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ABSTRACT
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Amid a broader shift from geopolitical to geoeconomic governance, states increasingly prioritize economic
competitiveness and innovation as tools of spatial policy. Within this context, Smart Specialisation has
emerged as a strategic policy approach to strengthen regional competitiveness by focusing on building each
region’s unique strengths through coordinated entrepreneurial discovery. In Central Finland, the development
of Etelaportti industrial cluster exemplifies this approach as a pilot initiative for implementing ‘industry renewal’,
the spearhead of the region’s Smart Specialisation Strategy. This renewed field of industrial manufacturing,
characterized by digitalisation and sustainable production methods, is set to position the region for long-term
competitiveness in the evolving global economy.

However, Smart Specialisation, being a broad policy framework, requires a practice-oriented lens to
understand how strategic goals are translated into coordinated regional action and economic transformation.
Ecosystems are central to this process, as they bring together diverse actors to collectively generate innovation
and value. Thus, this thesis examines (a) how the Etelaportti ecosystem is orchestrated within Central
Finland’s Smart Specialisation Strategy, and (b) how its orchestration should be further developed to support
the strategy implementation and regional competitiveness. Despite increasing attention in policy discussion,
empirical research on ecosystem orchestration as a tool for Smart Specialisation remains limited. To address
this, this study applies Autio’'s (2022) Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration as an
operationalization of Smart Specialisation in a qualitative case study that draws on stakeholder interviews and
project reports from the Etelaportti ecosystem.

The findings suggest that while the Etelaportti ecosystem has advanced in terms of economic and
behavioural orchestration, notable challenges persist in the institutional and technological layers, particularly
following the city’s withdrawal from its orchestrator role. These gaps, along with the retreat of a coordinating
actor, risk weakening entrepreneurial discovery processes and knowledge diffusion, both of which are
essential for effective Smart Specialisation implementation. To sustain the ecosystem’s development and
enhance regional competitiveness over the long term, this study recommends focusing on strengthening
bottom-up coordination and advancing shared digital infrastructure within the ecosystem as key priorities.
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TIVISTELMA

Elias Makinen: Alueellisen kilpailukyvyn kehittdminen alykkaan erikoistumisen kautta: Tapaustutkimus
ekosysteemiorkestroinnista Etelaportin teollisuusklusterissa
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Tampereen Yliopisto

Kestava kaupunkikehitys, Hallintotieteet

Huhtikuussa 2025

Geopoliittisesta geotaloudelliseen hallinnointiin  siitymisen myo6tad valtiot painottavat yhd enemman
taloudellista kilpailukykya ja innovaatioita aluepolitikan valineina. Tassa kontekstissa alykas erikoistuminen
on noussut strategiseksi lahestymistavaksi alueellisen kilpailukyvyn vahvistamiseksi keskittymalla kunkin
alueen omien vahvuuksien tunnistamiseen ja kehittdmiseen koordinoidun yrittdjamaisen etsimisen avulla.
Keski-Suomessa Etelaportin teollisuusklusterin kehittdminen edustaa tata lahestymistapaa pilottihankkeena
alueen alykkaan erikoistumisen strategian karjen, uudistuvan teollisuuden, toteuttamisessa. Tama teollisen
valmistuksen siirtyma, jolle ovat ominaista digitalisaatio ja kestavat tuotantomenetelmat, tahtaa alueen
pitkajanteisen kilpailukyvyn vahvistamiseen muuttuvassa globaalissa taloudessa.

Koska alykas erikoistuminen on laaja-alainen politikkakehys, sen strategisten tavoitteiden muuntaminen
kaytannon alueelliseksi toiminnaksi ja taloudelliseksi muutokseksi edellyttaa kaytantdlahtoista tarkastelutapaa.
Ekosysteemit ovat keskeisia tassa prosessissa, silla ne kokoavat yhteen erilaisia toimijoita synnyttdmaan
innovaatioita ja arvoa yhteisesti. Taman vuoksi tutkielmassa tarkastellaan (a) kuinka Etelaportin ekosysteemia
orkestroidaan Keski-Suomen alykkaan erikoistumisen strategian kontekstissa, ja (b) miten orkestrointia tulisi
jatkossa kehittaa strategian toimeenpanon ja alueellisen kilpailukyvyn vahvistamisen tukemiseksi. Vaikka aihe
on saanut viime aikoina huomiota politiikkakeskustelussa, empiirinen tutkimus ekosysteemien orkestroinnista
alykkaan erikoistumisen valineena on edelleen rajallista. Tatd tutkimuksellista aukkoa paikkaamaan
tutkielmassa sovelletaan Aution (2022) monikerroksista ekosysteemin orkestrointikehysta (Multi-layered
Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration) alykkaan erikoistumisen operatiivisena sovelluksena laadullisessa
tapaustutkimuksessa, joka pohjaa datansa sidosryhmahaastatteluihin ja Eteldportin projektiraportteihin.

Tulokset Vviittaavat siihen, ettd vaikka Etelaportin ekosysteemi on edistynyt taloudellisessa ja
kayttaytymiseen liittyvassa orkestroinnissa, institutionaalisilla ja teknologisilla tasoilla esiintyy edelleen
merkittdvid haasteita, erityisesti kaupungin vetdydyttyd orkestroijan roolista. Naiden aukkojen, yhdessa
koordinoivan toimijan puuttumisen kanssa, katsotaan heikentavan yrittajamaista etsimista ja tiedon leviamista,
jotka ovat keskeisia alykkaan erikoistumisen onnistuneessa toteuttamisessa. Ekosysteemin kehityksen
yllapitdmiseksi ja alueellisen kilpailukyvyn tehostamiseksi pitkalla aikavalilld tutkimus suosittaa erityisesti
ruohonjuuritason koordinaation vahvistamista ja yhteisen digitaalisen infrastruktuurin kehittamista
ekosysteemin sisalla.

Avainsanat: alykas erikoistuminen, ekosysteemiorkestrointi, alueellinen kilpailukyky, uudistuva teollisuus
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, state governance has undergone a profound transformation,
shifting from traditional geopolitical concerns of territorial control and national
security to geoeconomic logics that prioritise economic rationality and market-
oriented governance. Such shift reflects a broader reconfiguration of state
spatiality, where the state acts more as a facilitator of regional competitiveness
rather than a controller of territorial integrity (Moisio & Paasi, 2013). It is part of a
wider evolution in the political rationalities and governmental technologies used
to manage state space, in which spatial policies are increasingly framed in terms
of competitiveness, innovation, and the mobilisation of population as an
economic resource. While recent geopolitical events, such as Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, may appear to challenge this transformation, they
paradoxically reinforce it, as states increasingly engage in economic warfare
through sanctions, trade restrictions, and energy embargos in response to
conventional hostilities (Babic et al., 2022).

Within this broader context, the role of regional policy has become
increasingly significant. Spatial strategies today place greater emphasis on
innovation and competitiveness by connecting regions to global economic
networks, reflecting the need for regional innovation systems to remain open and
outward-looking in order to sustain their competitiveness (Bellini, 2015). This
development trajectory has been shaped by the realisation that regions cannot
generate all the knowledge and innovations themselves but should instead
concentrate their efforts on domains where they possess the greatest potential
for excellence, leading to the formation of the concept of Smart Specialisation
and the rebirth of “industrial policy” (Foray et al., 2011). Being a place-based and
innovation-driven policy approach, Smart Specialisation promotes the
identification and development of a region’s unique strengths and competitive
advantages through targeted investments and stakeholder-driven prioritisation of

key economic domains (Wgien et al., 2019, p. 15). In the Finnish context, for



instance, this new era of industrial policy has materialised in the form of a growing
adoption of Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) on a regional level, from which
the case of the Etelaportti industrial cluster is a great example. Located in
Jyvaskyla, Central Finland, this newly established industrial hub serves as an
initial step and a pilot area for industry renewal: the future of manufacturing
characterised by the adoption of digital technologies, circular economy principles,
and sustainable production methods. As industry renewal stands as the
spearhead of Central Finland’'s Smart Specialisation Strategy (Keski-Suomen
liitto, 2021), Etelaportti offers an intriguing case for examining how regional
spatial strategies, implemented through place-based specialisation policies,
contribute to enhancing regional competitiveness.

