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ABSTRACT  

Purpose – The purpose of this study is to enhance the understanding of what capabilities 

that are required by actors in a business ecosystem depending on what role they enact. To 

fulfill this research purpose, the following research questions were derived: RQ1: What key 

activities underpin different ecosystem roles? and RQ2: What capabilities allow actors to 

perform key activities?  

Method – This study was conducted as an abductive single case-study of a business 

ecosystem that evolves around Internet-of-Things-based solutions in the automotive and 

transportation sector. In total, four companies and one expert company took part in the 

research, all participating in, or have knowledge of, the ecosystem of inquiry. In total, 20 

interviews were conducted, and results were generated through the use of a thematic analysis.   

Findings – The findings from the study are summarized in a framework that illustrates what 

key activities actors perform to enact either an ‘Enabler’, ‘Leader’ or ‘Direct Value Creator’ 

role, and more specifically, what capabilities that allow actors to perform those key activities. 

The findings also show that actors must be able to leverage ‘ecosystem intelligence 

capabilities’, regardless of role, to be successful in a business ecosystem.  

Theoretical and practical implications – The study provide implications for research on 

business ecosystem by empirically explicating the key activities that underpin different 

ecosystem roles, and, by highlighting that actors must not only possess a set of role-specific 

capabilities, but also some generic capabilities that allow them to operate in a business 

ecosystem. Our framework assists managers to better evaluate if their firm can leverage the 

capabilities required to perform the activities of the role they aspire.  

Limitations and future research – The study is limited by a single case-study of a business 

ecosystem currently in the early phases. Hence, future research is recommended to validate 

and extend our findings in other contexts than of ours, as well as to study if the capability-

requirements vary among different stages of ecosystem evolvement.     

Keywords: Business Ecosystems; Ecosystem Roles; Activities; Capabilities; Internet of 

Things; Transportation.



   

 

TABLE OF CONTENT 

1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 1	

2. LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................................... 5	

2.1 The business ecosystem concept ......................................................................... 5	

2.2 Roles in an ecosystem ........................................................................................ 8	

2.3 Linking capabilities to ecosystem roles .............................................................. 11	

3. METHOD ............................................................................................................ 14	

3.1 Research approach and strategy ........................................................................ 14	

3.2 Data collection ................................................................................................. 16	

3.3 Data analysis ..................................................................................................... 19	

3.4 Quality improvement measures ........................................................................ 23	

4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS .............................................................................. 24	

4.1 Actor Alpha: The ‘Enabler’ .............................................................................. 25	

4.2 Actors Beta & Gamma: ‘Direct Value Creators’ ................................................ 30	

4.3 Actor Delta: The ‘Leader’ ................................................................................ 34	

4.4 Ecosystem Intelligence Capabilities .................................................................. 38	

4.5 An emerging framework .................................................................................. 41	

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION ................................................................. 43	

6.1 Theoretical contributions ................................................................................. 43	

6.2 Practical contributions ...................................................................................... 44	

6.3 Limitations and further research ....................................................................... 46	

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................ 47	

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE .................................................................... 51	

 



   

 

1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In a business ecosystem, firms can jointly pursuit creation of far superior value propositions 

than a sole firm can marshal on their own. Involvement in a business ecosystem thus 

constitutes a multitude of opportunities for companies to jointly pursuit (Jacobides, 

Cennamo & Gawer, 2018). However, firms are faced with several challenges associated with 

the altered way of doing business. One such challenge and common managerial mistake lie 

in choosing what role the firm should enact in a business ecosystem (Adner, 2017). The 

mistake is fundamentally due to that companies fail to assess if they have what it takes to 

perform the activities of the role they aspire. As of today, prior research provides limited 

insights into what it takes by an actor to enact a certain role in the business ecosystem. 

Therefore, this study aims to investigate what capabilities are required by actors to 

successfully enact a certain role in a business ecosystem.   

A business ecosystem is defined by Adner (2017) as “the alignment structure of the 

multilateral set of partners that need to interact in order for a focal value proposition to 

materialize” (p.40). The notion of business ecosystems has become more and more important 

for companies to acknowledge due to the increased demand for complex, integrated 

solutions that require companies to integrate knowledge, resources, and capabilities across 

firms and industries (Weill & Woerner, 2015; Williamson & De Meyer, 2012). This 

increased demand, in combination with recent advancements in information technology and 

Internet-of-Things (IoT), has leveraged the possibility for companies across industries to co-

create value (Porter & Heppelmann, 2014; Leminen, Rajahonka & Westerlund, 2017). For 

instance, as sensors, processors and software make vehicles smart and connected, it goes from 

being a stand-alone object to be part of a wider system. Accordingly, companies can leverage 

new opportunities by exchanging information with one another to co-create value and 

address complex problems. The traditional value chain is thus reshaped as the value creation 

process is not limited to single firm boundaries; it is rather considered that value is co-created 

in concert by a firm and a plethora of partners (Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011). To give an 

example, consider Android, where Google is co-creating value for the end-user with a 

plethora of app-developers. Consequently, actors will be increasingly interdependent 
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through technical as well as business ties where the disruption of traditional value chains 

force firms to reshape nearly everything they do to manage and succeed in the new 

competitive landscape. 

Despite increasing enthusiasm among academicians and practitioners alike, the embracement 

in the world of practice of the notion of business ecosystems has been chaotic (Adner, 2017), 

and there are still multiple uncertainties of how companies should manage the new business-

logic and interdependence. One such uncertainty arises due to the altered way of 

competition in the ecosystem environment. Adner (2016) argues that competition operates 

at two different levels. First, competition occurs across ecosystems which concern the 

collective advantages to create and capture value relative to other ecosystems. Second, 

competition occurs within the ecosystem regarding the security of activities, positions, and 

roles, which affect the distribution and capture of value among actors. Building on the later 

competitive level, Ghanbari, Laya, Alonso-Zarate and Markendahl (2017) find that the 

fundamental key concerns for companies nowadays is to understand how ecosystems will 

evolve, and how companies should position themselves in a way that guarantees profitability 

as part of a larger group, not as a single firm. Such uncertainties give rise to a new set of 

strategic choices related to what role companies should enact and how to act that role 

successfully (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Staking out a role in business ecosystems is important 

to secure future competitive success for the firm as well as the ecosystem, yet this represents 

a key challenge for managers across industries.  

An ecosystem role is defined by Dedehayir, Mäkinen & Ortt (2016) as “a characteristic set 

of behaviors and activities undertaken by ecosystem actors […]” (p.1). Companies in an 

ecosystem thus enact different roles depending on the activities they perform to leverage a 

common value proposition. Several scholars have made various attempts at conceptualizing 

ecosystem roles where most research evolve around two distinct set of roles, namely 

ecosystem leader and complementor. For instance, Iansiti and Levien (2004) distinguish 

between an ecosystem leader as ‘Keystone player’ and a complementor as ‘Niche player’. 

Authors generally agree that activities such as ecosystem governance and forging partnerships 

distinguish the ecosystem leader actor from the complementor who perform most of the 
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content creation activities. Although scholars do acknowledge that different roles are 

underpinned by a specific set of activities, research falls short to explicate and empirically 

consolidate these activities (Dedehayir et al., 2016). A shortfall that this study aims to address.  

As successful enactment of a role lies in the firm’s ability to perform the activities 

underpinning the role they pursuit, questions arise of what capabilities that allow actors to 

successfully perform those activities. This becomes evident as an ecosystem role is 

underpinned by a set of activities (Dedehayir et al., 2016) and capabilities are used to carry 

out specific activities (Helfat & Raubitsschek, 2018). Most prior studies on ecosystem roles 

provide limited insights into the unique capabilities that are critical for an actor to possess to 

successfully enact a certain role (Jacobides et al., 2018). Sole but one recent attempt has 

carried a discussion around the value of different capabilities of the actors enacting the role 

as ‘Platform leader’ (Helfat & Raubitschek, 2018), however they fail to enlighten what 

capabilities that could be valuable for actors enacting other roles in a business ecosystem (e.g. 

complementors). This gap in the existing literature is especially noteworthy, as Su, Zheng 

and Chen (2018) notes that the capability requirements vary depending on what role an 

ecosystem actor enact. Thus, we expect that different capabilities are required to perform the 

activities of different ecosystem roles, but extant literature has not fully delineated exactly 

how roles and capabilities are linked.    

