and communication tools between possible IE actors.
Furthermore, interviewee 11 described how work has been done to perfect the ways in
which the operational work itself can be coordinated in the IEs: We have developed op-
erational models for investigating networking and coordinating events, so we have cre-

ated tools for how we can carry out that coordination® (11).

38 meh&n on rahoitettu tavallaan itsellemme sitten téllaista koordinaatiorahoitusta, eli on
palkattu: meillé on ohjelmapé&éllikét ja sitten meilld on tété tavallaan niinku
ekosysteemiprojektia ja henkilbkuntaa.Ja me ollaan itse muutamassa néissé
yhteisrahoitushankkeissa, esimerkiksi meillé on téllainen TKI telakointihanke, jossa
ammattikorkeakoulun ja yliopiston kanssa yhdessé yritetddn rakentaa niité sujuvia
polkuja sinne yrityksille pd&sté sinne korkeakoulujen sisélle. Eli tavallaan me ollaan
tekeméssé mydskin itse sité operatiivista tyota sitten tdssé sen rahoituksen liséksi
sitten.

%9 me ollaan tehty siis rahoitushakuihin liittyen, niin me ollaan rahoittajan kanssa
yhteistydssé julkistettu ne haut eli tehty viestintéé hauista, ja sitten me ollaan jérjestetty
kaupungin kanssa yhteistydssé infotilaisuuksia niistd hauista. Ollaan oltu yhteyksissé
hakujen tiimoilta potentiaalisiin hakijoihin ketd me ollaan tunnistettu alueella? Ja sitten
rahoittajan toiveesta, niin me ei olla oltu mukana siiné pééatésprosessissa vaan se on
tapahtunut sitten niinku kaupungin p&éasta.

“0 me ollaan kehitetty ne toimintamallit, verkostoitumisen selvittdmiset ja koordinoidaan
tapahtumia, niin meillé on ihan ty6kaluja kehitetty siihen, ettd milld me pystytédén sité
koordinaatiota tekeméén
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In addition, work has been done to form control groups and multi-agency teams compris-
ing research and higher education institutions, as well as regional development organi-
zations and alliances. These aim to strengthen the RDI networks in the area as well as
find new innovations and business ideas. These control groups meet regularly to discuss
needed actions and possible pathways of collaborative development. A concrete exam-
ple of this work was given by interviewee 12. They described a situation where a control
group formed in the implementation process of the IEA was able to spot an interesting
investment possibility for the region, and reacted to the situation by raising awareness
and competences of the IE actors in the area:
So, we decided as a group, with 4 organizations that were part of the innovation
platform, that there needs to be a support project around it (possible investment
in the area). With the project, we aim to support the development of the
investment using public data and public funding . . . We started building a
knowledge base and readiness for different actors in the area, so that if such an

investment comes, we can understand what opportunities it creates for the
region.*’ (12)

Overall, the interviewees considered the ecosystem agreements to have a positive im-
pact on the cities’ innovation work. Interviewee 16 noted that the fact that funding received
for supporting innovation action overall is always important and motivates the work done
in the regions: Every funding that comes for this kind of activity always has its own sig-
nificance, and it’s a good signal. It motivates the work.*? All interviewees shared the opin-
ion that the IEAs have been important. The agreements were seen as most successful
at concretizing the strategic goals for the area and giving focus for the innovative work
done in the regions. The agreement forced cities to consider what their regional strengths
are and where support should be directed, as outspoken by interviewees I3 and 15: | see

these agreements themselves as working well because they force you to crystallize your

“1 Etta paéatimme sitten porukalla 4 organisaatiota, jotka olivat siiné osana sité
innovaatio alustaa, ekosysteemié, pééttivat, etté tdhén pitdé saada sen ympérille
tukihanke. Jossa me niin kun tuemme sité niin kun investoinnin kehittymista julkisella
tiedolla, julkisella rahalla tehtédva hanke . . . I&hdettiin niin kun rakentamaan tiefopohjaa
Ja valmiutta eri toimijoille alueella siihen, etté jos sellainen investointi tulee niin mité
mahdollisuuksia se luo sille alueelle.

2 Aina kaikki rahoitus mité mité tulee téllaiseen toimintaan niin siind on aina oma
merkityksensé ja se on hyvéa signaali. Se motivoi siihen tekemiseen
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own actions and message.*® (13); | would definitely argue that it does pull the work to-
gether in a certain way and keeps the matter sort of on the surface, and helps us find

those regional strengths where it makes sense to put our collective efforts.** (15)

The common view was that by focusing on collaborative actions between a variety of
actors, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment had recognized a bottleneck in
Finnish innovation policy work. IEAs were seen as important because the agreements
recognized that working together and towards shared goals, regional innovation pro-
cesses are stronger. Furthermore, IEAs have urged to put efforts on developing collab-
oration that actually works: What was identified here as a bottleneck, as a result of our
strategic work when we created the innovation city strategy, is that, even though we talk

about collaboration, we are not actually working together in the best possible way.* (11)

Interestingly, some interviewees outspoke the fact that the work done to implement IEAs
is not necessarily something drastically different compared to previous practices in the
regions, and rather, this sort of networking has been happening in the regions before the
agreements also. That being said, the common view seemed to be that the agreements
have succeeded at lifting the importance of the collaboration to the surface and thus
given a new kind of spark for the networking activities happening in the regions. Further-
more, many of the interviewees highlighted the importance of spreading knowledge of
the processes and possibilities emerging in the IEs, as noted by interviewee 11: In the
very first innovation group meeting on the forest bio side, someone said that 'this is just
regular work we've been doing already,' and then we discussed that 'yes, but others have

not known that we've been doing this*®

The data also suggests that the agreements have had an important function in unifying

the direction of what’s on notion in the areas’ RDI processes. The data indicates that

3 N&& itsessédén néé sopimukset mé nékisin etté toimii hyvin, koska ne pakottaa
kiteyttdméaén sitd omaa tekemisté ja sitd omaa viestia.

“ kylla véittaisin ettéd kyllds se ryhdistaa sitéa tekemisté tietyllé lailla ja pitdé sitd asiaa
ik&&n kuin pinnalla ja I6ydetédén sellaisia meidén alueellisia vahvuuksia, joihin niinku
kannattaa yhteisvoimin paukkuja laittaa.

> Ei se erilaista ole, mutta ettd se miké taélla tunnistettiin niinku semmoiseksi
pullonkaulaksi, siind meidén strategiatyén seurauksena kun tehtiin
innokaupunkistrategia. Niin ehkd merkittdvin pullonkaula on se, etté vaikka puhutaan
yhteistydsté niin ihan oikeasti me ei kuitenkaan parhaalla mahdollisella tavalla tehdé
yhdessé.

46 ensimmaisend innoryhmékokouksessa, mikéd meillé nyt oli metsébion puolella, niin
Joku sanoi etté td&han on ihan tavallista tekemistd mitd me on tehty, niin sitten me
siiné keskusteltiin ettd “oo, mutta kun muut ei ole tiennyt ettd me ollaan tdmmodisté
tehty.
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work done implementing the agreements has forced the cities to invest in cross-sectoral
cooperation, perhaps more strongly than previously. This has led to more systematic
development in the areas, as IE actors have been encouraged to put efforts towards
shared goals, as was outstated for example by interviewee I3: The fact that we’ve worked
together with the higher education institutions on these strategic efforts also means that
the funding acts as an incentive for them to focus on the same direction. As a unifying
element, this has worked well . . . because the sector and direction of the efforts have

been clearly defined.*’ (13)

Overall, the interviewees all shared an opinion that the preparation process of the agree-
ment has been successful in finding direction and focus areas that suit the regions well.
IEASs reflect smart specialization rationale, and the agreements’ focus areas are based
on regional strengths and research themes already present in the local research and
higher education institutions, and businesses. Interviewees agreed that the strategic
goals given for the agreements are not detached or random but rather something that
are aligned with the processes already happening in the cities, as was brought out in the
below quotes. Interviewee 12 also notes that finding a suitable common direction has not
always been as successful as with the IEAs, suggesting that perhaps the design of IEAs
has succeeded in reading the surrounding innovation ecosystem.