However, Smart Specialisation being a strategic policy direction for regional
economic transformation, rather than a fixed one-size-fits-all policy model, this
study employs the Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration (EO)
by Autio (2022) in order to operationalize Smart Specialisation through an
analysis of the structures, mechanisms, and interactions that enable value
creation and stakeholder coordination within the Etelaportti ecosystem. Thus, the
focus of the analysis is on the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem and how
its development reflects the practical implementation of Smart Specialisation
principles in a regional context, particularly in terms of facilitating entrepreneurial
discovery and supporting long-term competitiveness. This makes the formulation
of the research questions the following: (a) How is the Etelaportti ecosystem
orchestrated within the context of Central Finland’s Smart Specialisation
Strategy, and (b) how should the orchestration be further developed to effectively
support the strategy implementation and strengthen regional competitiveness?
The thesis begins by establishing the theoretical and conceptual foundations of
the study, followed by a description of the research approach and case context.
The empirical analysis then examines the orchestration of the Etelaportti
ecosystem and its alignment with Smart Specialisation principles, outlining the
possible implications for regional competitiveness. Finally, the study reflects on
the broader implications of the findings for regional competitiveness and outlines

directions for future research.



2 THEORETICAL OVERVIEW: FROM
POLICY TO PRACTICE

In this section, | aim to establish the theoretical foundation for this study by first
conceptualizing the terms industry renewal and regional competitiveness to
provide a clear understanding of these concepts within the context of this thesis.
Next, | move to discuss Smart Specialisation as a strategic policy framework and
its role in strengthening regional competitiveness. In the case of Etelaportti, the
Smart Specialisation Strategy of Central Finland offers an institutional framework
for guiding ecosystem development and aligning regional innovation efforts with
industry renewal objectives. | conclude this section by outlining an
operationalization of Smart Specialisation through Ecosystem Orchestration. By
applying Autio’s (2022) Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration as
an operational mechanism of Smart Specialisation, | establish a theoretical
framework for examining the implications of ecosystem orchestration for the
implementation of the Smart Specialisation Strategy and, consequently, for the

development of regional competitiveness of Central Finland.

2.1 Conceptualizing Industry Renewal and Regional
Competitiveness

The term ‘industry renewal’ (uudistuva teollisuus) does not have a universally
established academic definition. However, it is commonly used in Finnish policy
documents and economic strategies to describe the future driver of national and
regional competitiveness. The Finnish National Strategy for Industry Renewal
(Tyo- ja elinkeinoministerid, 2021) describes the concept as a strategic vision for
Finland’s industrial sector, highlighting competitiveness, carbon neutrality,
innovation, and sustainability. The Business Development Services of Jyvaskyla
(BDSJ) on the other hand defines it as industrial sector that emphasizes

resource-wise, carbon neutral productions methods, principles of circular



economy and cyber-secure digital solutions, all of which contribute to the
transition to green and digital manufacturing industry (Business Development
Services of Jyvaskyla, n.d.).

Both of the definitions underscore the transformative nature of industry
renewal, which extends beyond mere technological upgrades to include a more
ambitious and systemic industry-wide change. However, while the national
strategy for industry renewal (Ty0- ja elinkeinoministerio, 2021) discusses the
concept on a rather general level, as if a vision for the change process in the
industrial sector, the BDSJ describes it more as already existing sector of
industrial manufacturing, for which the newly established Etelaportti industrial
cluster in Jyvaskyla provides specialised operational environment (Business
Development Services of Jyvaskyla, n.d.). According to Eerikainen et al. (2023),
the ecosystem around industry renewal in Central Finland comprises of more
than 80 companies and institutions, which provides tangibility to industry renewal
as in some sense established industrial sector.

Thus, industry renewal can be conceptualized as both a newly emerging
sector of manufacturing and a broader transformation process that integrates
innovation, sustainability, and digitalization into industrial development. However,
from the perspective of this study, industry renewal is best understood as an
emerging industrial sector as it is increasingly gaining recognition in regional
policy documents as a distinct domain within the manufacturing industry. In
Central Finland, the concept of industry renewal is strongly incorporated in
regional policy frameworks, particularly in Central Finland’s Smart Specialisation
Strategy (S3), in which it is described as one of the spearheads of regional growth
(Keski-Suomen liitto, 2021). This strategic focus aligns with the broader Smart
Specialisation framework, which directs investments toward region-specific
strengths to drive innovation-led industrial evolution (Wgien et al., 2019).
Similarly, in the Impact Report of Ecosystem Work of Jyvaskyla by Eerikainen et
al. (2023), the industry renewal ecosystem is identified as one of the leading
innovation ecosystems in Central Finland, serving as a platform for business
development and fostering innovation within the region. This ecosystem-driven
approach aligns with the framework of Ecosystem Orchestration (EO), which
provides a structured perspective on how different stakeholders within an

ecosystem coordinate or ‘orchestrate’ their activities to create a coherent value



offering (Autio, 2022). Hence, the Ecosystem Orchestration framework provides
a lens for analysing the operational mechanisms that enable the effective
implementation of Smart Specialisation strategies.

This approach makes it meaningful to define regional competitiveness as a
region’s ability to enhance productivity through specialised industrial ecosystems,
drive innovation-led growth, and adapt to evolving economic and technological
landscapes. This definition draws on Porter’s (1990) emphasis on productivity as
the foundation of competitiveness and the OECD’s (2020) broader view of
competitiveness as a capacity to foster an innovative, inclusive, and resilient
environment for firms and individuals. In this context, competitiveness is not
solely based on economic output, but rather on a region’s capacity to develop
collaboration between key stakeholders within the regional ecosystem and direct
investments into high-value industries by leveraging strategic policy interventions
(McCann & Ortega-Argilés, 2016). To analyse Etelaportti as an operational
environment for industry renewal and its implications for regional
competitiveness, this study applies a framework where Smart Specialisation
provides the strategic policy direction for regional economic transformation, while
Ecosystem Orchestration serves as the operational mechanism to examine how
this strategy translates into action in the case of Etelaportti ecosystem. This
integrated framework enables a comprehensive analysis of how Etelaportti
ecosystem functions within the broader industry renewal ecosystem, contributing
to the development of regional competitiveness through Central Finland’s Smart

Specialisation Strategy.

2.2 Smart Specialisation as a Framework for Developing Regional
Competitiveness

Wagien et al. (2019) defines Smart Specialisation (S3) as a strategic policy
framework focused on discovering and prioritizing innovation-intensive domains
within regional economies. By strategically directing knowledge investments into
sectors with high growth potential, S3 aims to generate spillover effects on the
surrounding regional economies, possibly shifting the region’s trajectory towards
more sustainable growth (Wgien et al., 2019, p. 15). To identify the domains, that

is, areas where a region has a comparative advantage and can excel in R&D and
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innovation (Foray et al., 2011, p. 5), Entrepreneurial Discovery Processes (EDP)
are required. Foray et al. (2011) argue that EDPs are essentially about
connecting knowledge of science, technology and engineering as well as
knowledge of the overall market environment and factors needed to initiate a new
venture. Combining and mobilizing this dispersed knowledge creates the “smart”
core of S3, which relies on the ability of the ‘entrepreneurs’ (i.e. firms, higher
education institutions, innovators, and independent inventors) within the regional
innovation system to identify the most potent domains for Smart Specialisation
(Foray et al., 2011; Wagien et al., 2019). Thus, S3 is not merely about sectoral
specialisation but strategically selecting the domains that will guide the region
toward stronger growth by enhancing the already existing entrepreneurial
environment (McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2016, p. 542). It does not seek to
select any “winners” but rather emphasizes EDP as dynamic and collaborative
process of discovering new applications emerging from regional entrepreneurs,
which sets S3 apart from previous R&l policies. Unlike one-size-fits-all
approaches, S3 is a tailored, region-specific strategy designed to leverage place-
based strengths and opportunities (Wgien et al., 2019).

While S3 provides a strategic framework for identifying high-growth potential
domains, its true impact lies in how it strengthens regional competitiveness
through targeted investments, bottom-up innovation and knowledge diffusion.
Targeted investments into innovation-intensive domains enable regions to
differentiate and create competitive advantages in niche areas, which enhance
long-term economic resilience and aims to position the region as a leader in high-
value industries within global markets (Foray et al., 2011; Foray & Geonaga,
2013). However, implementing a Smart Specialisation strategy does not
automatically transform every region into a global leader. Instead, it sets regions
on a trajectory toward building knowledge resources and capabilities in their
chosen domain, enabling the development of innovation ecosystems that move
beyond merely producing applied solutions and making incremental innovations
(Foray & Geonaga, 2013). Foray & Geonaga (2013) argue that knowledge
spillovers from more developed regions play crucial role in developing the
innovation capacity of less developed regions, allowing them to move toward
more radical innovations and thus improving regional competitiveness and global

significance. The spillover effects also create potential synergies between well-
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established and developing economic domains within regions, where existing
industries contribute to the emergence of new sectors by providing knowledge,
technological expertise, and market linkages, driving industrial diversification and
further specialisation within the region (Foray et al., 2011). Moreover, innovation-
driven growth and the development of distinctive strengths in Smart
Specialisation shift regions away from cost-based competition and encourages
the emergence of niche competencies that, in turn, contribute to the creation of
high-value economic domains (McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2016).