As managers rush to stake out their role in an ecosystem, many may fail to overlook what 

capabilities are required for the role they pursuit – and thus if they have what it takes. One 

example of such mistake is Nokia who once attempted to build a vibrant ecosystem around 

its Symbian operating system - an attempt that eventually failed due to the firm’s inability to 

leverage partnerships effectively (Williamson & de Meyer, 2012). Following this, failing to 

perform the activities of the role a firm aspire will not only have negative consequences for 

the firm but more so for the ecosystem as a whole (Adner, 2017). These consequences 

concern the risk for the individual firm to be out conquered and thus replaced by another 

more suitable actor. In such a case, the ecosystem as a whole can continue to evolve, 

however, if the firm who is unsuccessful in its activities is critical to the ecosystem value 
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proposition and is irreplaceable, the ecosystem will eventually collapse or be out conquered 

by other ecosystems.  

Based on the discussion above, this study aims to investigate what capabilities are required 

by actors to successfully enact a certain role in a business ecosystem. This knowledge is 

significant if a firm is to successfully undertake the specific activities of the role they aspire 

and is supported by the fact that despite emerging interest, research on business ecosystems 

is dispersed where scholars agree that there is need for more research on business ecosystem 

roles (Rong, Hu, Lin, Shi & Guo, 2015; Leminen et al., 2017; Dedehayir et al. 2016). These 

insights, in combination with the fact that research on activities underpinning roles in 

business ecosystems lacks empirical evidence and that there is limited insight in what 

capabilities are required to perform those activities (Jacobides et al. 2018), makes this research 

contribute to enhancing knowledge in the ecosystem domain. To address the practical 

challenges and close the academic gap, the purpose of this thesis is to enhance the 

understanding of what capabilities that are required by actors in a business ecosystem 

depending on what role they enact. To fulfill the purpose of this research, the following 

research questions have been derived:  

RQ1: What key activities underpin different ecosystem roles? 

RQ2: What capabilities allow actors to perform key activities?  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

This chapter provides a foundation for understanding what capabilities are required by actors 

depending on what role they enact in a business ecosystem by reviewing research from three 

interrelated fields: the business ecosystem concept, roles in an ecosystem and linking 

capabilities to ecosystem roles. The first section introduces the concept of business ecosystem 

including its characteristics and core logic. The second section provides an overview of 

current research on ecosystem roles and the activities that underpin the roles. The third 

reviewed area explore existing research on what prior research has found regarding the link 

between capabilities, activities and ecosystem roles. Taken together, these three fields will 

serve as a theoretical background to the study and provide an enhanced understanding of the 

research area.  

2.1 The business ecosystem concept  

To understand the nature of the business ecosystem concept, we will start with the concept 

of the value chain. In 1985, Porter and Millar (1985) coined the term value chain as a model 

to describe how value is created through interrelated operating activities performed during 

the process of converting raw materials into finished products. According to this view, firms 

occupy a position in a value chain and adds value to an input before passing it over to the 

next actor in the chain (either to another business or to the final customer). As this value 

creation logic is applicable in many value creation processes where value flow up-and-down 

a chain of actors, increased demand for integrated and complex solutions is forcing firms to 

seek new ways for value creation (Williamson & De Meyer, 2012). To satisfy customer 

demand, companies must integrate knowledge, resources and capabilities from abundant 

sources across industries which thus reshapes the value creation logic and the view of the 

traditional value chain become inapplicable. As of today, firms more often find themselves 

embedded in complex value-creating systems where different economic actor integrate 

efforts to co-create value to an end-customer (Clarysse, Wright, Bruneel & Mahajan, 2014) 

– a system that does not follow the linear value creation process of the traditional value chain. 
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This notion, where actors are dependent on each other’s activities (Jacobides et al., 2018), is 

commonly denoted as business ecosystem in scholars1.  

The term business ecosystem was originally coined by Moore (1993) who draws an analogy 

from the biological ecosystem to describe the phenomena of interdependence and co-

evolvement of companies2. In his first article, Moore (1993) suggested that managers should 

think of companies as part of an ecosystem instead of a particular industry, which consists of 

a loosely interconnected network of actors that co-evolve their capabilities around an 

innovation and where they work cooperatively and competitively to support new products 

and services. Another well-cited contribution to the business ecosystem literature is the work 

done by Iansiti and Levien (2004) who also use the analogy of a biological ecosystem to 

describe “the large number of loosely interconnected participants who depend on each other 

for their mutual effectiveness and survival” (p.5). Iansiti and Levien (2004) thus extend the 

understanding of business ecosystem by emphasizing that actors in a business ecosystem share 

a common fate. The overall health of the business is therefore of utmost importance to all 

actors as this will impact the survival of the individual firm. Moore (1993) as well as Iansiti 

and Levien (2004) both understand a business ecosystem to be built up around a focal firm 

and its ties with other actors. This perspective on business ecosystems put emphasis on the 

breakdown of traditional industry boundaries and offers a metaphor and description for 

interactions on a macro level. Consider for example the ecosystem around the company 

Tesla who has created a system of actors that cooperate across at least four major industries: 

automotive, electric batteries, information and communications, and software industry.   

  

                                         
1 The business ecosystem concept spring from the field of value networks (Allee, 2000), where the main distinction 
between the concepts is the number of actors involved (Heikkilä & Kuivanieme, 2012). Still, we argue that both 
concepts indeed can be the same study of analysis because both refer to the interdependence of actors which allow 
firms to co-create value.  
2 Since Moore (1993) coined the term ‘business ecosystem’, several scholars have contributed to the literature with 
diverging focuses. For instance, ‘innovation ecosystems’ (Adner & Kapoor, 2010; Adner, 2006) and ‘digital 
ecosystems’ (Weill & Woerner, 2015). However, regardless of focus, all scholars describe an ecosystem as (1) a large 
group of organizations, (2) interconnectedness and interdependency and (3) co-evolution.  
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The view of Moore (1993) and Iansiti and Levien (2004) that focus on a central actor, we 

argue, is suitable to describe some business ecosystem (such as the ecosystem built up around 

Apple) while less sufficient for others. This is in line with recent theories on business 

ecosystems which have criticized the view of Moore (1993) and Iansiti and Levin (2004). 

For instance, the authors Oh, Philips and Lee (2016) elaborate on a critique of the concept 

ecosystems and suggested that it is a flawed analogy and does not add much value to the 

existing literature. More recent theories also acknowledge that the perspective used by early 

scholars on business ecosystems fail to provide insight into the specifics of value creation in 

ecosystems due to the tendency to focus on general governance and community 

enhancements (Adner, 2017). Considering this, we will employ the most recent definition 

of a business ecosystem provided by Adner (2017) as “the alignment structure of the 

multilateral set of partners that need to interact in order for a focal value proposition to 

materialize” (p.40). For this definition of business ecosystem, Adner (2017) explains that 

alignment structure refers to the extent in which actors have a mutual agreement concerning 

position and activity flows among them. Multilateral refers to the multiplicity of partners and 

relationships which does not only include those relationships that can be decomposed into 

bilateral agreements. Adner (2017) also explain that set of partners are the participating actors 

in the system that have a common value proposition as a general goal. Lastly, for a focal value 

proposition to materialize refers to the bringing about the activities required to deliver the 

common value proposition. Thus, with this definition, we adopt the perspective that the 

value proposition lies at the core, rather than a central actor, which defines the intended 

benefits that the end-user will experience from acquiring the final product and/or service. 

In turn, the value proposition defines the set of actors whose interactions and alignment 

structure will ultimately bring the proposition to fruition. Consequently, the boundaries of 

the ecosystem are determined by the value proposition to only include those elements that 

are required to achieve the intended proposition. In his article, Adner (2017) identifies four 

key elements that constitute a business ecosystem, see Table 1.  
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Table 1: Elements of a business ecosystem. Reproduced from Adner (2017). 

Element Description of element 

Activities The discrete actions to be undertaken in order for the value proposition to materialize 

Actors The entities that undertake the activities; an actor may undertake multiple activities and multiple actors may 
undertake a single activity.  

Positions A specification where in the flow of activities across the system the ecosystem actors are located and 
characterize who hands them off 

Links  The transfer across the actors (i.e. materiel, information, influence, funds).  

Taken together, these interrelated elements characterize the configuration of activities and 

actors required for the materialization of a value proposition in an ecosystem. Thus, it 

becomes apparent that the specific activities performed by actors in the business ecosystem 

are a key aspect of the materialization of a common value proposition. Following this, we 

understand that roles enacted by actors in the business ecosystem are much related to the 

specific activities they perform.   

2.2 Roles in an ecosystem   

An ecosystem role is defined as “a characteristic set of behaviors and activities undertaken by 

ecosystem actors […]” (Dedehayir et al., 2016, p.1). This definition provides some important 

insights that are helpful in guiding our study. First, an ecosystem role is distinct from an 

ecosystem actor, where the later will assume a particular role at a given point in time. Second, 

the definition implies that an ecosystem role is underpinned by a specific set of activities and 

behaviors. Activities express the discrete actions that an actor undertakes related to the value 

proposition that lay as the foundation of the ecosystem (Adner, 2017), whereas behaviors 

relate to tactics and strategies of ecosystem actors (Jacobides et al. 2018). We will 

predominantly focus on activities undertaken by actors because these enable the 

materialization of the common value proposition which lay at the ecosystems core and thus 

can be studied from an outside perspective.  