Our ecosystem focus areas—physical activity, health promotion, well-being, and

renewing industry—have also been chosen in a way that aligns naturally with the

strengths of our higher education institutions and, at the same time, with the

strategy of Central Finland's regional council. In other words, we are strategically
aligned with these focus areas.”® (14)

Eatrlier, the city of Joensuu, and I'm intentionally exaggerating this... wasn't
satisfied with the building blocks it was given or what existed around it . . . and
then it was considered that something significantly better should be achieved,
and for that reason, their own strategy and strategic goals were set without
listening to others . . . Now, in my opinion, the situation is better, and there are
better opportunities to succeed than before®. (12)

47 Se ettd onhan me tehty tehty sitten yhdessé néiden korkeakoulujen kanssa tété
strategiaty6téd niin myoéskin niinku tavallaan sinne péin, ettd korkeakoulullehan péin se
raha tuo sitten taas sitd houkutinta, etta he fokusoivat siihen samaan suuntaan, etta
kyllé téllaisena niinku kokoajana, téé on toiminut hyvin . . . koska tdssé on selkeésti
kuvattu se toimiala ja se suunta mité ldhdetdén tekeméaéan.

8 Meidan ekosysteemikérjet eli likunta, terveyden edistdminen, hyvinvointi ja
uudistuva teollisuus on valittu mydskin sillé lailla, ettéd ne on meidén korkeakoulujen
luontevia kérkié& ja samalla mydskin sitten keskisuomen liitosstrategiassa, eli tavallaan
ollaan niinku strategisesti samoilla linjoilla ndiden kérkien kanssa.

4 Aikaisemmin Joensuun kaupungin, mé nyt tahallani kérjistan tdmén . . . ei ole ollut
tyytyvéinen niihin rakennus palikoihin mit& sille on annettu tai mit& siind ympérilld on
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Furthermore, an important observation from the data was that some of the interviews
strongly connected the aim of IE work in the region to promote the objectives and indus-
tries written in the agreements. Rather than thinking that the aim is to develop overall
some sort of well-connected and co-evolving actor networks, the objective for some of
the interviewees was more precisely to develop the strategic goals written in the agree-
ments. This finding could suggest that even though the agreements explicitly refer to
innovation ecosystems, because of the strong strategic guidance written in the agree-
ments, IEAs might still be regarded more as a tool to promote certain industries and
organizations instead of the region’s innovation capacity overall. However, this view dif-
fered between the interviewees and was stronger for some interviewees more than for
others, but can be seen for example in the discussion with interviewee 13:

I3: If a project has been rejected, it is usually because the work didn’t align with

the big picture, that it didn’t relate to ecosystem work but was, for example, basic

research. So, there needs to be that ecosystem perspective, perhaps the
strongest.

Interviewer: What do you mean by ‘related to ecosystem work'? Is it specifically
that it relates to the goals in the Jyvédskylas' agreements?

13: Yes, exactly, it’s been reflected to those agreements, even though the
agreements were of course made on a rather tight timeline when this all started.
But the good thing here is these big strategic guidelines, which have also
gathered resources around them.°

Moreover, an important finding from the data was that the development of IEs was not
regarded to be limited only to the implementation of the IEAs. The funds provided for the

agreements are limited and small, while the strategic goals are quite large and ambitious.

ollut nékyvissé. . . . on sitten mietitty, etta pitdisi saada jotain niin kun oleellisesti
parempaa, ja sen takia se oma strategia ja omat strategiset tavoitteet on asetettu
kuuntelematta muita . . . Nyt se tilanne on minun mielesté parempi ja nyt on paremmat
mahdollisuudet onnistua, kuin aikaisemmin

%0 13:Ja kylla jos joku hanke on niinku hylétty niin kylla se yleensé on johtunut siité, etté
se tekeminen ei ole osunut tdh&n niinku isoon kuvaan, etté ei ole liittynyt
ekosysteemitybhén vaan on ollut esimerkiksi perustutkimusta. Etta siiné pitdéa kuitenkin
olla se ekosysteemi nékemys ehk& voimakkaimmin. Interviewer: Mit§ s& tarkoitat silla,
ettd kun te méérittelette ettéa liittyy ekosysteemitybhdn’, niin onko se nimenomaan, etté
sitten se liittyy Jyvéskylan tavoitteisiin mité niissd sopimuksissa on? 13: Joo juuri néin,
ettéd on peilattu niihin sopimuksiin, vaikka sopimukset tietysti tehtiin aika nopealla
alkataululla silloin kun se kdynnistyi. Mutta hyvdhén tdssé on ollut, etté on tullut téllaiset
isot strategiset linjaukset, jotka on sitten koonnut myG&skin resursseja niiden ympérille.
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Thus, the many interviewees spoke out that work related to implementing IEAs is not
isolated from other policies and projects aiming to support innovation in the regions. For
example, interviewee 15 pointed out that they have not thought even initially that the goals
would be reached only with the funds provided for the agreement but rather other funding
sources should be used alongside: And of course, in our ecosystem agreement in gen-
eral, there is the thinking... that we haven’t thought that with this sustainable urban de-
velopment ERDF funding, we will achieve all the goals set by the agreement. We have

thought that these goals would also be implemented with other funding sources.®® (15)

Furthermore, the agreements were seen mainly as an instrument to initiate IE processes
in the regions, and something that will mainly focus on establishing processes and prac-
tices that connect organizations and actors to work more effectively together. For exam-
ple, interviewee 16 pointed out that, more than anything, they see the agreement as a
tool to initiate the IE development: / think it works as a tool, but it requires other actions
around it, because with just this, you can't change the world. But it helps in the sense
that we start here, narrowly, and first clarify, think, and research, and then we move on
to doing something more concrete.®® Thus, the strategic goals set for the agreements
play a role in guiding the take-off phases of the development as they point a place where

to invest the scarce resources to initiate as big of momentum as possible.

In addition to the importance of setting a clear strategic direction, Interviewees underlined

the importance of the IEAs being initiated by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Em-

ployment. The presence of a governmental institution was seen to give pressure as well

as a mandate for the cities to put efforts into the IE work. For example, interviewee 14

highlighted how the fact that the incentive to put effort into IE work has come from the

ministerial level has made the matter more significant in the eyes of the city leadership:
And then perhaps the role of TEM overall, that it’s driven from the ministerial
level, gives it a certain degree of authority as well, since it’s part of the

government program and a national agenda shared by all these cities. That does
matter. In that sense, it has also been a significant topic on the table for city

51 Ja toki tdssé meidén niinku ekosysteemisopimuksessa ylipdétéén on se ajattelu . . .
ettd ei me olla ajateltu, etta téalla kestédvéan kaupunkikehittdmisen EAKR rahalla saadaan
kaikkia niita tavoitteita mitd sopimuksella on asetettu niin toteutettua. Me on ajateltu,
etté niité toteutetaan my6s muilla rahoituksilla.