The bottom-up innovation approach of Smart Specialisation is effectively
produced through the Entrepreneurial Discovery Processes (EDP), which aim to
utilize the regional actors to identify and develop high-potential specialisation
domains that drive innovation and economic transformation (Foray et al., 2011).
The ‘entrepreneurs’ or ‘entrepreneurial agents’ form the foundation of EDP,
serving as the key knowledge sources upon which Smart Specialisation
strategies are built (Foray et al., 2011; Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2016). While
the core of S3 lies in this entrepreneurial agent driven practise of yielding
innovation-intensive domains, it in itself may not be enough to constitute a
functional EDP. Foray et al. (2011) argue that the emphasis on entrepreneurs in
EDPs still should not disregard all policy direction as being top-down governing,
but rather to utilize bi-directional dynamic in which political rationale and
economic necessities are both addressed. Aligning with this argument made by
Foray et al. (2011), Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie (2016) has classified the EDP
actors in three categories, complementing entrepreneurial agents with “policy
makers” and “remainder of society”. While the entrepreneurs embody the
knowledge, it is often fragmented among the actors, and has to be “aggregated,
synthesized and processed” (Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2016, p. 36). Rodriguez-
Pose & Wilkie (2016) argue that this is important responsibility for policy makers
to guide and lead the stakeholder interaction, yet without intentionally selecting
any stakeholders, as that would utterly compromise the bottom-up approach of
EDP and Smart Specialisation as a whole. The “remainder of society”, referring
to the broader public, including civil society actors beyond formal institutions and
firms, should also be included in the EDP, as they can contribute valuable local
knowledge and perspectives that enhance the policymaker's understanding

(Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2017). Importantly, what constitutes “society” in this
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context can vary across regions, depending on local cultural, institutional, and
civic dynamics. Involving a diverse range of societal actors not only enriches the
knowledge base but also strengthens local ownership of both the process and
the broader strategy, which, according to Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie (2017),
contributes to the region-specific, grassroots nature of EDP.

Lastly, knowledge diffusion serves as a key enabler of Smart Specialisation,
effectively promoting the establishment of innovation ecosystems. The process
of knowledge diffusion in S3 is inherently linked to EDPs, as it enables the
transmission of both tacit and codified knowledge across firms, institutions, and
regions (Wgien et al., 2019). Additionally, spillover effects at both the regional
and organizational levels further enhance knowledge diffusion, supporting
industrial diversification and strengthening regional competitiveness (Foray &
Goenaga, 2013). The knowledge diffusion produced by EDPs and knowledge
spillovers play a critical role in the establishment of innovation ecosystems, as
they enable regions to build specialized knowledge network, which connects
relevant stakeholders within the specialised domain (Foray et al., 2011). The
integration of these actors into collaborative structures ensures that innovation is
not confined to individual firms or institutions, but instead spreads across the
entire ecosystem (Autio, 2022). Thus, the conceptualization of Ecosystem
Orchestration (EO) by Autio (2022) provides an operational framework through
which the ‘orchestration’ of ecosystems within Smart Specialisation can be
understood. This is important as EO clarifies the mechanisms by which
ecosystems can be structured, governed, and sustained as part of Smart
Specialisation strategies, ultimately driving long-term regional economic

resilience and transformation.

2.3 Operationalizing Smart Specialisation Through Ecosystem
Orchestration

Autio (2022, p. 99) defines innovation ecosystems as “a community of
hierarchically independent, yet interdependent heterogeneous participants who
collectively generate a coherent, ecosystem-level output and related value
offering targeted at a defined user audience.” Emphasizing the hierarchical

independence of ecosystem participants as a core principle of Ecosystem
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Orchestration (EO), Autio (2022) argues that the final structure of ecosystems
should emerge through collaborative engagement to align with the needs of all
participants. Building on this bottom-up, independent dynamic, Autio (2022)
introduces the Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration, outlined in
Figure 1, Autio (2022, p. 104). The framework consists of technological,
economic, institutional, and behavioural layers that interact dynamically across
three key stages of ecosystem development: initiation, momentum, and control.
First, establishing the premise for collaboration and innovation, the technological
layer consists of foundational infrastructure, platforms, and shared standards.
Second, the economic layer focuses on incentives, funding mechanisms, and
strategic investments that drive participation and ecosystem sustainability. Third,
the institutional layer defines governance structures, regulatory frameworks, and
role allocations to ensure stable and effective coordination among actors. Finally,
the behavioural layer addresses cultural norms, trust-building, and informal
coordination mechanisms that shape participant engagement and knowledge-
sharing. These four layers interact dynamically across the three stages of
ecosystem development, where initiation stage involves defining roles and
establishing early momentum, momentum stage emphasises participation and
knowledge diffusion, and control stage focuses on long-term stability,

adaptability, and value creation within the ecosystem. (Autio, 2022).

ecosystem

ecosystem initiation ecosystem momentum
control

technological
control bottlenecks

technological technological
optimize connectivity maximize generativity

economic
extend leverage

economic economic
attract participation drive network effects

institutional
regulatory embedding

institutional institutional

role definition

conflict resolution

behavioral
ecosystem leadership

behavioral
promote behavioral norms

behavioral
dynamic control

FIGURE 1. Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration
(Reproduced from Autio, 2022, p. 104)
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The bottom-up, non-hierarchical nature of Ecosystem Orchestration aligns with
the core aspect of EDPs in S3, that is, the dynamic and interactive collaboration
between entrepreneurial agents to drive knowledge diffusion and the
development of high-potential innovation domains (Wgien et al., 2019; Foray et
al., 2011). Furthermore, while emphasizing bottom-up approach in ecosystem
formation, Autio (2022) recognizes that in early stages of ecosystem creation top-
down management can be beneficial in well-established markets, where
predefined structures, regulatory frameworks, and existing industry dynamics
provide a foundation for orchestrating collaboration. This aligns with Foray et al.
(2011), who emphasize that policy direction should complement, rather than
override, the bottom-up nature of EDPs. Similarly, Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie
(2017) highlight the role of policy makers in supporting stakeholder interactions
and integrating fragmented knowledge.

Thus, there are multiple similarities between EO and S3, and how they
approach stakeholder coordination, knowledge diffusion, and ecosystem
development, yet they are distinctly different in their scope of approach. S3 is a
strategic policy direction meant to create a roadmap for regional economic
transformation, while EO functions as an operationalization of that roadmap,
enabling the practical implementation of the strategy. S3 defines the "what" - the
areas where a region should specialise, whereas EO focuses on the "how" - the
processes, collaborations, and governance structures needed to make
specialisation work. Despite the conceptual alignment between these
frameworks, there remains a research gap concerning how Ecosystem
Orchestration can be used as a tool to implement Smart Specialisation in
practice, particularly at the regional level. This study addresses that gap by
focusing on the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem and how its
development reflects the operationalization of Smart Specialisation principles in
a place-based context, especially in terms of enhancing regional
competitiveness.

However, it should be noted that the Multi-layered Framework for
Ecosystem Orchestration is relatively new and remains a bare-bones
conceptualization with limited academic exploration, which Autio (2022) also
acknowledges. Nevertheless, the limited academic research on its application,

particularly in the context of Smart Specialisation, provides a new and exciting
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approach on applying it to the case of Etelaportti ecosystem. As a spearhead of
Central Finland’s Smart Specialisation Strategy and a developing ecosystem
within the broader industry renewal innovation ecosystem, Etelaportti serves as
a compelling real-world case for examining how ecosystem orchestration can

facilitate the practical implementation of Smart Specialisation strategies.
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3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

The goal of this study is to answer the two following research questions: (a) How
is the Etelaportti ecosystem orchestrated within the context of Central Finland’s
Smart Specialisation Strategy, and (b) how should the orchestration be further
developed to effectively support the strategy implementation and strengthen
regional competitiveness? The two-fold research question is structured around
Autio’s (2022) Ecosystem Orchestration (EO) framework, which provides a lens
for analysing how regional innovation ecosystems are coordinated and governed.
By applying this framework, the study seeks to identify the mechanisms of
orchestrating the Etelaportti ecosystem and assess their role in translating Smart
Specialisation strategies into practice. The findings are then interpreted within the
broader policy framework of Smart Specialisation (S3) to identify how the
orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem can be improved to more effectively
implement the strategy and advance regional competitiveness. The chosen
approach is particularly interesting as it enables a deeper understanding of how
ecosystem orchestration functions as a strategic tool within regional innovation
policies, highlighting the practical implementation of Smart Specialisation and its
translation into tangible regional competitive advantages.