Several scholars have contributed with conceptualizations of ecosystem roles including their 

characteristics. Table 2 below present an overview of research on ecosystem roles, which 

helps us to get insights into the roles available for actors to enact in an ecosystem.  
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Table 2: Overview and summary of studies on ecosystem roles 

Authors Type Journal Roles Description 

Adner 2017 
 

Conceptual 
 

Journal of 
Management 

Leader Shapes the ecosystem by designing the alignment 
structure and sets the governance rules & timings 

Follower Agree to act in accordance with the leader’s plan 

Bosch-
Sijtseemaa 
& Bosch, 
2015 
 
 
 

Empirical Technology 
Analysis & 
Strategic 
Management  

Keystone Central player in the ecosystem that provides a 
platform 

Dominator  Major player in the development of the platform  

Complementor Develops complementary innovations, e.g. apps to 
increase to value on an existing platform 

Integrator Integrates multiple elements and complements from 
multiple actors  

Dedehayir, 
et al., 2016 
 
 
 

Literature 
review 
 
 
 

Technological 
Forecasting & 
Social Change 
 
 
 

Leader Conduct activities related to ecosystem governance, 
platform management, value management and 
forging partnerships  

Direct Value 
Creators 

Suppliers, assemblers, complementors and users that 
are directly associated with value creation 

Value Creator 
Supporters 

Providing peripheral supporting elements that 
facilitates the value creation process 

Entrepreneurs Entrepreneurs, sponsors and regulators that 
facilitates and supports the creation of an ecosystem   

Iansiti & 
Levinen, 
2004 
 
 

Conceptual Harvard 
Business 
Review 
 

Keystone Provides stable and predictable set of common 
assets (e.g. a platform) that other actors use to build 
their own offerings  

Dominator Control large part of the ecosystem and take most 
of the value for themselves, while leaving little for 
other companies 

Niche player Develop specialized capabilities that differentiate it 
from other companies in the network 

The ‘ecosystem leader’ is a common role in the literature, also referred to as, ‘Hub’ (e.g. 

Iyer, Lee & Venkatraman, 2006; Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 2006), ‘Keystone player’ (e.g. Iansiti & 

Levinen, 2004) and ‘Platform leader’ (e.g. Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). The ‘ecosystem 

leader’ is the most richly connected actor in the ecosystem and is often positioned at the 

ecosystem’s core. Previous research has contributed with several characteristics of the 

‘ecosystem leader’ where the majority only carry a conceptual discussion of the characteristics 

rather than empirically consolidating the underpinning activities. A shortfall that results in 

only limited understanding of the phenomenon. Dedehayir et al. (2016) conduct a thorough 

literature review and compile the activities undertaken by the ‘ecosystem leader’ in four 

high-level set of activities: (1) ecosystem governance, (2) forging partnerships, (3) platform 

management, and (4) value management. First, ecosystem governance includes activities 

related to shaping the ecosystem, setting the governance rules and coordinating the 
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interactions between the actors. Second, forgoing partnerships refers to activities carried out 

to attract members to join the network and form links between them. Third, the ‘ecosystem 

leader’ often provides a platform which is a technical premise upon which an ecosystem 

function. Thus, the ‘ecosystem leader’ carries out activities related to building and designing 

the platform and aligning innovations from other actors with the platform. Fourth, value 

management refers to activities aimed to stimulate value appropriation for the other members 

of the ecosystem, i.e. setting up mechanisms that allow other actors to acquire value from 

their inputs.  

Other roles in a business ecosystem have more fragmented and diverse descriptions in the 

literature. In addition to the ecosystem leader, researchers often mention a group of roles 

compiled as ‘complementors’ (e.g. Bosch-Sijtseemaa & Bosch, 2015) or as ‘niche players’ 

(e.g. Iansiti & Levinen, 2004). The ‘complementors’ are the ones who either deliver, develop 

or add components that make the ecosystem distinctive (Adner & Kapoor, 2010) and follow 

the rules set by the ‘ecosystem leader’ (Adner, 2017). Dedehayir et al. (2016) conduct a 

literature review on ecosystem roles and outline an overview of roles that can be enacted by 

actors in an ecosystem. The authors suggest three additional groups of roles to the ecosystem 

leader: (1) ‘Direct value creators’, (2) ‘Value creation supporters’, and (3) ‘Entrepreneurs’. 

‘Direct value creators’ refer to suppliers, assemblers, complementors and users that carry out 

activities that are directly associated with value creation, e.g. delivery of key components to 

the ecosystem, processing information produced by others and defining needs and 

requirements. ‘Value creation supporters’ refer to experts and champions that do not add 

value directly through the delivery of products or services but do so by conducting activities 

to support the primary value creators in the ecosystem. ‘Entrepreneurs’ refer to 

entrepreneurs, sponsors, and regulators that provide supporting elements that help make the 

ecosystem flourish, e.g. financial support and loosening regulatory restrictions.  

By reviewing research on ecosystem roles, it can be concluded that there are several roles 

available for actors to enact in a business ecosystem and each role is associated with a specific 

set of activities. Although prior scholars do provide a description of roles based on the 

activities they perform, research is limited to carry discussion of their characteristics rather 
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than explicate and empirically consolidate these role-specific activities. These 

conceptualizations of ecosystem roles may initially have provided an explanation of the 

phenomenon of roles in business ecosystems, however, empirical investigations are necessary 

for thorough understanding of roles in business ecosystems (Dedehayir et al. 2016). Also, 

prior research tends to focus on the activities of the ‘ecosystem leader’ rather than other 

ecosystem roles which result in a limited discussion around, and thus limited understanding 

of, other ecosystem roles. This has important implications for the business ecosystem 

literature as scholars fail to provide a holistic understanding of what roles that are available 

for actors to enact. Another important finding from the literature is that the role description 

seems to be a subjective property as scholars use different descriptions and conceptualizations 

depending on the context and what stage the ecosystem is in (Lappi, Lee & Aaltonen, 2017; 

Heikkinen, Mainela, Still & Tähtinen, 2007). This indicates that the roles present in a 

business ecosystem and the activities actors undertake to enact those roles need to be put 

into the context of the ecosystem scope. 

Furthermore, it is evident that the decision regarding what role to enact is not easy nor 

obvious. For instance, Adner (2017) suggest that the rationale for deciding which role to 

enact depends on the actors’ aspiration and on the agreements of the other actors on which 

the value proposition depends. However, Dedehayir et al. (2016) argue that the “role-based 

decision will be governed by the level of fitness between the core competencies of the actors 

and the set of activities that define the roles” (p.10). With this in consideration, it becomes 

apparent that an actor cannot take “just any” role despite their aspiration. Actors must 

carefully assess if they have what it takes to enact the role they aspire, and more specifically, 

that they have the capabilities that allow them to perform the activities that underpin the 

role.  

2.3 Linking capabilities to ecosystem roles  

Research has shown that companies can achieve competitive advantage not because they 

possess better resources, but because their capabilities provide a structured approach to 

mitigate challenges, promote organizational change and confer greater reliability than ad hoc 

approaches to undertaking an activity (Winter, 2003; Day, 1994). Generally, a capability is 
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considered as the capacity to undertake activities (Helfat & Raubitschek, 2018) and is 

originally defined as “complex bundles of skills and accumulated knowledge exercised 

through organizational processes that enable firms to coordinate activities” (Day, 1994, p.38). 

Accordingly, because an ecosystem role is underpinned by a set of activities, we consider 

that actors must hold a specific set of capabilities to be able to carry out the activities related 

to the role they enact in a business ecosystem. 

As the understanding of ecosystem roles and associated activities has grown, so has the 

question of what capabilities are required by actors to perform those roles. Jacobides et al. 

(2018) stress that research is needed on what capabilities that could be valuable for firms that 

are embedded in a business ecosystem. So far, Helfat and Raubitschek (2018) provide a 

conceptual discussion about the value of different capabilities for companies that operate in 

an ecosystem. In their study, the authors find three types of capabilities that are critical for 

companies who enact, what the authors call, ‘Platform leader’: (1) innovation capabilities, 

(2) environmental scanning and sensing capabilities and (3) integrative capabilities. 