%2 Ettd mun mielesté joo on toimiva, mutta vaatii niinku sitéd muutakin tekemisté siihen
ympdrille, etté pelkdstaén télla ei niinku maailmaa voi parantaa. Mutta etta taé auttaa
semmoiseen niinku, etté aloitetaan téélta niinku kapeasti ja selvitetdan ja mietitdén ja
tutkitaan ensin, ja sitten ldhdetdén tekemé&én niinku konkreettisempaa
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leadership, which has surely added weight to it and brought resources to the
effort.”® (14)

In addition to seeing significance in the ministry-level incentive, the interviewees brought
up the importance of the longevity of the agreements. As the agreements are connected
to the ERDF program funds, the period of the operational work stretches past the typical
four-year governmental term. For example, the interviewee 15 noted how the similar de-
velopment work has been more inconsistent previously because the goals have been
changing alongside the change of the governments:
The challenge in Finland is that this type of development has been quite
inconsistent; when the government changes, they might decide to abandon
something and focus on something else. But now, | think the good thing about
the innovation agreement process is that it is tied to the ERDF program funding,
which kind of gives it a backbone and a longer duration, so it's not dependent on

the government term. The agreement period is a bit longer because the impact
really takes time to manifest; it doesn’t happen in one or two years.** (15)

As mentioned also in the above quote, many interviewees agreed that the results of the
kind of development work IEAs aim for take time, and thus the relatively long period of
the agreements was seen as important. Similarly, interviewee 13 brought up that having
clear strategic goals written in IEAs is important for sustaining the focus of political work
throughout the timespan of the agreements:
In our political processes, we can point out when discussing the budget that we
have made an agreement with the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment

that extends until 2027. This also provides stronger direction. Sometimes, in
political decision-making, this timeframe is so long that the focus starts to waver,

%3 Ja sitten ehké TEMmin rooli ylip&étéén, ettd se on niinku ministeriétasolta vedettyé,
niin on se niinku semmoinen tietynlainen arvovaltakysymys kuitenkin viel& myés, etté
t4& on hallitusohjelmassa ja tdéd on kansallinen agenda, jonka n&é& kaikki kaupungit
niinku jakaa, niin on sill& merkitysté kylla. Ja siiné mielessé& ollut niinku
kaupunginjohdonkin ihan siellé poydélla sillg lailla tdrkeéné esillé ettd on varmasti
tuonut siihen niinku painoarvoa, tuonut resursseja

5 Etts, ettd se on ehké se haaste suomessa, etté tdé on aika tempoilevaakin ollut téé
tdmmoaoinen niinku tén tyyppinen kehittdminen, ettd kun hallitus vaihtuu niin sitten on
saatettu lydda etté ei tata ja sitten jotain muuta. Ettad nythén se onkin hyvé puoli mun
mielestéa tdssé innovaatiosopimusmenettelyssé, ettéd se on sidottu tuohon EAKR
ohjelman rahoitukseen, joka ikéén kuin tuo siihen sitten sen selkdrangan ja vdhén
pidemman, etté se ei ole hallituskaudessa Kiinni vaan etté se on tdmmdoinen véhéan
pidempi se sopimuskausi, koska se vaikuttavuus tulee sitten vasta oikeastaan aikojen
saatossa, etté ei se tule vuodessa kahdessa.
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but the agreement, in a way, consolidates and forces focus in a positive way.*®

(13)

To summarize, the interviewees shared the view that IEAs are important policy instru-
ments for supporting the development of regional innovation processes. The agreements
have brought the importance of collaboration to the forefront, providing motivation and
incentives to develop structures and practices toward more systematic and proactive
innovation creation. While the instruments used to implement the agreements in practice
were not necessarily new, the agreements were seen to enhance the motivation to use

them.

5.4 Challenges in innovation ecosystem work

During the interviews, some key and recurring challenges related to |IE work and IEAs
were brought up. The biggest challenge was the capability to bring in businesses for the
IE development work. Data revealed that there is no focal big business in none of the
cities studied in this research, which would play an important part in developing and
strengthening IEs. Rather, the interviewees described that the business sector in their
regions is mostly comprised of small and medium-sized businesses. This has reflected
the work that has been done to implement IEAs in the regions studied. For example, in
Jyvaskyla, the work done to strengthen IEs has largely been about supporting small and
young businesses and start-ups as described below:

Sports, health promotion, and well-being is a relatively young ecosystem,

meaning we don't have a strong leading company or one that has been around

for a long time. Instead, the companies there are quite small and young. So, the

work there has been very much startup-related or growth acceleration-type
work.% (13)

% poliittisessa késittelyssé voidaan sitten todeta esimerkiksi kun puhutaan budjetista
ettd me olemme tehneet tyo ja elinkeinoministerién kanssa vuoteen -27 asti ulottuvan
sopimuksen, niin se antaa mydskin sitten sitten sité suuntaa niinku vahvemmin. Ett&
vélilla tuossa poliittisessa péétbksenteossa taa on niin pitké aika, etté sielld alkaa
niinku se fokus séréilld, mutta se sopimus tietylla lailla niinku kokoaa ja pakottaa siihen
fokusointitiin niinku hyvélla tavalla.

% Liikunta, terveyden edistédminen ja hyvinvointi on aika nuori ekosysteemi, eli siellé
meill& ei ole semmoista niinku vahvaa veturiyritysté tai niin pitkaikéista, vaan sielléd ne
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Because of the lack of focal businesses steering IEs in the three regions studied, the
direction for IE work has been driven largely by academic institutions. It seems that even
though the interviewees emphasized the business orientation and collaboration between
public and private organizations, mainly in supporting research and higher education in-
stitutions. Many interviewees admitted to this challenge in their work, and the lack of
focal businesses is sometimes even seen as a hindering factor for the strong IE devel-
opment, as stated by interviewee 12 in the below quote:

I have to admit that, in most of the most successful cases, there is usually a

leading company or a cluster of a few companies driving things forward.

Joensuu doesn’t have that—it never has. I've tried to reflect on whether that’s a

drawback or not. In our case, the responsibility for leading is largely in the hands
of the academic world.*” (12)

Many interviewees noted that the challenges of persuading businesses to join in IE work
were at least partially due to the agreement’s form of funding. Because the agreements
are funded with the sustainable urban development ERDF funding, it is difficult to direct
the funding directly to the businesses. Thus, the collaboration with the businesses has
been lacking, and this has forced the cities to focus more on the academic actors, as
stated by interviewee 13: There's more learning involved in how that funding can be di-
rected. I'm sure some good projects have been left undeveloped because we’ve had to
focus more on the fact that this is, indeed, collaboration with universities and research
institutes, this kind of back-and-forth®

Many of the interviewees thus argued that the funding processes should be developed
to make the IE work and policies more impactful. The interviewees called for new funding

instruments that would make it easier for cities to bring in smaller businesses and gain

yritykset on aika pienié ja nuoria. Joten siellé se tekeminen on ollut hyvin paljon sitten
téllaista niinku osin startup tekemistéa tai kasvukiihdyttdmén tekemistéa.

57 on pakko kylld myéntéé, ettd yleensé kaikkein menestyksekkdimmissé siellé keulilla
on joku yritys tai muutaman yrityksen muodostama rypés, jotka vetéa sitten sité kuviota
eteenpdin. Joensuulla sité ei ole. Ei ole koskaan ollut. M& oon sité koittanut miettia,
etté onko se puute vai ei. Etté tuota meilldhén se vetovastuu on niinku pitkélle sitten
talla akateemisella maailmalla.