To find answers for the research questions, this study utilizes qualitative
explanatory case study analysis, which offers an approach to examine the causal
relationship between EO, S3, and regional competitiveness in the case of
Etelaportti (Laine et al., 2007). A case study design is particularly suitable for this
research, as it allows for an in-depth exploration of a real-world ecosystem in its
evolving policy context. Given that Eteldportti has already established an
ecosystem while still being in relatively early stages of development, it provides
a particularly relevant and timely case for this study. Moreover, Etelaportti’s
specialisation in industry renewal and its alignment with the Smart Specialisation
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Strategy of Central Finland provide an opportunity for a unique application of
theoretical frameworks, where Ecosystem Orchestration can be examined as a
mechanism for translating Smart Specialisation strategies into practice.

To ensure credibility and reliability, this study draws on Etelaportti project
reports and expert interviews with both city officials involved in the Etelaportti
project and two companies operating within the Etelaportti ecosystem. The cross-
sectional analysis exemplifies the previous stages of the Etelaportti ecosystem
development as well as the current state. Thus, the findings of this study can
inform the future development of the Etelaportti ecosystem and other similar
initiatives. However, it should be noted that while this research provides in-depth
insights into the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem, it may have limited
generalizability to other regions. This is not only due to this study being a single-
point case study, but also because of its qualitative nature, meaning that findings
are context-dependent rather than statistically generalizable. Furthermore, the
cross-sectional approach captures a specific moment in the ecosystem’s
evolution, meaning that future developments are beyond this study’s scope.
Despite these limitations, this research offers valuable insights into how Smart
Specialisation strategies are operationalized through Ecosystem Orchestration to

enhance regional competitiveness.

3.2 Data Sources

The data used in this study includes expert interviews as primary data and
project reports as secondary data. The expert interviews primarily consist of
insights from city officials from the Business Development Services of Jyvaskyla
(BDSJ) who have been involved in various aspects of the Etelaportti project.
Additionally, interviews from two companies operating in Etelaportti offer a
grassroots perspective to the EO in Etelaportti. The project reports include two
final reports from previous two stages of the Etelaportti project in addition to one
report considering the innovation ecosystem work around the industry renewal
ecosystem. This data provides a foundation for analysing the orchestration of the
Etelaportti ecosystem, combining institutional perspectives from city officials and
practical insights from companies operating within the ecosystem. The inclusion

of project reports further strengthens the study by offering historical context and
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documented strategic developments. Therefore, the utilization of multiple data
sources enables the exploitation of triangulation, which promotes balanced and
reliable analysis by cross-referencing insights from different perspectives and
reducing the risk of bias (Laine et al., 2007).

The interviews provide the foundation for this study by offering first-hand
insights into the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem, capturing the
perspectives of key stakeholders involved in its development. The interviews
were conducted through email by sending the questions to the participants, which
proved to be a fruitful way of doing the interviews especially in the case of city
officials. This was due to the fact that all the participants from the city were
included in the same email thread, meaning that they could see each other's
answers. The interview questions were same for everybody, and the intention
was that everybody could provide their answers from their point of expertise. The
conversation turned out to be multidimensional, as three experts from BDSJ
shared their insights on the Etelaportti ecosystem: Project Manager for Industry
renewal, Timo Harju; Project Manager for Green Industrial Areas, Timi Tiira; and
Project Manager, Piija Aijanen. These experts were chosen for the interview due
to their first-hand knowledge of ecosystem orchestration in the context of
Etelaportti, as they have been working as part of the development process. The
questionnaire for these experts included four open ended questions covering four
key topics: the roles of various ecosystem actors in the development and
orchestration of Etelaportti, the coordination efforts of public entities like BDSJ,
the use of financial incentives to support ecosystem growth, and the city’s long-
term strategy for ensuring the ecosystem’s sustainability and expansion. These
questions were aimed at uncovering primarily the dynamics of collaboration
within the ecosystem and the extent of public sector involvement, but also the
effectiveness of incentive mechanisms, and the strategic measures in place to
secure Etelaportti’s long-term viability and growth.

In addition to the interviews of city officials, the interviews of two companies
in Etelaportti, namely Weeefiner Oy and Flender Finland Oy, provided a
grassroots perspective on the EO in Etelaportti. From Weeefiner, CEO Mikko
Hanninen responded to the questions, while from Flender, Head of Service Kari
Huttunen provided input. The interviews were conducted in the same manner as

those of city officials, that is, by email with four open-ended questions, but with
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different question design and separate email threads. As the goal was to uncover
bottom-up perspective on the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem, the
questions were formulated to cover four key topics: the role of different ecosystem
actors in its development and orchestration, the position of the interviewed
companies within the ecosystem and their collaboration with other stakeholders,
the effectiveness of existing mechanisms for knowledge sharing and cooperation,
and the challenges businesses face in participating in ecosystem development.
This grassroots perspective provided by Mikko Hanninen and Kari Huttunen is
crucial as it provides first-hand insights into how businesses experience and
navigate the ecosystem, revealing potential gaps, challenges, and opportunities
that may not be visible from a top-down policy perspective. The study would have
also benefited from the perspectives of other companies within Etelaportti to
provide a broader understanding of their views on ecosystem orchestration;
however, no other companies were willing to participate.

The secondary data, consisting of two project reports and the review on the
innovation ecosystem work in Central Finland, provides contextual background,
documented insights into the development of the Etelaportti ecosystem, and a
basis for cross-referencing the data gathered from the interviews. While these
reports often present a polished and strategic narrative of the actions taken and
their outcomes, they still offer valuable insights into the official discourse and
documented progress of the ecosystem’s development. By comparing these
reports with interview data, this study can identify potential gaps between formal
documentation and the lived experiences of ecosystem actors, which offers a
deeper insight into the orchestration of Etelaportti ecosystem. The interviews
offer a relatively diverse range of perspectives, which enable reflection against
the secondary data, although the grassroots perspective from companies within
the Etelaportti ecosystem could be more diverse. However, for the scope of this
study, the interview with Weeefiner and Flender provides valuable insights into
the business perspective, allowing for at least a preliminary examination of how
companies experience and engage with the orchestration of the Etelaportti
ecosystem. Lastly, to address ethical concerns in data gathering, all interview
participants were informed about their rights, the voluntary nature of participation,
the purpose of the study, and how their responses and personal data would be

processed, stored, and used. The interviews were conducted transparently, with
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open-ended questions designed to minimize bias and allow participants to freely

express their perspectives.

3.3 Methods

The use of qualitative analysis is the most suitable for this study, as the aim is to
examine the causal relationship between orchestrating an ecosystem and the
development regional competitiveness in the context of Etelaportti. Thus,
explanatory case study analysis is employed to systematically investigate how
orchestration mechanisms influence regional competitiveness by comparing
empirical findings from interviews and project reports with theoretical insights
from the Ecosystem Orchestration framework and Smart Specialisation (Laine et
al., 2007).

The method of analysing the research data in this study is two-fold. First, a
pattern-matching analysis compares empirical patterns from interviews and
reports with theoretical expectations from the Ecosystem Orchestration
framework, enabling a structured comparison between observations and theory.
This is supplemented by data triangulation, cross-referencing findings from
interviews and project reports to identify tensions and discrepancies and enhance
reliability (Laine et al., 2007). Second, the results of the pattern-matching analysis
are assessed in the context of Smart Specialisation to identify how the
orchestration of the ecosystem should be further developed to effectively support
strategy implementation and strengthen regional competitiveness. Together,
these two stages enable a transparent and reliable application of explanatory
case study analysis by structuring data interpretation and reducing bias.

However, the qualitative nature of the study inevitably means that the
analysis relies on interpretation, which, despite efforts to ensure objectivity, may
be influenced by researcher bias. The analysis may also be constrained by data
availability, a limitation that has also been addressed in the previous section.
Nonetheless, the structured application of described analysis methods helps
mitigate these limitations and provide a systematic and transparent approach to

interpreting the findings.
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4 CASE STUDY: THE ETELAPORTT!
ECOSYSTEM

4.1 Early Development and Strategic Initiatives

The preliminary idea behind the development of Etelaportti area was the
establishment of an attractive industrial business cluster that fulfils future
operating conditions and offers diverse working opportunities (Etelaportti -
Euroopan modernein valmistavan teollisuuden digitaalinen palvelukeskittyma
LOPPURAPORTTI, 2022, hereafter “First project report”’). As the Strategy of
Central Finland (Keski-Suomen Strategia - Lahjamme Maailmalle 2025-2050,
2021) outlined industry renewal as one of the spreadheads of regional growth,
Etelaportti offered a logical choice for developing a modern industrial ecosystem
that aligns with the region’s strategic objectives. The development plan of the
area being completed in 2018, the first development project kicked off in January
2019 under the leadership of the city, i.e., BDSJ.

