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It's been almost 25 years since the publication of James Moore's (1993) seminal article
"Predators and Prey: a new ecology of competition". Since then, "Innovation Ecosystems" has
become a common expression among businesses, policy makers and academics. It expanded
beyond the original biological metaphor intended by Moore to englobe any group of
stakeholders who produce or consume innovative products and services, creating an evolving
network of human, informational, financial and material resources. As such, the term can
encompass anything from Alfred Marshall's "agglomeration", to Michael Porter's "clusters".
The evolutionary nature of the metaphor borrows heavily from Nelson and Winter's (1982)
National Innovation Systems, adding some emphasis on the "use side participants" of the
network (Autio and Thomas, 2014), i.e. the marketplace. According to Oh et al. (2016),
several
other characteristics differentiate "innovation ecosystems" from alternative
denominations such as Technology Parks, Regional Innovation Systems and Innovation
Clusters: a) digitalization as a means to break barriers of time and space to collaboration; b)
open innovation (borrowing, licensing, open-sourcing, crowdsourcing); c) the mimetic power
of the ecological metaphor (easily adopted by practitioners and academics alike); d) emphasis
on the role of "ecological niches"; e) emphasis on the systemic interactions among the
stakeholders on both the "production side" and on the "use side" of innovation. Innovation
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ecosystem types include corporate (open innovation) ecosystems; regional and national
innovation ecosystems; digital innovation ecosystems and digital platforms; innovation
districts and technopoles with their startup incubators and accelerators and university-based
ecosystems. Among the limitations of this approach, contrasting views remain on the analogy
to the natural ecosystem: on the one hand, Oh et al. (2016) mention its limits when it comes to
considering the unsubstantiated claims of observable "complex system behavior" and the
polysemy of the expression, which is used in so many different ways that no clear definition
seems possible; on the other hand, Ritala and Almapanopoulou (2017) explain that, although
some limits do exist, this analogy can properly inform the design of system-level innovation
management activities if rigorously grounded on more conceptual and empirical evidence.
Innovation ecosystems are based on principles of integrated collaboration, co-created shared
value in real and virtual environments, unleashed exponential technologies, and
extraordinarily rapid adoption. They also capture the elemental characteristics of the constant
transformation of networks: continual realignment of synergistic relationships of people,
knowledge and resources for both incremental and transformational value co-creation.
Alongside its enormous potential, however, innovation ecosystems also bring a few
challenges. Through relationships, value co-creation networks evolve from mutually
beneficial relationships between people, companies, and investment organizations.
Requirements for responsiveness to changing internal and external forces make co-creation
and agile structures an essential force in a dynamic innovation ecosystem. Borders are
constantly blurring, formal and informal networks interplay, organizations have multiple
memberships to dynamic and evolving structures. In such contexts ubiquity, self-organization,
indirect coordination, and diverse multidisciplinary experimentations are allowed and
encouraged.
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