%8 Etta, ettd siind on niinku ehké sitten enemmé&n semmoista oppimista, kuinka sité
rahoitusta sitten voidaan kohdentaa. Ettd varmasti osa hyvistéd hankkeista on jaényt
ehké sen takia sitten kehittdméattéd myoskin, ettd on jouduttu enemmén keskittyméaéan
siihen, etté taé on tosiaan niinku korkeakoulujen kanssa tété ja tutkimuslaitosten
kanssa téta humppaa pumppaa.
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momentum for the |IE development in the business sector. Furthermore, the interviewees
underlined the importance of developing practices and processes to connect different
funding sources in order to be able to fund more varied types of projects and actors and
thus support the IEs more comprehensively:
There should be a better way to link this kind of regional development funding
with business support funding. When the general operational environment is
being developed with these broader development funds, there should
simultaneously be instruments available for businesses. Instruments that are

very clear to businesses, so that they know they can apply for this funding when
they want to take part in such activities and develop their own operations.® (15)

I would definitely see this (IE work) as the direction of the future, and it should be
strengthened even more, and in a way, we should make it easier to bring
different types of support funding into this, so that we can genuinely help even
the smaller companies, which may not necessarily have the resources to invest
in R&D, to truly benefit from it?° (13)

In addition, another reason seen hindering the public-private cooperation was the differ-
ences between the language and the operation models that are used in the public and
private sectors. The interviewee |5 described that the needs from businesses are often
more concrete, compared to the more strategic development that is done with the agree-
ments: And there is the challenge that the language we speak here is often quite far from
the language of businesses. Their needs are often much more concrete, while these
funding instruments are often geared toward a different type of work.®" (15) Because of
this disparity, the interviewees argued it might be hard for businesses to understand how

they benefit from actively participating in the IE development work.

% pitéisi pystyé paremmin linkittdéméén tété téllaista aluekehitysrahaa ja sitten sité
yritystukirahaa toisiinsa. Etta sitten kun jo téllaisella yleisemméll&
toimintaympéristékehittdmisrahalla kehitet&dén jotenkin toimintaympérist6&, niin sitten
siiné rinnalla pitéisi koko ajan olla niitd instrumentteja, jotka olisi yrityksille hyvin
selkeité, etta taté te voitte sitten hakea kun te haluatte mukaan téllaiseen tekemiseen
niin sithen oman toimintanne kehittémiseen.

% Etta kylld mé nékisin, ettéd taé on sité tulevaisuuden suuntaa ja sité pitéisi niinku
vahvistaa viel& voimakkaammin ja tavallaan niinku tuoda helpommin myd&skin niité
erilaisia tukirahoituksen suuntia tédhén, ettd me saadaan aidosti ne pienemmétkin
yritykset, joilla ei ehkéa vélttdmatté ole sitd sinne TKI puolelle niin resursseja laittaa, etta
hekin pystyisi aidosti hybdyntdméén sité.

% ja onhan téssé niinku se haaste, etté se julkitsen toimijoitten jatavallaan téékin kieli
mitd me t4élla jauhetaan on aika kaukana sitten joskus siitd yritysten kielesté, etta
niiden tarpeet on hyvin usein sellaisia tosi paljon konkreettisempia ja sitten néé
rahoitusinstrumentit on kuitenkin v&h&n toisen tyyppiseen tekemiseen usein.



57

Similarly, the interviewee 11 gave an interesting argument about productization and cus-
tomer acquisition. They stated that to bring in businesses, the city must be able to
productize their services, and clearly out spoke what are the benefits for the businesses
participating. Furthermore, interviewee 11 underlined that it is not enough that the city
only designs and creates services helping businesses to network and become part of
the IEs. In addition, the city must take care that the businesses are aware of the services
and the benefits, and thus actively ‘sell’ their services to businesses:
Productization is really the key word—we need to be able to clearly describe
what we offer. That way, businesses can engage with it more easily. And once
services are properly productized, active customer acquisition follows. This isn’t
something the academic world typically talks about. Customer-centricity has

been somewhat lacking, but now it seems there’s a growing understanding of its
necessity.% (11)

Lastly, some interviewees pointed out that a challenge with the work related to IEAs is
the broadness of the strategic goals given in the agreements. Though the strategic di-
rections given in the agreements are quite clear and related to specific industries, the
goals are still quite grand and broad. This has forced the policy implementers at the
operative level to put efforts on understanding what steps are required to reach those
grand challenges in order to concretize the work they do, as was noted by interviewee
16:
We have created a vision plan for this project where we defined what Seiné&joki
would look like in 2027, what we would concretely have, and what would help us
move toward those goals. Then, we have aimed to break it down into smaller
blocks, relative to the focus areas in the agreement. This process helped us

because, at first, everything felt quite ambiguous, and we didn’t have a clear
goal. ®® (16)

%2 Etta kylld se tuotteistaminen on se sana, ettd meidén pitéé osata kuvata se meidén
tarjoama. Niin silloin yrityksetkin osaa siihen tarttua paremmin . . . ja sitten kun on
tuotteistetut palvelut, niin sitten tehdéén aktiivista asiakashankintaa. Etté sehén ei ole
semmoinen asia misté yleensé niin kun akateeminen maailma puhuu. Ett4 kyllgd se
asiakaskeskeisyys on niinku semmoinen juttu, mik& on vield vdhéan uupunut ja nyt
tuntuu ettd ymmaérrys sen tarpeellisuuteen on I16ytynyt

8 Joo ja me ollaan tehty siis télle hankkeelle timméinen visiotyd. Missé me méériteltiin
miltéd Seindjoella niinku néyttéisi vuonna 2027, ettd mitd meillé olisi konkreettisesti, ja
miké& . . . veisi meité kohti niita tavoitteita ja sitten sitd on pyritty pilkkomaan pienempiin
painopistekohtaisiin blokkeihin. Niin ehké se vdhan auttoi meita kun taa oli meillekin
niin jotenkin hdhmmdéinen ja ei ollut semmoista kirkasta tavoitetta.
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In addition, some interviewees highlighted the challenges of reporting with IEAs, as it is
difficult to point out what processes in the region are gained from the networking encour-
aged by IEAs. Similarly, Interviewee |5 noted that because the strategic focus has been
driven by the activities that are already undergoing in the regions, it is complicated to
keep track what all is happening in the region that relates to the strategic goals in IEAs:
But the issue is, for example, when we talk about the food ecosystem, the
Seinéjoki University of Applied Sciences already has around 50 projects that are
pushing the matter forward in some way, and these may not necessatrily be

funded by the ERDF. So, it’s a bit difficult to keep track of what all is going on.®*
(15)

However, this sort of ambiguity in the implementation of the IEAs was not overly high-
lighted in the data, suggesting that though the concept of IE might be fuzzy, IEAs were

not thought to be necessarily unclear policy instruments.