Innovation capabilities refer to the firm’s ability to innovate in their core products to deal 

with the threat of competitive innovations. Environmental scanning and sensing capabilities 

refer to the capacity to sense new opportunities, including spotting new or untapped 

technologies, unexploited market needs and changes in customer preferences. Integrative 

capabilities entail the ability to align and coordinate activities, resources, investments, and 

objectives, both with external actors in the ecosystem and internally in the organization. 

Although Helfat and Raubitschek (2018) provide a conceptual discussion around capabilities 

required by actors enacting the role as ‘Platform leader’, there is an evident need to 

empirically extend the understanding of the capabilities required by actors to enact different 

roles in a business ecosystem.  

In sum, current research fails to consolidate what specific activities underpin certain roles in 

the business ecosystem by empirical investigations. Also, although capabilities are 

acknowledged as the ability to undertake activities, few researchers have attempted to explain 

what capabilities are required by actors to perform the activities which underpin the role 

they enact in a business ecosystem, and empirical-contextual-research on this topic is non-
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existing as the best to our knowledge. However, researchers have highlighted the importance 

of shedding light on this concern (Jacobides et al., 2018). Hence, this study will empirically 

examine what activities that underpin roles in a business ecosystem, and more prominently, 

what capabilities that are required by actors to perform the activities for each role. Providing 

insights into the value of different capabilities depending on what role a firm enact in an 

ecosystem will help companies in two ways. First, companies will be in a better position to 

make a conscious decision when selecting which role to enact as they can assess whether 

they possess the capabilities that are required to carry out the activities for their role. Second, 

companies that already operate in an ecosystem can improve their performance as they can 

assess what capabilities they need to further develop.  
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3. METHOD 

This chapter presents the methods applied in the study to fulfill the research purpose, 

including the research approach and choice of research context and case study. Also, a 

description of how data was collected and analyzed is presented followed by the measures 

used to improve the quality of this study.  

3.1 Research approach and strategy  

This study relies on an abductive approach which allowed us to iteratively move between 

theory and empirical observations (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This approach was suitable given 

that the objective of the study was to discover new things and thus contribute to the literature 

by developing existing literature on business ecosystems. More specifically, with this 

approach, we aim to extend the current literature on the activities that underpin roles in 

business ecosystems and unravel what capabilities are required to perform those activities. 

Hence, the present study is based on a combination of prior research and empirical data 

collection, which enabled us to increase the understanding of the phenomenon from both 

the empirical and theoretical perspective. 	

Since the aim of the study is to gain a deeper understanding of what capabilities are required 

depending on what role a company enacts in a business ecosystem, our study employed a 

single case study of a specific business ecosystem (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009; Yin, 

2011). A single case study was well suited because it enabled us to get a more in-depth 

understanding of a specific business ecosystem, where we compare actors’ enactment of roles, 

based on the activities they perform, and the capabilities they require.  

3.1.1 Research context and case selection  

The research context for this study is business ecosystems that evolve around Internet-of-

Things (IoT) based solutions in the automotive and transportation sector. IoT is defined as 

“a world where physical objects are seamlessly integrated into the information network, and 

where the physical objects can become active participants in business processes…” (Haller, 

Karnouskos, & Schroth, 2008, p.2). Put simply, IoT means that a variety of things are being 



   

 

15 

 

connected to the internet and thus can interact with each other. For instance, in the 

automotive and transportation sector, vehicles are being connected to the internet and thus 

goes from being a standalone object to being part of a wider system; a business ecosystem 

takes shape in which different economic actors are interconnected to each other in their 

pursuit of a common value proposition. Today, several collaborations between public and 

private bodies are taking place to develop a complex system where vehicles communicate 

with other vehicles, with street lamps, with traffic lights and even the road itself.   

The case of this study involved one such business ecosystem in which public and private 

bodies in Sweden collaborate to develop solutions with the objective to reduce accidents, 

solving problems such as congestion and minimize environmental impact in the 

transportation system. More specifically, the ecosystem is built up around a platform that 

allows different actors to exchange safety related traffic information such as weather and 

slippery warnings, hazardous location warnings and road work warnings. In this business 

ecosystem, four different actors (Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta) were selected as the unit 

of observations (see Table 3). There are two reasons for selecting these actors. First, we 

focused on the core actors in the business ecosystem as suggested by Järvi and Kortelainen 

(2017), because covering all actors would require extensive time and resources. Second, 

because these actor’s origin from different industries and because they bring forth different 

value to the ecosystem we could compare the activities performed by each actor and the 

capabilities required by the actors to perform those activities. Furthermore, a fifth actor 

(Omega) was selected to participate in the research to provide an external perspective on the 

other four actors because of their insight and knowledge of the business ecosystem of inquiry.  

 

  



   

 

16 

 

Table 3: Presentation of the actors participating in the research 

 

3.2 Data collection 

Data were collected through interviews and complemented with documented material. 

Interviews represented the primary source of data because we wanted to collect information 

from people experiencing the situation of inquiry (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). The 

interview data were collected in three waves: exploratory, in-depth and confirmation 

interviews. In total, 20 interviews were conducted ranging from 30 to 75 minutes. For an 

overview of the respondents, see Table 4.  
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3.2.1 Interviews 

Wave 1 – Exploratory interviews  

The first phase of interviews intended to increase the understanding of the issue of interest 

for the study as well as to enrich our understanding of the research context. The interviews 

were exploratory and unstructured which allowed discussion between the interviewers and 

interviewee. During this phase, a total of eight interviews were conducted with respondents 

with different expertise areas at company Alpha because they had broad knowledge about 

the area of interest. This allowed us to get an overview of the phenomenon related to the 

inquiry. The respondents were selected based on snowball sampling. None of the interviews 

were recorded, only notes were taken.  

Wave 2 – Semi-structured interviews  

In the second phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the purpose to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the research problem and thus bring us closer to fulfill the 

research purpose. The semi-structured format was suitable when we wanted to maintain a 

structure to ensure results by asking prepared questions meanwhile allowing additional 

questions to prevent missing out on valuable discussions (Saunders et al., 2009). The 

interviews followed an interview guide (see Appendix A) which was adapted as the research 

progressed and the interviews generated new insights. During this phase, a total of ten 

interviews were conducted with respondents at the five organizations participating in the 

research. The respondents were selected based on their knowledge of the studied business 

ecosystem as well as snowball sampling. All ten interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

Wave 3 – Confirmation interviews  

In the third phase, we performed interviews with the purpose to confirm and consolidate 

results. In this phase, respondents were selected based on their knowledge of the research 

context and business ecosystems in general. In total, two confirmation interviews were 

conducted, and notes were taken meanwhile.  
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Table 4: Interview respondents 

 

3.2.2 Documented material 

Documented material such as reports complemented the interviews with general information 

about the studied business ecosystem, the actors involved and their role. Most of the 

documented material was distributed by the respondents but was also found at the intranet 

of actor Alpha.  
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3.3 Data analysis  

To analyze the collected data, we relied on an analysis method denoted as thematic analysis, 

which is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within a data-set (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). This method is suitable for qualitative studies as it allows for a flexible 

approach for analysis, which was suitable in this study as it aimed to develop existing theory 

on ecosystem roles by iterating analysis of empirical data with the existing literature. We 

adapted and followed the process for thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) consisting 

of five key steps:  

Step 1: Familiarizing with data 

Step 2: Generating initial codes 

Step 3: Searching for categories and themes 

Step 4: Reviewing categories and themes 

Step 5: Defining categories and themes 

When conducting our analysis, step 2-4 were performed iteratively which ensured that no 

important details were overlooked. Also, the analysis and results were primarily based on the 

data collected from the semi-structured interviews from wave two, as the purpose of the first 

and third waves was to give direction and confirm the findings. The documented material 

and the interviews from wave one was used to complement the semi-structured interviews.  

3.3.1 Step 1: Familiarizing with data 

When all the data was collected, we began the analysis by familiarizing with the entire data-

set to get an understanding of the content and gain a holistic overview. The transcripts from 

the interviews were read through by each researcher individually several times to ensure that 

both had a good understanding of the content. Also, we individually took notes and 

highlighted the most important content of each interview in relation to the RQs. This step 

resulted in a holistic overview of the activities performed by different actors in the business 

ecosystem.  
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3.3.2 Step 2: Generating initial codes 

In the second step, the transcriptions and notes were studied once again and initial codes 

were generated that appeared interesting given our purpose. Data related to each actor was 

analyzed separately to capture the differences between the actors. Also, we coded the data in 

relation to our two RQs. This means that data related to RQ1 were grouped and coded 

separately from data related to RQ2. The separation of the two RQs and related data was 

employed from step two and after. Codes were labeled to mirror either activities (RQ1) or 

capabilities (RQ2). For instance, two codes concerning RQ1 were ‘build platform’ and 

‘consume data’ while two for RQ2 were ’IT competence’ and ‘ability to build trust’. Thus, 

the outcome of this step were two separate chunks of data and related codes per actor, each 

chunk related to each RQ. Some of the circumjacent data were kept ensuring that the 

context was not lost.  