The First project report (2022) describes the initial phase of the
development of Etelaportti between 1.1.2019 and 28.2.2022, during which a goal
was set to acquire 204 million euros of investments, 1200 jobs, and 60 companies
to the Etelaportti area by 2030. In the first stage of development, the focus was
on allocation resources for the development of the business environment for
companies, research institutions and their supporting services, as well as the
formation of a “digital hub” (digitaalinen keskittyma). The digital hub for Etelaportti
was envisioned as a centralized platform for companies operating in the area,
enabling the shared use of physical resources, technological solutions, and
services. The concept of a digital hub was designed to enhance industrial
synergies and support circular economy principles, ultimately driving forward
industry renewal. The first stage of this digital hub was the creation of virtual
environment of the Etelaportti area, which was completed during the first phase

of development. (First project report, 2022).
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In the second phase of development between 1.3.2022 and 31.7.2023, the
focus shifted towards the expansion of digital services and the implementation of
the XaaS (Everything-as-a-Service) model, which essentially included the further
development of the digital hub and IoT technologies, real-time monitoring
systems, and virtual environments (Etelaportti - XaaS hyvin muotoiltu palvelu -
hanke LOPPURAPORTTI, 2023, hereafter “Second project report”). According to
the Second project report (2023), 60 companies within the project network were
interviewed about their views on the development of Etelaportti area and the
digital service platform, which would form the core of the digital hub by providing
a user interface. Topics such as carbon tracking, communication, resource
sharing and service productization were identified as key areas of interest and
potential development. The interviews highlighted that carbon tracking was
increasingly relevant due to tightening EU regulations and corporate
sustainability commitments, while effective communication was seen as essential
for enhancing collaboration among companies. Additionally, resource sharing
was recognized as a way to improve cost efficiency and promote circular
economy practices, and service productization was emphasized as a means to
create scalable digital solutions that could enhance business operations within
the Etelaportti ecosystem. The development of the digital services platform was
initiated based on survey data. The first concrete step towards data collection for
the platform was taken in the summer of 2023, when the project conducted a
carbon footprint calculation of district heating. This was done in collaboration with
the local energy and water provider, ALVA-yhtiot, within the facilities of three
companies in Etelaportti.

As a last major development step of the second phase, the Second project
report (2023) highlights the development of a new kind of innovative learning
environment as an integral part of the Etelaportti ecosystem. This learning
environment includes a physical environment within Procemex, a company
operating in Etelaportti, which is used for internship periods of secondary
education students. Additionally, the Second project report (2023) mentions that
preliminary discussions were held regarding the involvement of higher education
institutions, such as Jyvaskyla University of Applied Sciences and the University
of Jyvaskyla. The goal of the learning environment is to better connect education

with industry needs by providing students with hands-on experience in real-world
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industrial settings while possibly driving research and development withing the

companies.

4.2 Current State and Future Prospects

According to P. Aijanen (personal communication, March 4, 2025), as of March
2025, the Etelaportti area still requires 29 more companies, 290 additional jobs,
and approximately 7 million euros in investments to reach its full potential. When
compared to the initial goal set in the first stage of development - 204 million
euros in investments, 1200 jobs, and 60 companies by 2030 (First project report,
2022) - the development appears to be progressing on schedule, at least in terms
of numerical targets. After the first two phases, the development of Etelaportti has
reach a point where the city of Jyvaskyla, i.e. BDSJ, aims to reduce its role as
the facilitator or “orchestrator” of the development by passing more responsibility
of the ecosystem development to the companies in Etelaportti (T. Harju, personal
communication, February 24, 2025). While one city-led project focused on the
sustainability of industrial areas in the Baltic Sea region is still ongoing in
Etelaportti until the end of 2025 (Interreg Baltic Sea Region, n.d.), the City of
Jyvaskyla no longer allocates resources specifically to the development of
Etelaportti. Instead, it distributes them equally across all industrial areas (T. Tiira,
personal communication, February 25, 2025).

T. Harju (personal communication, February 24, 2025) acknowledges that
the withdrawal of the city from the orchestrator’s role marks a turning point in the
development of Etelaportti, and the future of the ecosystem is highly dependent
on the companies themselves and their efforts to develop the ecosystem. While
Etelaportti has so far successfully attracted corporate interest and investments
have nearly reached the initial goal of 204 million euros, the development is still
ongoing, and it has not been completely without setbacks. According to Harju,
BDSJ stepping down from its role as orchestrator has involved the search for a
private operator that could take over the city's role as the facilitator of the
ecosystem. A recent national-level assessment has also highlighted the potential
of this type of dedicated “area operators” to manage and coordinate cooperation
in new types of industrial parks (Laasonen et al., 2025). However, in the case of

Etelaportti, the search for an area operator has been unsuccessful due to the lack
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of profitability in the business model. Also, the poor economic feasibility of the
virtual environment of Etelaportti area has led to the shutting down of the service
(T. Harju, personal communication, February 24, 2025). Nonetheless, according
to P. Aijanen (personal communication, March 4, 2025), the development of
Etelaportti’s digital ecosystem is still considered feasible, with key areas for
further advancement including real-time data monitoring via loT, Al integration,
smart logistics, carbon accounting, resource-sharing, and enhanced
communication solutions, topics that were also identified in the Second project
report (2023) in surveying the companies. However, Aijanen acknowledges that
the development of Etelaportti’'s digital ecosystem could benefit from more
companies integrating this data into their business models. Additionally, Aijanen
highlights that businesses already operating within the Etelaportti ecosystem
have expressed their need for shared warehouse and logistics services, as well
as supporting industrial services such as welding and surface treatment.
However, according to T. Tiira (personal communication, February 25, 2025),
coordinating shared logistics solutions has proved to be challenging, as it requires
an operator to invest in infrastructure, such as a logistics hall, before companies
establish their own warehouses. This approach carries significant financial risk,
as success depends on companies committing to shared logistics, while also
requiring careful forecasting of facility size and demand in a slowly developing
area.

Based on the interviews with the BDSJ, the future prospects of Etelaportti
seem to largely depend on the ability of companies to take a more active role in
the development of the ecosystem as the City of Jyvaskyla steps back from its
orchestrator role. Especially in the beginning of the ecosystem development,
BDSJ put a lot of effortinto communicating and branding the emerging Etelaportti
ecosystem as the future of industrial manufacturing, which has played a
significant role in drawing companies and investment into the Etelaportti area (P.
Aijanen, personal communication, March 4, 2025). Later, BDSJ’s role as the
orchestrator of cooperation and development of Etelaportti has facilitated the
growth of the ecosystem, yet now the continuity of this growth trajectory is more
dependent of the efforts of the companies themselves (T. Harju, personal
communication, February 24, 2025). As Harju put it, there might be a possible

“point of discontinuity” ahead in regard to the ecosystem orchestration in
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Etelaportti. From the perspective of this study, this turning point in ecosystem
development provides a compelling setting for examining the likely effects of
ecosystem orchestration on Central Finland’s regional competitiveness while also
possibly generating practical insights that can guide future ecosystem

orchestration and policy decisions.
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5 ANALYSIS: SHIFTING ROLES IN
ECOSYSTEM ORCHESTRATION

As described in the Methodology chapter, the analysis conducted for the data
includes two stages in following order: pattern-matching analysis to identify
empirical patterns between the data and the Ecosystem Orchestration framework
by Autio (2022), supplemented with data triangulation for cross-referencing the
interviews and project reports to recognize potential tensions and discrepancies
(Laine et al., 2007), and an examination of the results of the first stage in the
context of Smart Specialisation to identify how the orchestration of the Etelaportti
ecosystem should be further developed to more effectively support the
implementation of the strategy and strengthen regional competitiveness. In the
pattern-matching analysis the four layers of EO are assessed individually in the
context of first two of the three stages of ecosystem emergence suggested by
Autio (2022). Including only the first two stages, i.e. initiation and momentum, in
the analysis is due to the fact that the Etelaportti ecosystem is still arguably in the
momentum stage, in which it still actively seeks to attract new businesses, scale
collaborations, and establish a sustainable governance model. These factors
indicate that the control stage, where ecosystems stabilize and self-sustain, has

not yet been reached.