% Mutta etté se on juuri sitten se, etté kun puhutaan vaikka ruoka painopisteesté niin jo
Seindjoen ammattikorkeakoululla on niinku tyyliin 50 hanketta, jotka vie sitd asiaa
eteenpdin jollakin tavalla, jotka ei ole téasta vélttamétta tastd EAKR rahoituksesta. Niin
sehén on vdhéan hankala pysyé sitten selvilla, ettd no mité kaikkea sellaista on sitten
menossa.
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6. DISCUSSION

6.1 Concretizing innovation ecosystems at the operational
level

As a result of examination of IE literature, | gathered conceptualization where innovation
ecosystem is determined as an evolving set of actors, activities, and artifacts, and the
institutions and relations, including complementary and substitute relations, that are im-
portant for the innovative performance of an actor or a population of actors (Granstrand
& Holgersson, 2020, p. 3). In addition, IEs materialize in co-processes (Klimas & Czakon,
2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022), self-organizing nature/bottom-up
processes (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022), global
processes (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Rinkinen & Harmaakorpi,
2018; Sotarauta et al., 2023; Tsujimoto et al., 2018; Zheng & Cai, 2022), and sustaina-
bility ethos (Zheng & Cai, 2022). Comparing this conceptualization to the answers of the
interviewees gives interesting insights into how the theories of IEs are transferred into

operational-level work in innovation policy implementation.

Firstly, the literature review revealed that though the above-described commonalities ex-
ist, several differing conceptualizations of IEs persist in the literature (Granstrand &
Holgersson, 2020), suggesting that the IE concept is still quite subjectively interpreted in
academia. This subjectivity and ambiguity were also evident in the findings of this re-
search. There were as many different conceptualizations of IEs as there were interview-
ees. Furthermore, interviewees themselves highlighted the subjectivity of the interpreta-
tion of the concept, and some even stated that efforts have been made to collectively
frame the IE concept with their teams. Nevertheless, some shared characteristics were
highlighted in the answers, which reflect quite well the common characteristics of IE con-
ceptualizations in academia, suggesting that maybe there exists some hard ground on

which a collective understanding of IEs can be built.

Secondly, the findings revealed that actors and organizations involved in innovation pro-
cesses in IEs are commonly understood to be diverse and from many sectors. Further-
more, this variety seems to be considered higher and more important than in previously
used concepts such as clusters. This finding is in line with the IE literature emphasizing

complex sets of agencies and their co-processes involved in innovation processes in IEs
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(Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020; Klimas & Czakon, 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020;
Zheng & Cai, 2022). This line of thinking also reflects the prevailing notion that innovation
creation is not seen as a linear process but rather as a more complicated system requir-
ing different efforts from interdependent actors (Moore, 1993; Schot & Steinmueller,
2018; Laasonen et al., 2022).

However, this system-based view of innovation processes as an interplay between dif-
ferent actors is far from revolutionary discovery, but rather is something that has lived in
innovation policy making for several decades (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018; Sotarauta et
al., 2023). Thus, it is important to ask, what is the angle to the matters of varied actors
and interdependency of innovation processes that makes the discussion and use of the
concept of innovation ecosystems relevant and important? Is there anything novel and
important to the new phrasing, or is it only a matter of useless semantics without any

implications for the operational level of innovation processes?

Perhaps, what is novel with the ecosystem phrasing lies behind the word ecosystem
itself. | would argue that verbally moving from system to ecosystem does make a differ-
ence, as ecosystem is a concept commonly connected to the ecological ecosystem.
Whereas system, to me, represents an umbrella term encompassing various sets of
functions operating in a connected manner, the word ecosystem more specifically
evokes the image of an ecological system, with its synergies and interdependent organ-
isms. This association was reflected in the findings as well, when interviewees drew
analogies between biological species and innovation processes. Similarly, just as an
ecological ecosystem is often seen as operating through a form of synergy in which all
species are necessary, the underlying assumption in the interviewees’ descriptions of
interdependencies within IEs was not only that all actors might interact in innovation pro-
cesses, but that all of them are essential for the most efficient and effective innovation
creation. Thus, what role each of the agencies in IEs takes is important, and moreover,

each of the roles is important. Doing together was the maxim for the IE work.

However, even though the IE concept might push the understanding of innovation pro-
cesses towards underlining the distinct roles that various agencies play, and their im-
portance in successful innovation creation, how these ways of thinking are translated
into the operational implementation of IE policies is another matter entirely. The findings
suggest that the operative work done when implementing IEAs does not differ tremen-
dously from what has been done in previous regional innovation policies. The concrete
instruments are very similar to those of regional development officers listed by Sotarauta

(2010): raising awareness, mobilizing, framing, coordinating, and organizing processes
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where shared visions are looked for among many visions (Sotarauta, 2010, p. 392). The
findings revealed that coordinating networks and raising awareness of innovation pro-
cesses are the main instruments for implementing IEAs as well. This could suggest that,
while policy documents may quickly adopt trending discourse, such as incorporating the
IE concept into their vocabulary, the actual operational work of implementing these poli-
cies tends to evolve more slowly. While policies aim to represent the most novel lan-
guage and understandings, the hands-on activities are not necessarily all that novel and

different.

Nevertheless, even if the concrete work at the implementation level remains largely the
same as before, the fact that at least some interviewees had reflected on the conceptu-
alization of IEs in their work is already an important and interesting finding. It was inter-
esting how some interviewees related that they have actively tried to make sense of the
IE concept in their work and discussed together with their teams what the implications of
IEs are for their work. It seems that the fact that the IE concept has remained fuzzy and
debated in the literature has forced the operational level policy implementers themselves
to put effort into making sense of the concept and how it affects the aims of regional
innovation policy. Furthermore, this finding demonstrates that academic and policy dis-
course does not go unnoticed at the operational level. However, it seemed that the con-
ceptualization of IEs mattered more to some interviewees than to others, suggesting that

the impact of policy language is quite context dependent.

Thirdly, IEs in the academic literature are considered to be global and not bound to re-
gional boundaries (e.g., Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020), which offers
another interesting angle for discussing how policy officers interpret the IE concept. It
has been questioned why the IE concept, describing some broad and global processes,
would be used in national or regional innovation policies (Oh et al., 2016). Furthermore,
Laasonen et al. (2022) and Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019) noted that due to the global
nature of |IEs, place leaders must see beyond regional phenomena and boundaries to
understand international trends when implementing IE policies. The international focus
is evident in IEAs, which emphasize developing regions whose economies and organi-
zations can compete in the international market. However, the findings of this study show
mixed results on how this globality materializes at the implementation level of |IE policies.
Some interviewees did bring up the global processes and their effect on local IE actors
and highlighted that the goal of their work is to grow international interest towards the
region, whereas some focused mainly on the regional growth and regional actors. Fur-

thermore, some interviewees noted that they must stay aware of global processes and
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understand what those mean from the region’s perspective, suggesting that they have
realized their role as observers of global phenomena as described by Sotarauta and
Suvinen (2019).

Fourthly, the interviews revealed interesting notions on how interviewees saw the lead-
ership and management dynamics in IEs. In the literature, IEs are often seen as being
driven by bottom-up processes, where the direction and initiatives originate from organ-
izations and businesses rather than from top-down regulation (Laasonen et al., 2022;
Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022). Sometimes |Es are even referred to as
self-organizing (Pidorycheva et al., 2020). Interestingly, this was reflected in the inter-
viewees' responses, as many noted that they don't view IEs as something that can be
led or managed using traditional governance methods. This suggests that introducing
the IE concept into innovation policy pushes policy officers to focus on how they can

influence and manage innovation processes.

Finally, the findings revealed that at the operational level, IEs are seen as being built on
a shared vision, where common challenges are tackled together. This perspective is not
explicitly evident, at least in earlier literature on IEs, which tends to view IEs more as
characterizations of the complexities and interdependencies of innovation processes
(Adner, 2006; lansiti & Levien, 2004; Moore, 1993). Thus, | would argue that rather than
being an inherent |IE characteristic, viewing IEs as the materialization of a shared vision
and strategy reflects a shift toward seeing innovation as an instrument for transformation.
At the same time, as the innovation policy discourse has shifted from systems to favoring
ecosystems, innovation policies are increasingly recognized as tools for transformational
change in the world. | believe this shift in rationale is strongly reflected in the interview-

ees' conceptualizations of IEs.