3.3.3 Step 3: Searching for categories and themes  

After generating the initial codes, we analyzed the similarities and differences among the 

codes and grouped them into categories and themes. For RQ1, existing literature on 

ecosystem roles and corresponding activities were used to guide the development of 

appropriate categories for activities that underpin different roles. For instance, the category 

'ecosystem governance' and 'forging partnerships' were generated as activities underpinning 

the role 'Leader' which thus mirror existing literature. Codes and categories concerning RQ1 

were labeled Code (A) and Category (A), where both codes and categories express activities 

that underpin a role.  

For RQ2, the categories were generated without trying to fit codes into an existing frame 

of literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This means that the categories emerged inductively 

from the data. For instance, the category ‘IT capability’ was generated as a capability that is 

necessary for the role 'Direct Value Creator'. Codes and categories concerning RQ2 were 

labeled Code (C) and Category (C), where both codes and categories express capabilities 

required by an actor to perform the key activities associated with different role. Additionally, 
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it became evident that some codes concerning capabilities did not belong to RQ2. These 

were grouped into a category labeled 'Ecosystem Capabilities'.  

This step resulted in an initial thematic map where three initial themes were developed 

which also constituted our identified roles: ‘Enabler’, ‘Direct Value Creator’ and ‘Leader’. 

Two of the roles ('Direct Value Creator' and 'Leader') emerged based on a comparison of 

the literature, i.e. we found that the activities the actors Beta, Gamma and Delta performed 

correspond to the role description provided by Dedehayir et al. (2016). The role 'Enabler' 

was a new role that we identified in our data, i.e. based on the respondents' description of 

actor Alpha.  

3.3.4 Step 4: Reviewing the categories and themes  

In the fourth step, the initial codes, categories and themes were evaluated and reviewed. In 

the evaluation of codes and categories related to RQ1, existing literature on ecosystem roles 

was taken into account. Also, in this step, we made sure that codes and categories were 

mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive (MECE) and that they reflect the data from 

which they are generated. Thus, changes were made on both codes, categories, and themes. 

In this step the three identified themes were split into six themes, for instance, the theme 

'Enabler' was divided into two themes ‘Activities Enabler’ and ‘Capabilities Enabler’. 

Additionally, the category ‘Ecosystem Capabilities’ was split into two categories and a 

seventh theme labeled ’Ecosystem Intelligence Capabilities’ was created. This step resulted 

in a second thematic map. 

3.3.5 Step 5: Defining categories and themes  

The final step involved consolidating categories and subsequent themes in the thematic map. 

The third wave of interviews verified and confirmed preliminary ideas as well as provided 

additional input and thus changes were made. For instance, the names of two identified 

categories under the theme ‘Capabilities Enabler’ were modified to better capture the essence 

of the data. Figure 1 below illustrate the final thematic map.  



   

 

22 

 

Figure 1: Final thematic map 
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3.4 Quality improvement measures  

The quality of a qualitative study is evaluated according to four measurements: credibility, 

confirmability, transferability, and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To ensure that 

credibility was achieved in the study, i.e. that the findings of the study were corresponding 

with the reality (Shenton, 2004), we interviewed respondents from different companies and 

on different positions, e.g. business developers, researchers, sales people and technical people. 

This helped us to get a thorough understanding of the research problem. Also, we used 

triangulations when analyzing the data from the interviews, i.e. verifying the different 

respondents’ viewpoints against each other.  

To enhance the confirmability of the study, i.e. that the findings are based on the experiences 

of the informants rather on the preferences from us (Shenton, 2004), all interviews were 

transcribed, and the coding of the data were based on the analysis of the respondents’ words 

rather on feeling. Also, in situations where we were uncertain of the content of the data, we 

reached back to the respondents or other employees which allowed us to minimize 

misinterpretations.  

Even though respondents from five different organizations have been interviewed, the study 

is limited by the fact that one business ecosystem in a specific context has been studied. 

Hence, to enhance the transferability of the study, i.e. the extent to which the findings can 

be applied in other situations (Shenton, 2004), we provide a description of the studied 

context which allows the reader to evaluate if the findings can be applicable in other 

situations and contexts.  

Finally, a high dependability, i.e. that the work could be repeated without any complications 

and end up with a similar result (Shenton, 2004), was reached by having a high transparency 

in the research such as describing the work process, presenting the interview guide as well 

as the raw data that our findings relies on.   
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4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

This chapter presents the findings by analyzing the collected data and hence aims to fulfill 

the research purpose “to enhance the knowledge about what capabilities are required by 

actors depending on what role they enact in a business ecosystem”.  Table 5 below shows 

an overview of the result.  

Table 5: Overview of the findings  

Role Enabler  Direct Value Creator Leader 

Actor Alpha Beta & Gamma Delta 

Activities  Platform development and 
management 

Value management  

Exchange information with other 
actors  

Innovate services  

Ecosystem governance  

Forging partnerships  

 

Role-
specific 

capabilities  

Technical capability 

Market sensing capability 

Partner management 
capability   

Technical capability 

Market knowledge and scanning 
capability  

Service innovation capability    

Digitalization capability 

Juridical capability 

Orchestration capability 

Ecosystem 
intelligence 
capabilities 

Relationship capability             Coopetition capability 

By analyzing the interviews with respondents, some general insights were identified. First, 

even though the actors are driven by divergent incentives, needs and expectations, 

respondents confirmed that they share a common value proposition in the ecosystem, which 

in this case correspond to creating a safer, efficient and optimized traffic system by 

exchanging traffic-related information. Second, several respondents expressed that they will 

increasingly be embedded in business ecosystem and dependent on one another to create 

value in the future, a situation which changes the way they will operate their businesses. 

Third, our findings revealed that some actors lacked the competencies and capabilities 

required to perform the activities related to their role. This implies that firms should ground 

their choice of what role to enact in a business ecosystem of the level fitness between the 

core competencies and the set of activities that define the role; which confirm the view of 

Dedehayir et al. (2016).  

This chapter is divided into five sub-chapters, of which the first three (4.1-4.3) represent the 

three roles which were identified in our analysis and are enacted by the four studied actors. 
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In each sub-chapter, we present what activities that underpin each role and what capabilities 

that allow the actors to perform those activities. Also, in the fourth section we discuss some 

fundamental ecosystem capabilities that are required by actors, regardless of role, when being 

embedded in a business ecosystem. Finally, this chapters ends with a section where we 

develop an emerging framework.  

4.1 Actor Alpha: The ‘Enabler’ 

The empirical analysis of the activities undertaken by actor Alpha in the studied business 

ecosystem shows that the firm enacts a role that we denote as ‘Enabler’. The activities that 

underpin this role (RQ1) and the capabilities that allow the actor to perform those activities 

(RQ2) are presented in ascending order in the two sections below.  

4.1.1 Activities performed by the ‘Enabler’  

The respondents expressed several activities performed by Alpha that we associated with the 

‘Enabler’ role. These are compiled in two categories: (1) platform development and 

management and (2) value management. Some representative quotations and how they build 

up the codes and the corresponding categories are presented in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Activities performed by the 'Enabler' 

 

The role ‘Enabler’ refers to the actor who enables the exchange and appropriation of 

information by providing a platform without interfering with or orchestrating the activities 

of other actors. Respondents are clear that the ‘platform development and 

management’ activity is fundamental for this role. This is an activity where the actor who 

enacts the role as ‘Enabler’ not only provides a technical basis for the ecosystem to function 

by building the platform but also designs and shapes the system in which the other actors in 

the ecosystem exchange information. For the ‘Enabler’ it is of high importance to also ensure 

the compatibility and alignment between technologies of other actors with the platform. 

This is because the ‘Enabler’ wants to make the value appropriation effective within the 

ecosystem meanwhile ensuring that the platform is attractive for actors not yet participating 

in the ecosystem – and thus scalable. ‘Value management’ is an activity undertaken by the 

‘Enabler’ where the actor stimulates value appropriation by aggregating and bundling 

solutions by other actors in the ecosystem and thereby making sure that all involved actors 

can acquire value. Meanwhile stimulating value appropriation, the ‘Enabler’ may also manage 
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the monetary transactions between actors in the ecosystem as they monitor the transaction 

of information through the platform.  Management of payment transaction is not yet 

undertaken by the actor Alpha but something that respondents across the studied 

organization have expressed as a necessary activity to be managed as the ecosystem evolves 

and matures.  