5.1 Examining the Orchestration of Eteléportti Ecosystem

5.1.1 Technological Layer

According to Autio (2022), the technological layer sets the platform or shared
standards within the ecosystem, shaping the ecosystem’s activities and value
creation structures. In the initiation stage, this translates to optimizing connectivity
by guiding appropriate roles and encouraging participation from potential

ecosystem members. Here, Autio (2022, p. 104) calls specifically for the design
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of interfaces and modular structures that allows supply-side participants to
develop complementary offerings, while defining initial roles for ecosystem
members. In the momentum stage, Autio (2022, p. 104) argues for maximisation
of generativity, that is, further encouragement of engagement and initiation of
generative processes, such as introducing new functionalities to the platform.

In the case of Etelaportti, the development of the digital platform most
notably represents this technological layer of EO. As described in the last chapter,
the starting point for the development of Etelaportti area has always been the
digitalization and the practise of industry renewal through digital solutions, which
is also emphasized by the slogan “Europe's most modern digital service hub”
(Euroopan modernein digitaalinen palvelukeskittyma). However, the project
reports (First project report, 2022; Second project report, 2023), while highlighting
progress made in developing the digital platform, present a rather unclear picture
of its actual state. The Second Project Report (2023) emphasizes the benefits of
digital platforms for companies, such as real time data monitoring and supply-
chain optimization but also acknowledges the noted challenges in the case of
Etelaportti, including the lack understanding of the possible opportunities of digital
platforms among actors, the difficulty of committing actors, and the immaturity of
the business model around the digital hub.

As the development of the digital platform in Etelaportti, and thus the digital
hub as a whole, is still in early stages with limited use cases, | argue that the
technological layer of EO has not yet reached the momentum stage in Etelaportti.
As noted in the previous chapter, although many companies have expressed
interest in features such as carbon tracking, communication, resource sharing,
and service productization as part of the digital platform, these functionalities
have yet to progress beyond initial tests with a few companies. This was also
brought up in the interviews conducted for this research, as M. Hanninen
(personal communication, March 6, 2025) from Weeefiner voiced their interest
especially in communication and service sharing platform within the Etelaportti
ecosystem. However, the slow development of the digital platform appears to
culminate to the absence of feasible business model in maintaining such service,
which was addressed already in the Second project report (2023), but also in the
interview with P. Aijanen (personal communication, March 4, 2025). Aijanen still

sees great potential in the platform but emphasizes the need for active
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involvement from ecosystem actors in its further development, especially as
BDSJ is stepping down from the orchestrator role. Thus, the technological layer
of the Etelaportti ecosystem is still arguably taking shape, lacking the necessary
maturity, adoption, and coordination to transition into a fully functioning and value-

generating digital hub.

5.1.2 Economic Layer

The economic layer of EO centres on coordinating economic activities through
investments on supportive systems and incentives to promote participation in the
ecosystem (Autio, 2022). In the initiation stage, the focus is on drawing in
participants through, for example, freemium strategies, targeted subsidies, and
direct investments, while in the momentum stage the emphasis shifts to
promoting indirect network effects, which, unlike the direct effects established by
the technological layer, often need deliberate encouragement to fully capitalize
(Autio, 2022, p. 105).

The orchestration of economic activities in Etelaportti has arguably focused
on promoting indirect network effects from the outset, supported in part by
external funding through the city of Jyvaskyla’s orchestration efforts. According
to T. Harju (personal communication, February 24, 2025), in the early stages of
development, special attention was given to the marketing and branding value of
the Etelaportti area, which was proven effective in attracting companies to
establish their operations there. Harju states that Etelaportti has also succeeded
in building strong brand value, as evidenced by the fact that companies prefer to
refer to the area as Etelaportti rather than by its official district name, Etela-Keljo.
P. Aijanen (personal communication, March 4, 2025) also agrees that the city of
Jyvaskyla’s marketing efforts such as joint communications, article production,
videos, and shared exhibition stands at industry trade fairs has played a
significant role in increasing the visibility and attractiveness of Etelaportti. While
Aijanen notes that no direct funding has been used, the two city-funded projects
have enabled pilot initiatives that enhanced the value of locating in Etelaportti by
offering ready-to-use infrastructure and opportunities for service co-development,
such as the digital platform and the innovative learning environment. For

example, DB Santasalo’s decision to locate in Eteldportti was influenced by the
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financing and real estate solution provided by Jykia, as well as the green district
heating offered by ALVA, both of which are majority-owned subsidiaries of the
city of Jyvaskyla (T. Harju, personal communication, February 24, 2025).

The orchestration of economic activities in Etelaportti shows little distinction
between the initiation and momentum stages, as the approach has consistently
relied on promoting indirect network effects and implementing city-funded
development and pilot projects in the area. Although the orchestrator, i.e. the city
of Jyvaskyla, has not provided direct funding to companies, its role has been
instrumental through indirect support mechanisms. This aligns with Autio (2022),
who highlights the importance of enabling conditions and supportive
orchestration in facilitating ecosystem development, particularly through indirect

means.

5.1.3 Institutional Layer

Autio (2022) defines the institutional layer of Ecosystem Orchestration as the
process of shaping roles, resolving conflicts, integrating the ecosystem within its
broader societal context, and forming institutional norms and procedures through
both internal and external negotiations. In the initiation stage the emphasis is on
defining roles for participants, which have already been partially specified by the
technological structure of the ecosystem, but require reinforcement through
norms and expectations (Autio, 2022, p. 106). Autio (2022, p. 106) argue that
openness and attractiveness of these participation conditions are crucial in the
momentum stage, where encouraging participation and effectively resolving
conflicts play a central role.

The transition in Etelaportti, as the city of Jyvaskyla steps down from its role
as orchestrator, places the ecosystem at a pivotal crossroads in its development.
Whereas the city has served as the primary facilitator of collaboration and co-
development in the area, its withdrawal now calls for increased initiative and
responsibility from the ecosystem’s other actors to sustain and advance the
development process (P. Aijanen, personal communication, March 4, 2025).
However, interviews with the two companies operating in Etelaportti revealed
differing perspectives on the orchestration and roles within the ecosystem. K.
Huttunen from Flender (personal communication, March 10, 2025), one of the
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largest and longest-established companies in the area, stated that the current
approach in which the ecosystem’s activities have primarily been organized by
the city has been effective, as it supports the identification of shared interests
among local actors. Huttunen noted that company-led development is valuable
but works best when shared interests emerge naturally, which the city’s
orchestration has effectively supported. On the other end, M. Hanninen from
Weeefiner (personal communication, March 6, 2025), one of the smallest and
newest companies in the area, noted that communication with the city has been
limited and current information-sharing systems are ineffective. Hanninen
emphasized the need for more active coordination by the city, such as organizing
meetings between companies and providing a functional digital platform to
support collaboration. Contradictorily, both of these efforts have been
orchestrated by the city of Jyvaskyla, yet interviews with BDSJ suggest that only
the largest companies in Etelaportti (e.g. Flender, Spinnova, DB Santasalo) have
been included in meetings with the city. Additionally, the development of the
digital platform in collaboration with Etelaportti companies took place between
March 1, 2022, and July 31, 2023, prior to Weeefiner’'s arrival in the area at the
end of 2023.

The interviews with the companies revealed that, while initially the definition
of roles and the institutionalization of norms and procedures within the ecosystem
appeared relatively clear, this clarity has diminished following the city's
withdrawal from its role as orchestrator. The openness and attractiveness of
ecosystem participation conditions emphasized by Autio (2022) have arguably
not materialized, at least in the case of Weeefiner, which reflects the challenges
in transitioning from top-down orchestrated ecosystem to more bottom-up, self-

organizing model.

5.1.4 Behavioural Layer

According to Autio (2022), strategic behaviours are used within behavioural
orchestration to influence both societal stakeholders and other actors in the
ecosystem. In the initiation stage, these behaviours aim to encourage
participation even before strong network effects have developed, while in the
momentum stage the emphasis shifts to reinforcing commonly accepted
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behavioural standards and justifying them through practical reasoning (Autio,
2022, pp. 106-107).

From the perspective of behavioural orchestration, Etelaportti has been able
to attract participation during the early stages of the ecosystem development, as
can be seen from the numbers presented in chapter 4. Although the area is still
29 companies short of its target of 60 by 2030, it has made significant progress
toward its other goals of creating 1,200 jobs and attracting 204 million euros in
investments, falling short by only 290 jobs and 7 million euros (P. Aijanen,
personal communication, March 4, 2025). As discussed in the context of the
economic layer, both P. Aijanen and T. Harju emphasises the importance of the
City of Jyvaskyla's marketing and branding efforts in raising awareness and
shaping the image of Etelaportti as a hub for future manufacturing, effectively
attracting participation in the ecosystem initiation state. However, when it comes
to the momentum stage and the reinforcement of norms within the ecosystem,
these can be difficult to perceive from the outside, at least in the scope of this
study. This is due to the nature of such norms, which, as Autio (2022, p. 107)
explains, function as informal collaboration practices without formal contractual
agreements and are typically agreed upon among ecosystem participants.
Nonetheless, while the reinforcement of these norms is hard to assess, some
arguably exist withing the Etelaportti ecosystem, as has come clear in the
interviews. For example, K. Huttunen from Flender (personal communication,
March 10, 2025) noted that they engage in general information exchange with
other actors in the Etelaportti area, hold regular meetings with the city of
Jyvaskyla, and have participated in some of the pilot projects organized by the
city. On the other hand, M. Hanninen from Weeefiner (personal communication,
March 6, 2025) described that, while they have not taken part in the meetings
with the city, they have established small-scale cooperation with one other
company operating in Etelaportti in a form of service exchange.