The mix of the two different disciplinary perspectives, on the one end seeing IEs plainly
as a portrayal of complex innovation processes and on the other end seeing IEs as plat-
forms for transformative change, is also evident in the literature. Some of the more recent
IE literature seems to have absorbed the modes of transformational innovation thinking,
as for example is evident in the paper of Zheng & Cai (2022). They viewed IEs as plat-
forms for fostering sustainable development, arguing that the core characteristic of IEs
is their foundation in a sustainability ethos, with the innovations generated within them
being inherently sustainable (Zheng & Cai, 2022). Perhaps this trend is something that
will grow in |IE literature in the following years, and IEs will start to be systematically
recognized as something that embeds the idea of transformational innovation. | propose,

that it would certainly provide a new angle to the debate on what makes IEs important
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and novel. If innovation ecosystems are rooted in the rationales of transformational in-
novation, | argue that understanding the dynamics of influencing, framing, and ultimately
embedding shared visions becomes fundamental to the innovation ecosystem literature.
In the figure 3, | revisit the previously presented IE framework (figure 1) and incorporate
the rationale of transformative innovation by highlighting the practices of influencing and
framing shared visions, goals, and challenges, and embedding them into innovation pro-

cesses.

\ ““ovation €Cosyste m

Evolving set of actors, activities, and artifacts, and
the institutions and relations, including
complementary and substitute relations, that are
important for the innovative performance of an actor
or a population of actors. (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020)
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Self organizing/ Collaboration, co-specialization,
Bottom-up initiatives co-production, co-evolvement
(Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., (Klimas & Czakon, 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020;
2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022) Zheng & Cai, 2022)

oo . ith
*and which interconnects wit

Global €COoN0MY (Laasonen et al., 2022;
Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Rinkinen & Harmaakorpi,
2018; Sota-rauta et al., 2023; Tsujimoto et al., 2018;
Zheng & Cai, 2022)

Sustainability ethos
(zheng & Cai, 2022)

- -and which is governed ©Y

Influencing and framing shared visions, goals,
and challenges, and embedding them into the
innovation processes.

Figure 3. Revisited framing of the innovation ecosystem concept, where the
rationale of transformative innovation is embedded.

At the end, it needs to be underlined that the aim of this research was not to find out
what, objectively, undoubtedly is an innovation ecosystem. | don't think that would add

much value to the IE literature, where |IEs have been attempted to be conceptualized on
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numerous occasions (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). Rather than offering a new con-
ceptualization, the results of this study provide an additional perspective on the pro-
cesses surrounding the IE concept. More specifically, the study offers a glimpse into how
regional actors implementing IEAs, where the concept of IE is explicitly used, interpret
the idea of IE. It became evident that separating the interpretation of the IE concept from
the interpretation of IEAs was challenging. Therefore, the most confident conclusion is
that the results reflect how the IE concept is understood specifically within the context of
IEAs, and that policy framing undoubtedly influenced how IEs were discussed in the in-

terviews.

One could then conclude that what the policy officers recognize as an innovation eco-
system differs from the IEs spoken of in business literature. It could also differ from what
business actors recognize as an innovation ecosystem. It would be an interesting path-
way for future research to examine how the thoughts on shared vision and challenges
manifest in private organizations’ processes. Are they considered important, and do they
actually do anything for motivating businesses to actively participate in the innovation

platforms provided by IE policies?

6.2 Leading innovation ecosystems with a shared vision

This research gave interesting insights into what could happen for the place leadership
in IEs as self-organizing or even self-feeding innovation platforms, as described in the
literature (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022). One
could easily see IEs presenting a new kind of conundrum for policy officers implementing
regional innovation policies. What happens for place leadership in these self-organizing
platforms, and by whom and how are the regional innovation processes led and man-

aged?

Firstly, the findings show that the interviewees did not think that processes in IEs could
be led and managed in a traditional top-down manner. This is in line with the IE literature
highlighting the bottom-up processes (Laasonen et al., 2022; Pidorycheva et al., 2020;
Zheng & Cai, 2022). However, it was still evident that the interviewees did not consider
the processes in IEs to be completely outside of anyone’s control. The interviewees reg-
ularly opted for words such as steer and guide as they talked about their own or cities’

roles in IEs. The findings of this research suggest that, even though policy discourse is
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shifting toward favoring IEs, which could be seen as less centered on traditional man-
agement and leadership, policy officers do not perceive their mandate for leadership as
diminishing. Instead, their leadership style is seen to evolve into a softer, more consul-

tative approach.

To guide and steer the IE processes, framing a shared vision and challenges was the
key instrument for regional policy officers. This is in line with the place leadership litera-
ture highlighting the importance of shared goals and strategy in managing regional trans-
formation (Beer et al., 2019; Broadhurst et al., 2021; Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). The
findings show that in IEA work, the focus has been strongly on identifying regional direc-
tion and strategies that emerge from innovative actors, such as higher education institu-
tions and businesses. The city must find a direction that is in balance with the innovative
organizations. This is not a revolutionary idea in policy making, and for example, So-
tarauta (2010) discussed how regional development officers seek shared visions among
many differing visions for the region. However, the findings suggest that IEAs have suc-
ceeded in finding and implementing these synergies, perhaps better than previous poli-
cies. Perhaps this is simply a result of progress over time, or perhaps it suggests that
the shift toward self-organizing innovation ecosystems has pushed policy officers to fo-
cus more intently on developing compelling and coherent strategies to attract organiza-

tions to innovation platforms.

Furthermore, it is interesting to consider who takes the role of a place leader in IEs. If
the focus on bottom-up initiatives in IEs urges to search for a shared vision that arises
from innovating organizations in the region, who ultimately decides on the direction? It
needs to be remembered that place leadership does not necessarily refer to any specific
organization or individual actor in the region (Beer et al., 2019). That being said, in many
cases, place leadership can easily be seen as the responsibility of regional governments
or other public figures who shape the strategic vision for the region. However, the find-
ings of this research suggest that when implementing IE policies, where cooperative ap-
proaches to developing a shared vision are emphasized, the power to shape the regional
path becomes more distributed among actors. Thus, | would argue that as platforms and
innovation ecosystems gain traction in innovation policy, place leadership dynamics, par-
ticularly in regional innovation development, will become more shared and nuanced,
making it increasingly difficult to identify any single actor or organization as the definitive

place leader.

How leadership is shared between local agencies is, of course, highly situational and

region-specific. The IE literature has a background in business studies, and thus, the
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focus is often put on focal businesses around which the IEs form (e.g., Moore, 1993). In
regions with strong innovation-oriented businesses, the private sector may hold greater
influence in steering regional development paths. The importance of private organiza-
tions in IE processes was also highlighted by the interviewees. However, the regions
examined in this study lack a large, focal company around which a highly interdependent
IE might typically form. As a result, policy officers looked to research and higher educa-
tion institutions to help shape shared visions and regional direction. This finding aligns
with existing research that highlights the crucial role of universities in connecting innova-
tion networks, particularly in regions with limited business capacity (Kauffeld-Monz &
Fritsch, 2013; Parjanen et al., 2022).