The activities ‘platform development and management’ and ‘value management’ are in 

accordance with what Dedehayir et al. (2016) identify as activities typically undertaken by a 

‘Leader role’ such as ‘Keystone’ or ‘Hub’. However, our findings show that as the actor 

Alpha only conduct two of the typically associated ‘Leader role’ activities and lack other 

more characterizing activities, such as ecosystem governance and the forging of partnerships, 

the actor cannot be denoted as ‘Leader role’. Following this, respondents have predominantly 

proclaimed that actor Alpha enact the role as ‘Enabler’. For instance, “Alpha is for me a 

facilitator – an enabler” (R15) and, “[Alpha is] an enabler for this ecosystem” (R12. Thus, 

actor Alpha enact the role as ‘Enabler’ when they perform the above-presented activities.  

4.1.2 Capabilities required to perform the activities of the ‘Enabler’  

Our analysis revealed that the actor enacting the role as ‘Enabler’ require (1) technical 

capability, (2) market sensing capability and (3) partner management capability to be able to 

perform the above-mentioned activities. Table 7 below present some representative 

quotations, and how they build up the codes and the corresponding categories of capabilities.  
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Table 7: Capabilities required by actors enacting the role 'Enabler' 

 

To successfully conduct the activity of ‘platform development and management’ it is no 

surprise that the actor performing the role of ‘Enabler’ must possess strong ‘technical 

capabilities’. The ‘technical capability’ is necessary for the ‘Enabler’ to be able to build and 

operate the technical foundation in a safe and reliable manner upon which the rest of the 

ecosystem resides. Furthermore, respondents proclaim that the ‘Enabler’ must not only be 

able to produce the technical function but also possess some deeper knowledge of how to 

operate and sustain a complete system, meanwhile being a reliable technology partner.  
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‘Market sensing capabilities’ is required to successfully perform the activities ‘platform 

development and management’ as well as ‘value management’. As the ‘Enabler’ facilitate the 

exchange of information and appropriation of value by designing the system in which the 

other actors exchange information, and by bundling functions to stimulate value 

appropriation, this actor must have an extensive understanding of the needs and preferences 

in the market domain the ecosystem is addressing. Thus, the ‘market sensing capability’ refers 

to the ‘Enablers’ ability to sense the needs of the other actors in the ecosystem, both present, 

and future – a capability which is crucial for them in order to create an attractive value 

proposition towards other actors in the ecosystem. As the ‘market sensing capability’ is critical 

for satisfying the other actors in the ecosystem, it is also a critical capability in order for the 

‘Enabler’ to distinguish themselves from other platform providers and thus potential 

competitors for the ‘Enabler’ role. One respondent proclaimed their concern of competitors 

and the necessity for the ‘Enabler’ to create an attractive value proposition through their 

platform:  

“One big challenge [for us] is not to become ‘one of those platforms’. There are many 

such IoT platforms that have potential to claim a lot because they have a global reach.  

There are many players [large tech companies] that have an even stronger position [than 

us] in many ways. So, if you do not make unique offers end-to-end, or somehow create a 

business, sell something to someone -it will just be any other platform. That is a concern I 

have.” – (R16) 

The ‘market sensing capability’ is thus a critical capability for the ‘Enabler’ to create an 

“edge” (R16) and thereby sustain themselves (and the ecosystem) as an actor in the 

ecosystem.  

’Partner management capability’ is required to successfully perform the activity of ‘value 

management’ and critical for the survival of the actor enacting ‘Enabler’. There are two 

fundamental reasons for this. First, the ‘Enabler’ is in a position where it is easy to exploit 

the information exchanged through the platform which makes ‘Direct Value Creators’ 

(described below) hesitant towards sharing information. Respondents are clear that 

exploitation of the information is a fundamental mistake of the ‘Enabler’ which will result in 
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a drawback of ‘Direct Value Creators’ or perhaps even collapse of the ecosystem. Thus, it is 

therefore critical for the ‘Enabler’ to build trust and ensure transparency towards other actors 

in the ecosystem. Second, respondents across the ecosystem emphasize the need to prevent 

lock-in, a situation where actors in the ecosystem become dependent on the platform 

governed by ‘Enabler’. Also, lock-in will result in a drawback of ‘Direct value creators’ and 

perhaps collapse of the ecosystem. The ‘Enabler’ must, therefore, collaborate with competing 

‘Enablers’ to ensure that their platforms are compatible. Thus, the ‘partner management 

capability’ allow the ‘Enabler’ to balance collaborate with competing platform providers 

meanwhile building trust and transparency towards other actors in the ecosystem. 

4.2 Actors Beta & Gamma: ‘Direct Value Creators’ 

The empirical analysis of the activities undertaken by the actors Beta and Gamma in the 

studied business ecosystem show that they enact the role as ‘Direct Value Creator’, which 

correspond to the role-description used by Dedehayir et al. (2016) The next two sections 

provide an explanation of the set of activities that underpin this role (RQ1) and the 

capabilities that allow the actors to perform those activities (RQ2).  

4.2.1 Activities performed by the ‘Direct Value Creators’ 

The respondents expressed several activities performed by Beta and Gamma that we 

associated with the ‘Direct Value Creator’ role. These are compiled in two categories: (1) 

exchange information with other actors and (2) innovate services. Table 8 present 

representative quotations and how they build up the codes that ultimately lead to the 

corresponding categories of activities.  
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Table 8: Activities performed by ‘Direct Value Creators’  

 

The role ‘Direct Value Creator’ refers to the actor(s) who bear the prime responsibility for 

most of the content creating activities in the ecosystem. Hence, the absence of this role 

would lead to a failure of the entire ecosystem. Respondents are clear that ‘exchange 

information with other actors’ is a fundamental activity for the ‘Direct Value Creators’. 

This activity both entail providing and sharing information for the usage of other actors in 

the ecosystem, as well as consume information provided by others. Respondents also 

expressed that the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creator’ perform ‘innovate 

services’ activity. This is an activity where the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value 

Creator’ firstly define requirements of what information it desires from other actors. One 

respondent even mentioned that this is of utmost importance because “it is quite useless to 



   

 

32 

 

set up an infrastructure if no one’ is using the information’ (R9). Second, this activity also 

entails the development of services for the end-user based on the consumed information.  

4.2.2 Capabilities required to perform the activities of the ‘Direct Value Creator’  

Our analysis revealed that the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creators’ require (1) 

technical capability (2) market insight capability and (3) service innovation capability to be 

able to perform the activities associated with this role. Table 9 present selected representative 

quotations and how they build up the codes and the corresponding categories of capabilities.  

Table 9: Capabilities required by actors enacting the role 'Direct Value Creators' 
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To successfully perform the activity ‘exchange information with other actors’, the actors 

enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creator’ need to possess ‘technical capability’. As the 

ecosystem is built up around a technical foundation, which in this case is a platform that 

allows ‘Direct Value Creators’ to exchange data with one another, respondents described this 

capability as a prerequisite to even be part of the ecosystem. As such, we refer ‘technical 

capability’ to the ‘Direct Value Creators’ ability to manage technological components to 

aggregate information and set-up cloud solutions that allow them to create, control and 

execute interfirm transactions of information. Thus, firms with a lack of ‘technical capability’ 

will have the resultant challenge to maintain coordinated activities and exchange information 

with others.  

‘Market insight capability’ is required to successfully perform the activity ‘innovate 

services’. First, as the actors’ enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creator’ are responsible to 

define requirements of what information is needed from other actors, they must have 

extensive knowledge and understanding of what information themselves desire and others 

might value. As such, they must possess deep domain knowledge and also transfer that 

knowledge onto what problems that the ecosystem aims to solve. Second, the respondents 

expressed that this capability is critical because the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value 

Creators’ are currently operating in fast-changing markets in which technological 

innovations are transforming the very essence of their business, and thus, they must be able 

to understand the market and how it will evolve. As one of our respondents phrased it: “we 

need to be good at trying to predict how things will end up and how the future will look 

like in this domain” (R9). As such, ‘market insight capability’ also refers to the ‘Direct Value 

Creators’ ability to build future scenarios by scanning for new or untapped opportunities, 

unexploited market needs and changes in customers’ needs.  

Finally, our analysis indicated that the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creators’ 

need to possess strong ‘service innovation capability’. This capability refers to the ability 

to identify and develop new commercial service offerings that create value for the end-user 

and themselves based on the information they consume from others in the ecosystems. 