The behavioural layer of ecosystem orchestration in Etelaportti appears to
follow the stages and actions proposed by Autio (2022). Strategic efforts have
successfully supported early participation, while emerging patterns of informal
collaboration could suggest the gradual reinforcement of behavioural norms as
the ecosystem matures. However, T. Harju (personal communication, February

24, 2025) noted that the heterogeneity of actors within Etelaportti poses a
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challenge for collaborative research, development, and innovation (RDI)
activities, making the city’s role as a facilitator of cooperation particularly valuable.
In this context, the organically developed service exchange within the ecosystem,
though modest, is particularly noteworthy. Nonetheless, the scope of this study
limits the ability to fully assess the extent to which behavioural norms have been

reinforced during the momentum stage.

5.2 Assessing Regional Competitiveness Implications

The analysis of the orchestration of the Etelaportti ecosystem revealed that
the economic and behavioural layers had advanced through the initiation phase,
supported by city-led piloting initiatives and branding efforts, with the behavioural
layer showing early momentum through emerging informal collaboration.
However, this progress was not matched in the technological and institutional
layers, where limited actor engagement and the absence of a viable business
model for the digital platform stalled the technological layer in the initiation phase.
At the same time, the city’s withdrawal weakened the institutional layer by
creating unclear roles and leaving the future direction of the ecosystem uncertain.
The withdrawal of the city from the orchestrator’s role was recognised as a major
challenge, and the need for stronger bottom-up coordination mechanisms and
increased commitment from ecosystem participants was emphasised, particularly
by the city itself, as necessary to advance ecosystem development.

To assess the implications of these findings for regional competitiveness,
they must first be interpreted within the framework of Smart Specialisation. The
creation of competitive advantages in niche areas through targeted investments
on local strengths is one of the core principles of S3 (Foray & Geonaga, 2013;
Foray et al., 2011). In Central Finland, industry renewal represents the region’s
chosen niche competence, i.e. domain, with the majority of related investments
concentrated so far in the Etelaportti project. Thus, the economic layer of
orchestration of Etelaportti’'s ecosystem aligns with Smart Specialisation
principles by concentrating public investments and infrastructure support in a
strategically selected domain of industry renewal. Rather than relying on direct
subsidies, the focus has been on promoting indirect network effects through

enabling conditions, which demonstrates a long-term, discovery-driven approach
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to enhancing regional competitiveness and sustainable growth (Foray et al.,
2011; Foray & Geonaga, 2013).

From the perspective of bottom-up innovation and EDPs, the institutional
and behavioural layers are particularly significant. The analysis of the institutional
layer of EO in Etelaportti suggests that while the roles and coordination structures
were initially clear under the city’s orchestration, their clarity has diminished
following the city’s withdrawal. Hence, stronger activity and bottom-up
orchestration efforts by the ecosystem participants, i.e. entrepreneurial agents,
would be necessary to promote EDPs within the ecosystem and maintain its
development trajectory, as EDPs are essentially about uncovering and mobilising
place-based entrepreneurial knowledge through continuous interaction and
experimentation (Wgien et al., 2019). However, as functional EDPs often
necessitate a bi-directional dynamic where policy direction facilitates and
aggregates entrepreneurial knowledge by for example guiding stakeholder
interaction (Foray et al., 2011; Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2016), the withdrawal
of the city may pose a considerable challenge for the functionality of EDPs. This
is especially relevant in a relatively heterogeneous ecosystem like Etelaportti,
where the city has played a central role in facilitating interaction and
communication among participants. While the analysis of behavioural layer of
orchestration indicates that some level of informal collaboration exists between
the entrepreneurial agents, this alone may not be sufficient to compensate for the
absence of a coordinating entity. Without an actor to guide interaction and support
trust-building among the entrepreneurial agents in Etelaportti ecosystem, there is
a risk that knowledge remains fragmented and the full potential of EDPs is not
realised. This would undermine the ecosystem’s competitiveness and limit the
effectiveness of the Smart Specialisation Strategy of Central Finland.

Furthermore, knowledge diffusion, both tacit and codified, is a central
component of Smart Specialisation and the realisation of EDPs (Wgien et al.,
2019). In the context of Etelaportti, this process becomes most visible through
technological and behavioural layers. The orchestration of the technological
layer, focused on the development of the digital hub, primarily facilitates the
exchange of codified knowledge, while the diffusion of tacit knowledge depends
more on the behavioural layer, where informal collaboration and repeated

interaction among actors play a crucial role. As discussed, the collaboration of
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the entrepreneurial actors, and hence the diffusion of tacit knowledge, has so far
been strongly orchestrated by the city, raising concerns about how this process
will continue in the absence of a central coordinating actor. This also reflects on
to the further development of the digital hub, which future, according to P. Aijanen
(personal communication, March 4, 2025), is now on dependent on the collective
efforts of stakeholders and ecosystem actors. A shared digital platform could
arguably play a key role in enhancing knowledge diffusion in the absence of a
clear orchestrating entity within the Etelaportti ecosystem. However, its
development has thus far depended on the presence of such an orchestrator,
which withdrawal potentially creates a classic chicken-and-egg dilemma that
halts the further development of such platform. Hence, the active engagement
and initiative of ecosystem actors becomes crucial in driving the platform forward
and fostering knowledge diffusion within the Etelaportti ecosystem.

The analysis reveals that the application of Central Finland’s Smart
Specialisation Strategy in Etelaportti, along with the orchestration of its
ecosystem, offers opportunities for enhancing the regional competitiveness of
Central Finland, while highlighting some challenges. The identification of a high-
value domain in which the region has strong potential to excel, i.e. industry
renewal, and the successful direction of investment towards that domain,
demonstrates the region’s ability to not only to recognise its unique strengths but
also to effectively apply the principles of Smart Specialisation in a targeted and
strategic manner (Foray & Goenaga, 2013). The strong initiation phase of the
Etelaportti ecosystem, characterised by coordinated public investments in
infrastructure and development projects, effective branding efforts, and the
successful attraction of actors and capital into the ecosystem, serves as clear
evidence of this capability. However, the heterogeneity of the actors and the
business environment in Etelaportti raises concerns of the ecosystems ability to
maintain and further develop collaboration and knowledge diffusion in the
absence of a clear orchestrator. The city’s withdrawal from the orchestrator’s role
poses challenges especially to the functionality of EDPs in Etelaportti, which are
central to the success of Smart Specialisation (Foray et al., 2011; Foray &
Goenaga, 2013). This, in turn, risks undermining the region’s ability to pursue
innovation-led growth and development of specialised industrial ecosystems that

enhance productivity, which are key drivers of regional competitiveness (Porter,
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1990; OECD, 2020). Thus, Etelaportti and its ecosystem has the potential to
enhance regional competitiveness by advancing collaborative capabilities
between key stakeholders, strengthening knowledge flows, and supporting the
emergence of new business models. This can be achieved through the continued
development of synergies within the ecosystem, provided that effective
mechanisms for coordination, knowledge diffusion, and entrepreneurial discovery
can be developed in the absence of the city as a facilitator and orchestrator of

collaboration.
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6 DISCUSSION

This study revealed that the orchestration efforts of the city played a central role
in initiating the Etelaportti ecosystem, but the transition toward a self-sustaining,
bottom-up orchestrating model remains incomplete. The withdrawal of the City of
Jyvaskyla as orchestrator highlights challenges for maintaining and further
developing entrepreneurial discovery processes and knowledge diffusion withing
the ecosystem, which are both essential for meeting the strategic goals of Smart
Specialisation and enhancing regional competitiveness.

The Multi-layered Framework for Ecosystem Orchestration by Autio (2022)
provided a practical approach for analysing the Etelaportti ecosystem across its
technological, economic, institutional, and behavioural dimensions. The findings
suggest that while city-led orchestration efforts have effectively supported
ecosystem initiation through piloting initiatives, stakeholder coordination, and
brand-building, the transition toward the momentum stage remains uneven
across the layers. The technological and institutional layers, in particular, show
signs of limited maturity and coordination, while informal behavioural patterns and
economic enablers indicate early signs of self-sustaining ecosystem dynamics.