While | argue that place leadership in IEs becomes more shared among actors involved
in innovation processes, it remains important to consider who has the strongest interest
in regional development, and thus the greatest motivation to lead. According to the inter-
viewees, city governments and regional policy officers are most invested in the region’s
well-being. | would argue that this motivation inevitably shapes place leadership dynam-
ics, even if IEs promote more distributed leadership. Local governments are likely to
retain a leading role to ensure development aligns with their vision of what is best for the
region. This was also reflected in the interviews: Although respondents emphasized the
importance of listening to local organizations, the underlying tone suggested that it is
ultimately the city’s responsibility to define and steer the shared vision. The interviewees’
thoughts thus support the ideas of Bronneberg et al. (2023), who argued that structured
governance processes have their place also in complex self-feeding IEs, as they stabilize

networks at the strategic level.

Additionally, the city controls physical space, granting it the authority to influence regional
development through city infrastructure and land permits. The findings suggest that land
use planning, infrastructure development, and building permits are viewed as important
instruments to sustain power in innovation processes for the cities. This finding is in line
with the literature emphasizing the city's role in making infrastructure decisions to facili-
tate innovation processes (see e.g., Cai et al., 2017; Sotarauta & Suvinen, 2019;
Vlaisavljevic et al., 2020; Zheng & Cai, 2022).

Bronneberg et al. (2023) argue that structured governance processes, at their best, sta-
bilize networks at the strategic level while fostering flexibility at the operational level, thus
supporting knowledge transfer and innovation creation in ecosystems. | would argue that
some structure is indeed beneficial for innovation in IEs, and that IEs should be seen as

within the scope of some form of governance. Although the interviewees did not explicitly
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mention governance, instead using terms like "guidance," they emphasized the need for
structure in innovation processes. They sought to organize knowledge sharing and net-
working practices to ensure that the innovation platforms created by the IEAs would sta-
bilize over time, becoming more efficient and effective. Recognizing the challenges of
networks based on individual relationships (e.g., Klindt et al., 2024) , the interviewees

aimed to create innovation platforms with structures that would endure.

Furthermore, this study supports the findings of Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019), who un-
derlined the importance of everyday place leadership in platform-based policies. They
refer to everyday place leaders as agencies leading processes in the middle by influenc-
ing thinking and network formation, and in these efforts, a platform is the main vehicle,
an innovation ecosystem the objective, and regional transformation the ultimate purpose
(Sotarauta and Suvinen., 2019, p. 1758). Although the interviewees were not explicitly
asked, | would predict that they would not necessarily identify as leaders. However, they
all engaged in actions typical of everyday place leaders: They organized networking,
raised awareness of local innovation processes, and aimed to vocalize the shared vi-

sions to strengthen the commitment of regional organizations.

| would argue that, due to the importance of bottom-up processes in IEs, everyday place
leaders at the operational level may hold more power than previously credited. Operating
at the intersection of public governance, universities, and businesses, they play a key
role in understanding the individual processes and visions of IE actors and finding com-
mon ground. To navigate differing visions, everyday place leaders must collaborate with
innovative actors and ensure their engagement with the innovation platform. This re-
quires the ability to frame challenges and opportunities in a way that resonates with re-

gional organizations, as was discussed in the interviews.

Lastly, it is important to consider the risks of highly specialized regional development,
which IEAs might encourage. While IEAs were praised for successfully identifying stra-
tegic objectives that align with regional needs and unifying the direction of regional ac-
tors, they could also strongly steer regions toward specific paths based on the agree-
ment’s objectives. This could potentially lead to regional lock-ins if development be-
comes overly one-sided due to path dependency (Godlewska-Majkowska et al., 2025).
Interestingly, interviewees noted that cities must constantly reassess their direction and
remain open to alternatives outside the current path. Despite the clear focus industries
outlined in the IEAs, policy officers recognized that these strategic directions may need
to be adjusted, with the city organizations playing a key role in identifying new opportu-

nities.
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Again, it is important to note that the interviewees discussed IE processes specifically
from the perspective of the IEAs. Therefore, no general conclusions can be drawn about
the role of city organizations or place leadership in innovation ecosystems overall. In-
stead, these findings are more about place leadership and the city's role within platform-
based innovation policy in Finland. Whether these platforms should be considered IEs is

still up for debate.

6.3 Future directions in innovation ecosystem policy work

This study provided interesting insights into the challenges and possibilities of imple-
menting IEAs and platform-based innovation policies in general. Though this was not the
study's original aim, these findings should not be overlooked, as they provide important
practical implications on how platform-based regional innovation policy processes could

be developed further.

Firstly, the biggest challenge with IEAs is related to funding practices. ERDF funds were
seen as difficult instruments, as they could not be directly allocated to private businesses'
innovation efforts. This research suggests that new funding practices are needed to bet-
ter support platform-based innovation. The call was not necessarily to create entirely
new funding modes, but rather to develop practices that align existing funding sources
to support the IE from multiple angles. Reflecting on the trinity of change agency pre-
sented by Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020), | would thus argue that building strong IEs
requires innovative institutional entrepreneurship to develop institutional and govern-
mental practices that support the co-evolving and interdependent innovation platforms

that IEs represent.

At the beginning of the thesis process, | hypothesized that, given the ambiguity of the IE
concept, it might represent an overly complex and vague innovation policy instrument for
the policy officers implementing IEAs. However, the fact that IEAs referenced |Es did not
seem to trouble the interviewees as much as | had anticipated. Still, some interviewees
mentioned that the IEAs initially felt like unclear policy instruments, and they had to invest
effort into understanding what concrete steps to take during implementation. The objec-
tives outlined in the IEAs are broad and ambitious, requiring regional policy officers to
break them down into more manageable, actionable steps. While the findings suggest

that policy officers recognized this challenge early on and were largely able to overcome
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it, this initial ambiguity should still be considered when designing new policy instruments.
Platform-based innovation policies that emphasize collaboration and loose governance
structures represent a more abstract policy style, lacking clear, one-size-fits-all imple-
mentation models. Therefore, understanding how policy officers interpret and operation-
alize these policies is both highly interesting and important, yet this thesis offered only a
narrow glimpse into the matter. Future research could benefit from more longitudinal
studies that explore how implementation processes evolve if platform-based policies be-

come more widely adopted.

Furthermore, in regional innovation processes, multiple policies and projects often over-
lap, and this was also highlighted by the interviewees. | would argue that such overlaps
are becoming increasingly common as the trend of designing policy instruments based
on bottom-up initiatives grows. Since these policies aim to align with processes already
underway in the regions, it can become difficult to distinguish which policy has influenced
which outcome. This challenge was evident in discussions around the reporting difficul-
ties related to IEAs. The findings support Henderson’s (2023) argument that innovation
policy work requires navigating a complex landscape of overlapping policies and funding
opportunities. In a world of limited resources, | would argue that aligning processes and
funding instruments demands agile institutional entrepreneurship, capable of managing

and developing innovation processes more efficiently.

The second major challenge in implementing IEAs was the difficulty of engaging busi-
ness agencies in the work. While this is partly due to issues with funding practices, |
would argue that it does not tell the whole story. The broader challenge of commercial-
izing innovations in Finland has long been recognized in national innovation policy dis-
cussions (Ampuja & Horowitz, 2025; Laasonen et al., 2022). The interviewees did not
have clear answers as to why involving businesses in the |IE processes has been so
difficult, beyond the commonly cited issue of funding. Some insights, however, can be
drawn from comments highlighting the different ‘languages’ spoken by businesses and
public organizations. It may be that policy officers and place leaders have struggled to
frame a shared direction in a way that feels tangible and concrete enough for private
actors. How IE policies can support this alignment remains a complex question. Still, the
emphasis on bottom-up processes may encourage policy officers to more carefully
shape strategies that genuinely resonate with private sector interests. This, at least,

seemed to be the wish of the interviewees.