Respondents mentioned this to be especially important because a major concern for the 
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actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creator’ was to find a business case, i.e. find ways 

to capture value based on what they contribute with, and receive, by being part of the 

ecosystem. As one of our interviewees (R9) denoted: “one challenge is to consider the value, 

the business case that arises, that we are actually creating real value. It also depends on our 

expectations of course…”. Also, the actors enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creators’ are 

currently undergoing a transformation journey in which they are going from being a pure 

product manufacturer, to combine their products with new types of services. In this essence, 

the respondents concluded that creating and delivering new services demands new types of 

capabilities in terms of changing and developing new business models. Hence, the lack of 

‘service innovation capabilities’ in the firms enacting the role as ‘Direct Value Creators’ is 

likely to result in difficulties in creating and capturing substantial value in the ecosystem 

because of challenges in performing the activity ‘innovate services’.  

4.3 Actor Delta: The ‘Leader’  

The empirical analysis of the activities that actor Alpha partly undertake in the studied 

ecosystem shows that they enact the role as ‘Leader’, a role that is described in several scholars 

(e.g. Adner, 2017; Dedehayir et al. 2016). Noteworthy, the identified role ‘Leader’ for actor 

Alpha is not entirely a conclusion drawn from the actual activities performed by the actor, 

rather it is a conclusion drawn from the activities that respondents across the ecosystem claim 

that they should perform.  

4.3.1 Activities performed by the ‘Leader’ 

The respondents expressed several activities that we associated with the ‘Leader’ role which 

we compiled in two categories: (1) ecosystem governance and (2) forging partnerships. Table 

10 present selected representative quotations and how they build up the codes that ultimately 

lead to the corresponding categories of activities.  
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Table 10: Activities performed by the ‘Leader’ 

 

The overall goal of the ‘Leader’ is to create a collective effort towards a common value 

proposition. Respondents are clear that one fundamental activity for the actor who enacts 

the role as ‘Leader’ is ‘ecosystem governance’. The actor enacting ‘Leader’ is responsible 

for the creation of a stable common ground by designing, and govern compliance of, the 

ecosystem rules meanwhile orchestrating and enabling the resource flow between the actors 

in the ecosystem. Also, the ‘leader’ must to a higher degree than other roles pertain 

themselves to make decisions in order to facilitate the value creation efforts in the ecosystem. 

The ‘forging of partnerships’ are activities undertaken by the ‘Leader’ to not only create 

agreements with actors but also form links and create conditions for collaboration between 

them.  
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The activities ‘ecosystem governance’ and ‘forging of partnerships’ are in accordance with 

what Dedehayir et al. (2016) identify as typical activities undertaken by the ‘Leader’. As 

mentioned, our finding that Delta enacts the ‘Leader’ role is based on what respondents 

across the ecosystem echo that they should enact – however they fail to do so or only partly 

perform these activities. Following this, respondents across the ecosystem are clear that if the 

above-mentioned activities are not undertaken by actor Delta, the ecosystem will eventually 

collapse.  

4.3.2 Capabilities required to perform the activities of the ‘Leader’ 

Our analysis revealed that the actor enacting ‘Leader’ require: (1) digitalization capability, (2) 

juridical capability, and (3) orchestration capability to successfully undertake the activities 

associated with the role as ‘Leader’. Table 11 below present some representative quotations 

and how they build up the codes and the corresponding categories of capabilities. 
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Table 11: Capabilities required by actors enacting the role 'Leader' 

 

As mentioned, respondents emphasize that actor Delta should enact the role as ‘Leader’ but 

that they are reluctant to perform the activities associated with this role. We find that one 

reason for this is capability gap that hinders their performance of ‘Leader’ activities. 	

One such capability gap is evident in terms of the understanding of and managing 

technological and digital possibilities. It is critical for the actors enacting ‘Leader’ to possess 

‘digitalization capabilities’ as the ecosystem is built up around a technical basis of digital 

infrastructure of which the ‘Leader’ is responsible and thereby be able to perform the activity 

‘ecosystem governance’. This capability refers to the ‘Leaders’ ability to understand 

technology and thus sufficiently facilitate and govern the ecosystem. Also, respondents across 

the ecosystem echo “digital transformation journey” when reflecting upon the challenges 
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facing actor Delta. This digital transformation journey reflects the ability of the ‘Leader’ to 

be able to adapt its operations to technical possibilities. In the case of actor Delta, they need 

to innovate their core operations from not only facilitating a physical road infrastructure but 

also a digital one in order to successfully enact ‘ecosystem governance’.  

‘Juridical capability’ is required by the actor who enacts ‘Leader’ in order to perform the 

activity ‘ecosystem governance’. There are two fundamental reasons for this. Firstly, some of 

the information that is exchanged between actors is produced by citizens which thus need 

to be handled with care. Secondly, the governmental regulations are strict and old fashioned 

and need to be carefully adapted to new technical possibilities. The ‘juridical capability’ thus 

refers to the ‘Leaders’ ability to formulate ecosystem rules such that information is protected 

meanwhile ensuring that the governmental regulations facilitate, not hinder, the ecosystem.  

Respondents emphasize not only the digital transformation journey that actor Delta need to 

undertake but also the transformation of how Delta procure and collaborate with other actors 

in order to be a successful ‘Leader’ in the ecosystem. Therefore, we find that actor Delta 

needs to leverage ‘orchestration capabilities’ to successfully perform the both ‘ecosystem 

governance’ and ‘forging of partnerships’ activities. The ‘orchestration capability’ refers to 

the ‘Leaders’ ability to align and coordinate activities, resources, investments, and objectives 

in the ecosystem meanwhile collaborating with new actors. The capabilities of the ‘Platform 

leader’ identified by Helfat and Raubitschek (2018) we find are not applicable for those 

enacting the ‘Leader’ role. One possible explanation for this is that although the actor Delta 

enact ‘Leader’ they do not perform activities to provide the platform, and thus they do not 

need capabilities for that performance.   

4.4 Ecosystem Intelligence Capabilities  

In addition to the role-specific capabilities, the empirical analysis revealed that actors require 

‘Ecosystem Intelligence Capabilities’ which are underpinned by to set of capabilities: (1) 

relationship capability and (2) coopetition capability. Table 12 present representative 

quotations and how they build up the codes and the corresponding category. 



   

 

39 

 

Table 12: Ecosystem intelligence capabilities 

 

Respondents emphasize that being an actor in a business ecosystem is more complex than 

being a part of a traditional value chain. Thus, actors need to leverage ‘ecosystem intelligent 

capabilities’ to cope with the ecosystem construct. As one respondent put it: “this [being part 

of an ecosystem] means that we need to interact with new types of actors […] but in this 

ecosystem, there are multidimensional new types of actors that we need to create 

relationships with and relate to, and this is complex” (R15). The complexity of being an 

ecosystem actor is evident.  

Thus, ‘relationship capability’ is a fundamental capability if an actor is to create sustainable 

relationships with other actors in the ecosystem. This capability firstly refers to the ability of 

an actor to build and maintain trust in relationships. Respondents are clear that trust among 
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actors in the business ecosystem is a fundamental building block if they are to successfully 

leverage a common value proposition. Second, this capability refers to the ability to consider 

the will of other actors in the business ecosystem. Respondents emphasize that it is 

challenging to not only look to what’s best for themselves but to also strive to meet the 

requirements of other actors – otherwise, a win-win situation will not materialize, and the 

ecosystem will fade.  

‘Coopetition capability’ is fundamental if an actor is to successfully manage interactions 

with other actors in the business ecosystem. Firstly, actors require the ability to understand 

other actors value contributions, meaning that actors must have a clear understanding of the 

other actors’ businesses and goals in the ecosystem. This understanding is necessary if an actor 

is to wisely select relations in which to invest. Second, this capability refers to the ability to 

balance cooperation and competition, meaning that an actor must not forget that although 

actors collectively collaborate for a common value proposition, there is competition within 

the ecosystem regarding roles and value appropriation. One respondent mentioned: 

“You are partner and competitors simultaneously. It is extremely difficult to see where you 

draw the boundary between what you do and what we do. […] and I think we need a lot 

of skills in understanding what we can take from the other companies to become stronger, 

and what parts we should avoid, or actually not work with” (R16). 

As such, firms must be able to balance the tension between creating and supporting 

partnership to create a functioning ecosystem, while simultaneously understand how they 

can compete to maintain and develop their own business models to appropriate as much 

value as possible.  
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4.5 An emerging framework 

From the analysis emerged a framework, see Figure 2, that illustrates what capabilities that 

allow actors to perform the key activities that underpin the roles ‘Enabler’, Direct Value 

Creator’ and ‘Leader’. The successful enactment of roles will enable the involved actors to 

jointly leverage a common value proposition that lies at the core of the business ecosystem. 

Since the business ecosystem is not a closed entity in which a set of actors hold fixed roles, 

it is important to note that new actors may enter by either conquering a role from another 

actor or by simply enacting a role simultaneously as one or several other actors.   