The analysis of the layers of orchestration illustrated the interplay between
“top-down” and “bottom-up” distinction in the Etelaportti ecosystem, which Autio
(2022) applies deliberately in his framework as an analytical lens to distinguish
between ecosystems designed through predefined structures and those that
emerge organically via stakeholder co-discovery. In the case of Etelaportti, the
city’s role has been that of a facilitator of collaboration and co-discovery among
ecosystem participants, rather than an ecosystem designer imposing a
predefined architecture, which is a central feature for a bottom-up orchestrated
ecosystem (Autio, 2022). However, the ecosystem cannot be considered fully
bottom-up orchestrated either, given that the City of Jyvaskyla played an active

role as a public actor in shaping the early structures and steering the
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development, thus assuming a guiding role that contradicts Autio’s (2022) view
of the messy, organically emerging nature of bottom-up orchestration.

This hybrid approach on ecosystem orchestration in Etelaportti reflects the
practical complexities of implementing Smart Specialisation. It demonstrates the
need for understanding Smart Specialisation as a dynamic policy process, one
that, as Foray et al. (2011) argue, cannot be reduced to a binary between “top-
down” and “bottom-up” but must instead be understood as an iterative, co-
evolutionary process. In this sense, the Etelaportti case illustrates how public
actors may play a crucial enabling role in early ecosystem development, but also
how their gradual withdrawal creates challenges in transitioning towards self-
sustaining orchestration mechanisms. This underlines the necessity for place-
based strategies that not only support the initial emergence but also the continued
development of self-sustaining ecosystems that contribute to the development of
regional innovation capacity and the formation of specialised domains.

In Etelaportti, from a long-term perspective, overcoming this challenge is
crucial for the ecosystem to develop and maintain collaboration and knowledge
diffusion on a level that enables functional entrepreneurial discover processes.
The failure in producing EDPs could limit the emergence of new collaborative
activities and innovations that contribute to structural transformation, which in turn
undermines the region’s potential for enhancing its innovation capacity and long-
term competitiveness (Foray et al., 2011; Foray & Goenaga, 2013; Wgien et al.,
2019). Conversely, if governance structures mature and ecosystem actors
assume greater shared responsibility, Etelaportti has the potential to evolve into
a key node within Central Finland’s broader industry renewal innovation
ecosystem. This would enhance regional competitiveness by enabling EDPs that
effectively facilitate innovation-driven growth through knowledge spillovers
across firms and sectors, and the development of niche competencies that
support the region’s ability to position itself in global value chains (Foray &
Goenaga, 2013; Waien et al., 2019).

Reflecting this on the broader context of geoeconomics, the development of
ecosystems like Etelaportti plays into a wider strategic imperative where regions
seek to enhance their competitiveness by embedding themselves witihin global
economic networks, as argued by Moisio & Paasi (2013). In an era where

economic policy and strategic positioning are increasingly intertwined, the ability
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of regional ecosystems to generate innovation, foster specialised capabilities,
and integrate into global value chains represents not only a local development
opportunity, but a geoeconomic asset within the shifting architecture of global
production and power relations (Babi¢ et al., 2022). In this light, the orchestration
challenges of the Etelaportti ecosystem constitute a key link in the interdependent
and interwoven chain of factors that shape Central Finland’s long-term
competitiveness in both regional and global contexts.

While this study provides valuable insights into the orchestration dynamics
of ecosystems and the application of Smart Specialisation strategies in practise,
it also has limitations. As a single-case study focused on Etelaportti, the findings
may not be directly generalisable to other regional contexts or ecosystems with
differing orchestration conditions. In addition, the analysis relied primarily on
publicly available data and a limited number of stakeholder interviews, which may
not capture the full complexity of orchestration practices on the ground. Public
documents and strategic materials often reflect official narratives and intended
outcomes, rather than the informal dynamics, power relations, or tensions that
may shape everyday orchestration processes within the ecosystem.

Future research on this subject could explore comparative cases across
different regions to better understand the variety of ecosystem orchestration
models in relation to Smart Specialisation implementation. For this purpose, the
framework for operationalizing Smart Specialisation through ecosystem
orchestration could also be further developed to strengthen the academic
understanding of how policy goals are translated into concrete governance
practices within regional innovation ecosystems. Longitudinal studies could also
provide insight into how ecosystems evolve over time, particularly in relation to

transitions from public-led coordination to stakeholder-driven governance.
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7 CONCLUSION

This thesis aimed at uncovering the orchestration dynamics of the Etelaportti
ecosystem and how these dynamics contribute to the operationalization of Smart
Specialisation Strategy of Central Finland. The research contributes to a deeper
understanding of the governance mechanisms involved in supporting regional
innovation and competitiveness through orchestration of ecosystems. This
knowledge is valuable in developing more effective place-based policies and
coordination models that can sustain ecosystem evolution and enhance regional
economic resilience over time.

Through the application of Autio’s (2022) framework to a real-world case,
this study sheds light on how ecosystem orchestration serves as a useful tool for
examining the practical implementation of Smart Specialisation. It contributes to
the existing literature by highlighting the importance of adaptive governance
models in regional innovation policy and offers an example of how place-based
strategies play out at the operational level. The Etelaportti case shows that
regional specialisation policies must be paired with adaptive and evolving
coordination strategies for ecosystem development if the goals of Smart
Specialisation are to be realised.

Based on the findings of this study, two key recommendations can be made.
First, as the city of Jyvaskyla steps back from its orchestrating role, it is crucial to
ensure continued collaboration through new governance arrangements. This
calls for ecosystem actors to take greater collective responsibility for coordination
and development. Second, the institutional and technological layers of
orchestration should be strengthened, with particular emphasis on further
developing the digital platform to support knowledge diffusion and entrepreneurial

discovery within the Etelaportti ecosystem.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Interview questions

Organization

Interview questions

Interview questions
for Business
Development
Services of

Jyvaskyla

Mika on ollut ekosysteemin toimijoiden (yritykset,
oppilaitokset, tutkimuslaitokset, julkiset instituutiot,
yms.) rooli Etelaportin ekosysteemin rakentamisessa ja
orkestroinnissa? Toisin sanoen, onko ekosysteemin
kehittaminen ollut kuinka yritysvetoista vai onko
esimerkiksi kaupunki vahvasti ohjaillut sen

kehittamista?

Mika rooli julkisilla toimijoilla kuten Jyvaskylan
elinkeinopalveluilla on talla hetkella yhteistyon
organisoinnissa eri Etelaportin ekosysteemin
toimijoiden valilla ja ekosysteemin kehittamisessa.
Enta mika on ekosysteemin muiden toimijoiden kuten

yritysten ja oppilaitosten rooli?

Onko Etelaportin ekosysteemin kehittdmisessa ja
uusien toimijoiden houkuttelussa hyodynnetty
taloudellisia kannustimia, kuten suoraa
julkista/yksityista rahoitusta, tai epasuoria taloudellisia
etuja, esimerkiksi ekosysteemin markkinoinnin kautta

viestittyja hyotyja?

Mika on Jyvaskylan kaupungin strategia varmistaa
Etelaportin ekosysteemin pitkan aikavalin kestavyyden
ja laajentumisen? Onko tulevaisuudessa tarkoitus

muuttaa eri toimijoiden rooleja?




Interview questions
for the companies in
Etelaportti

Mika on/on ollut ekosysteemin toimijoiden (yritykset,
oppilaitokset, tutkimuslaitokset, julkiset instituutiot,
yms.) rooli Etelaportin ekosysteemin rakentamisessa ja
"orkestroinnissa”? Toisin sanoen, onko ekosysteemin
kehittaminen ollut kuinka yritysvetoista vai onko
esimerkiksi kaupunki vahvasti ohjaillut sen

kehittamista?

Mika on teidan yrityksen rooli tassa ekosysteemissa ja
sen paatoksenteossa ja millaista yhteistyota *yrityksen

nimi* tekee ekosysteemin muiden toimijoiden kanssa?

Ovatko ekosysteemissa mielestasi toimivat mekanismit
tiedon jakamiselle ja yhteistyolle ekosysteemin

toimijoiden valilla?

Onko alueen yrityksilla joitakin haasteita ekosysteemin
kehittamiseen osallistumisessa? Jos on, miten
Etelaportin ekosysteemin organisointia voitaisiin
kehittaa tukemaan paremmin yritysvetoista
kehittamista? Vai tarvittaisiinko painvastoin enemman
esim. kaupungin ohjausta ekosysteemin

kehittamisessa?