Overall, despite the challenges identified, the IEAs were considered successful policy

instruments. They were credited with effectively identifying focus areas and directions
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that aligned with existing regional processes. Moreover, they were seen as providing
both the motivation and the mandate for cities and policy implementers to collaborate
more closely and to consider how limited innovation resources could be aligned to work

together more efficiently and effectively.
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7.CONCLUSIONS

At the outset of this study, | hypothesized that innovation ecosystems as a policy instru-
ment would be perceived as too complex and ambiguous, posing challenges for policy
implementers in terms of concretizing and making sense of their work. To date, the con-
cept of innovation ecosystem remains a debated topic among academia, with questions
regarding its applicability in public policy. Despite these debates, the policy discourse
has increasingly embraced the term innovation ecosystems to describe complex plat-
forms of innovation, with the Innovation Ecosystem Agreements between the Ministry of
Economic Affairs and Employment and Finnish university cities serving as an Finnish

example.

The aim of this research was to explore the implementation processes of these novel
innovation ecosystem policies, focusing on how the ambiguous concept of IEs material-
izes in operational-level work. By examining the implementation of IEAs in three Finnish
cities, this study provided valuable insights into how shifts in policy discourse influence
the practical work at the intersection of actors and organizations involved in regional

innovation networks.

The findings revealed that for policy implementers, IEs represent a complex, and inter-
dependent platforms composed of innovative actors, each playing distinct and vital roles.
The IEs represent finding a synergy between the actors, coming together to work toward
the same cause and goals, and tackling shared challenges. Additionally, IEs demands a
departure from traditional top-down governance models. Instead, these platforms are
seen to be built around shared challenges and visions, and effective steering of the plat-

form requires the ability to create and influence these visions.

My initial concern was that the interviewees had never really considered the IE concept
and simply treated it as another equivalent term for a network. However, that was not
the case with the majority of the interviewees. Instead, the operational-level policy im-
plementers had clearly reflected on the concept, at least within the context of what was
needed for their work. Though the effort of making sense of what we are talking about
and doing may go unnoticed, | argue that those things are important, and to some extent,
the semantics do matter. Although the practical tasks involved in implementing the
agreements, such as networking and knowledge sharing, largely resemble earlier activ-
ities, the IEAs appear to have fostered a stronger emphasis on collaboration and inter-

dependence in regional innovation efforts, at least on some mental level. Perhaps part



72

of this comes from the fact that policy implementers believe they are building these in-

novation ecosystems, whether they fully acknowledge the impact of the term or not.

Furthermore, the IEAs clearly reflect the rationales of transformational innovation, rec-
ognizing innovation processes as key instruments for guiding regional and national econ-
omies toward a shared vision of a profitable, resilient, and sustainable future. This study’s
findings highlight a convergence of two policy trends: the framing of innovation as a driver
of transformational change, and the view of innovation emerging through complex,
loosely structured ecosystems. For policy implementers, the IEAs primarily represented
the concretization of shared visions, while the broader conceptual significance of the
innovation ecosystem remained secondary. Thus, | argue that the findings of this re-
search illustrate a phenomenon where the notion of IEs as loosely structured innovation
platforms blends with the ambitions of transformational innovation. Operational-level pol-
icy implementers are thus engaged in building platforms that rely on bottom-up, flexible
governance, while simultaneously aiming to steer regions toward specific, predetermined

goals. Whether this duality represents a contradiction, | leave for the reader to decide.

Moreover, this study contributes to the discussion on place leadership within the broader
transition toward both transformational and platform-based innovation ecosystem policy.
It supports the everyday place leadership perspective of Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019),
who argue that the implementation of platform-based innovation policies necessitates
active place leadership at the operational level, within the nodes of innovation ecosystem
networks. As leadership and value creation within IEs are increasingly conceptualized
as distributed and shared, the role of actors facilitating day-to-day collaboration and op-
erational coordination becomes ever more critical. | argue that as the IE policy trend
emphasizes the co-creation of regional strategies and visions rooted in bottom-up initia-
tives led by innovating organizations, the significance of everyday place leaders, those
who continuously identify, articulate, and align these emerging visions, grows corre-

spondingly more important.

This study only begins to explore the complexities of IE policy work and thus opens up
several promising avenues for future research. Notably, this research focused exclu-
sively on the viewpoint of public organizations, offering limited insight into the perspec-
tives of private businesses. Given the prominent role of public actors in Finnish innova-
tion ecosystems, further examination of the business perspective would offer valuable
contributions to our understanding of IE policies. Key questions remain around the role

of private firms in shaping loosely governed, bottom-up emerging innovation ecosys-



73

tems. For instance, does business-driven innovation ecosystem thinking shift place lead-
ership dynamics toward more business-centric forms of governance, and are private
agencies interested about leading and managing regional development paths? Moreo-
ver, how do private organizations position themselves within the broader framework of
transformational innovation? In the economy increasingly influenced by sustainability
ethos, it is conceivable that private actors may also find value in contributing to shared
regional visions. If so, innovation ecosystem policies rooted in the ethos of sustainability
and transformational innovation could offer a compelling means to more effectively en-

gage businesses in joint innovation processes.

Finally, lets draw back to the critical discussions by Oh et al. (2016) and Ritala and
Almpanopoulou (2017), who questioned whether the concept of innovation ecosystems
should be applied in policy contexts at all. While this study has broadened my under-
standing of how the IE concept materializes in the everyday practices of policy imple-
menters at the operational level, forming a definitive personal opinion on the matter re-
mains difficult. What can be stated with confidence, however, is that the shift in discourse
from systems to ecosystems has not gone unnoticed at the operational level. It has, to
some extent, influenced the thinking of those implementing innovation policies. The un-
derstanding of interdependencies in innovation processes appears to have evolved to-
ward a notion of shared-value creation, a collective “doing good for all” mentality, likely
driven by both the adoption of ecosystem terminology and the growing perception of

innovation as a tool for transformational change.
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9. APPENDIX

9.1

1.

Interview frame

Esittely ja aiheeseen johdattelu:

1.1. Kuka olet mita teet ekosysteemisopimuksiin liittyen?

1.2. Kuvaile lyhyesti tAmanhetkista innovaatiotoimijakenttda kaupungissasi? (keskei-
set organisaatiot ja projektit?)

Innovaatioekosysteemi konsepti

2.1. Kuvaile omin sanoin mika on (alueellinen) innovaatioekosysteemi?

2.2.Mika on kaupungin rooli innovaatoekosysteemissa?

2.3. Tuoko ekosysteemiajattelu mielestdnne jotain uutta alueelliseen
innovaatio politiikkaan?

Ekosysteemi sopimukset

3.1. Mita toimia kaupungissasi on tehty innovaatiotoiminnan
ekosysteemisopimuksiin liittyen?

3.2. Milla kriteereilld sopimuksiin liittyvia hankerahoituksia on jaettu.
Minkalaisia hankkeita on rahoitettu?

3.3. Onko kaytdssa muita keinoja kuin hankerahoitukset, joilla alueellisia
innovaatioekosysteemeja pyritdan edistamaan?

3.4. Millainen rooli innovaatiotoiminnan ekosysteemisopimuksilla on ollut
mielestasi alueellisten innovaatioekosysteemien kehittajana?