However, reading on the left of the role-specific capabilities, it becomes evident that not 

only role-specific capabilities are required by actors - but also ‘ecosystem intelligence 

capabilities’. There are two fundamental reasons for this. Firstly, these capabilities are 

required if the actors themselves are to succeed in the business ecosystem, and second, they 

are required if the actor is to create a successful business ecosystem together with other actors.   

 



   

 

42 

 

 

Figure 2: An emerging framework for capabilities and enactment of roles in a business ecosystem   



   

 

43 

 

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study has enhanced the understanding of what capabilities that are required by actors 

depending on what role they enact in a business ecosystem by developing a framework that 

illustrates the capabilities that are required to perform the key activities for the roles ‘Enabler’, 

‘Direct Value Creator’ and ‘Leader’. This knowledge is of importance because firms are 

increasingly involved in business ecosystems where the successful enactment of a role is 

critical for the survival of the individual firm as well as the ecosystem as a whole (Adner, 

2016). In addition, the framework highlights that some generic ecosystem intelligence 

capabilities are fundamental for all actors to possess and necessary to create a sustainable 

ecosystem. Our research thus contributes with important implications for both managers 

across industries as well as to the literature on business ecosystems.  

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

Our study provides theoretical contributions along five lines. First, while prior literature 

acknowledges that an ecosystem role is underpinned by a specific set of activities (Dedehayir 

et al., 2016), authors tend to be vague in empirically outlining what activities are performed 

by different roles (e.g. Iansiti and Levien, 2004; Adner, 2017; Iver et al. 2006). We expand 

the ecosystem literature with empirical findings and illustrations on what specific activities 

that underpin different ecosystem roles. In that way we advance the discussion of ecosystem 

roles from conceptual speculation towards empirically grounded theory. Second, although 

some prior scholars carry a qualitative discussion around the characteristics of different 

ecosystem roles, the majority focus on one specific role, namely the ‘Leader’. Our study 

affirms the significance of and investigates roles beyond the ‘Leader’, namely the ‘Direct 

Value Creator’ and the ‘Enabler’, and thus extend business ecosystem literature with a more 

holistic understanding of the roles available for actors to enact in business. Third, we also 

provide some important discrepancies to prior research. We contrast Iansiti and Levinen 

(2004), Dedehayir et al. (2016) and Bosch-Sijtseema & Bosch (2015) with our finding that 

the ‘Leader’ not necessarily provides the platform upon which the rest of the ecosystem 

resides. Rather, we acknowledge that a platform may be provided by another actor whose 
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activities constitute the enactment of a role which has not received attention in prior 

research, namely the ‘Enabler’. This implies that the role descriptions provided by prior 

literature may be used as a fundament for understanding roles in business ecosystems, 

however, it is important for researchers to acknowledge that roles must be conceptualized in 

the specific context in which they are enacted.  

Forth, a major contribution of the present study is to identify the key capabilities that are 

required by actors to perform the activities for each role. Although prior research has 

highlighted that activities underpin ecosystem roles and capabilities are used to carry out 

specific activities (Helfat & Raubitschek, 2018), scholars have given limited attention to the 

connection between activities of ecosystem roles and the capabilities required by actors to 

perform these. For instance, Helfat and Raubitschek (2018) sole focus on the capabilities of 

the ‘Platform leader’ and thus fail to provide insight into other roles which an actor can 

enact. In this regard, the present study expands prior research by presenting a framework 

that illustrates what capabilities are required by actors to perform the activities of three 

different ecosystem roles; thus, answering the recent literature call (Jacobides et al., 2018). 

Finally, beyond role-specific capabilities, we also expand prior research with our finding that 

actors, regardless of ecosystem role, must leverage ‘ecosystem intelligence capabilities’ to be 

a successful actor in the business ecosystem.  This extends Jacobides et al. (2018) view that 

not only role-specific capabilities are necessary to understand, but also that some generic 

capabilities are required by actors to be successful in, and together with others create a viable 

business ecosystem.  

6.2 Practical contributions 

Our study provides meaningful implications for management practice. Since business 

ecosystems as arrangements of interdependent value-creation only will grow in prevalence 

in the year to come (Adner, 2017), companies across industries are in need for guidance in 

their decision of what role to enact in these new settings. In this regard, our study identifies 

three distinct roles available for companies to enact in a business ecosystem: ‘Enabler’, ‘Direct 

Value Creator’ and ‘Leader’. Additionally, we provide managers with insights into the set of 

activities that underpin the roles and the capabilities that are required by actors to perform 
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the activities for each role. From a managerial standpoint, none of these roles should be 

regarded as intrinsically better than the other available roles. Rather, managers should be 

considered that some companies are better suited to enact a certain role than other companies 

given their background, and the capabilities they possess. In that sense, managers can use the 

findings of this study as a guiding tool when making the decision of what role to position 

around and for analyzing the ecosystem as whole, i.e. also their partners, and what is required 

for a joint value proposition to emerge. More specifically, the framework can assist the 

evaluation of whether a company possesses the capabilities that allow them to perform the 

activities of the role they aspire. By better understanding the capability requirements, this 

could prevent companies to enact roles they are not able to master.  

Additionally, our study underscores the importance for companies to build and develop 

capabilities that allow them to successfully operate in a business ecosystem and interact with 

other actors. No matter how successful a firm is in their performance of their role, they 

might still end-up unsuccessful in a business ecosystem if they are not able to effectively build 

and manage relationships with new and existing actors or if they are not able to balance 

cooperation with competition. Therefore, firms and managers should pay particular attention 

to the value of communication and relationship-building with other actors.  

Lastly, when interpreting the findings from our study, practitioners should be cognizant that 

capabilities are established in path-dependent learning processes; meaning that capabilities are 

developed and built up over time through learning and experience. Although an actor might 

find that they are flawed in some capabilities that are required for the role they aspire, they 

can still – by enacting that role – develop the capabilities further over time by “learning by 

doing”. Hence, it is important that companies have a clear understanding of their key 

competencies and what they do well to understand which capabilities to further develop to 

become more successful in their role.  
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6.3 Limitations and further research  

The study has some limitations as well as possibilities for future research. First, although the 

findings rest on empirical data from four organizations currently operating in a business 

ecosystem our research is still limited to a single case-study in a specific context. This limit 

the findings as previous research has suggested that roles in a business ecosystem is context-

specific and thus face an issue of generalizability (Heikinnen et al., 2007). Future research 

could attend to validate the findings in other contexts than of our, as well as attend to reveal 

additional information on activities that underpin roles and capabilities that are required by 

actors depending on the role they enact.  

Second, the study is limited by the fact that the studied business ecosystem is still in the early 

phases, where the focus is predominantly on innovation and development, rather than on 

commercial results. Previous research has shown that roles and their activities vary depending 

on the stage of the evolvement of the ecosystem (e.g. Dedehayir et al. 2016). Hence, we 

recommend future research to build upon these results and study what capabilities that are 

required by actors, depending on their role, in different stages of ecosystem evolvement.   
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Background questions 

1. Formal position 

2. What are your experiences from IoT in the transportation sector?  

General question 

3. Are you familiar with the term business ecosystem? If so, what is your view of a 

business ecosystem and ecosystem roles? 

4. Can you describe the value that jointly is created by the actors in this particular 

business ecosystem? 

Questions about their own ecosystem role, activities and capabilities 

5. How would you describe your company’s ecosystem role in this particular business 

ecosystem? 

a. What activities does your company perform? 

b. What value do your company bring to the business ecosystem? 

6. What capabilities are required by your company to be successful in the role? 

a. What capabilities do you require to perform the activities? 

7. What are the challenges your company face in this particular ecosystem? Please 

describe them.  

Questions about other actors’ ecosystem roles, activities and capabilities 

8. How would you describe the other actors’ roles in this particular business ecosystem? 

9. What activities do actor X (Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta respectively) perform? 

10. What capabilities are required by actor X (Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta 

respectively) to perform their role and activities? 

11. What are the challenges which actor X (Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta respectively) 

face in this particular ecosystem? 
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General question about capabilities 

12.  Are there any capabilities that are necessary for actors to possess when operating in a 

business ecosystem? Please describe them. 

Final questions about the studied ecosystem  

13. What is required by the involved actors to make this particular ecosystem succeed? 

14. How has the collaboration between involved actors functioned? Describe.  

15. Has any actor struggled to deliver in their role? Please describe.  

16. Have conflicts between actors arise? 

a. What was the cause of these conflicts? 

b. How did the conflicts affect the collaboration? 

Closing questions 

17. Is there something else, which we have not yet asked you, which you would like to 

raise in this interview? 

18. Who do you think we should interview in order to get insights of the particular 

ecosystem? 


