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ABSTRACT

Collaborationandthestartupecosystemhavebecomekeyelementswithinthediscoursepertaining
toopeninnovationprocessesinbigcorporationsandstartupsalike.Eventhoughthepracticeand
academicuseofsuchtermstodescribetheseformsofcollaborationwithstartupecosystemshas
increasedoverthelastfiveyears,littleresearchhasbeendonetopreciselydefinetheirmeaningand
characteristicswithinthecontextofopeninnovation.Thepurposeofthisarticleistoinvestigate
theseterms,aswellastoexaminehowtheydifferfromrelatedandoften-interchangedconcepts.By
meansofasystematicliteraturereview,thesedefinitionsarederived,andafoundationfortheoretical
knowledgeisprovided.Thesedefinitionsareexpectedtofacilitateaconsensusintheunderstanding
andusageofthesetermsamongacademicsandprofessionals.
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INTRODUCTION

In recentyears, the termscollaborationand startupecosystemhavebeen frequentlyusedby
businessexecutives,organizationsandacademicswithinthecontextofopeninnovation.The
lastdecadehasseentherapidgrowthofdigitalizationandtheuseofopeninnovationpractices
withinthestartupcommunity.Thisisowingtotheutilityofferedbytechnologyinthesuccessful
exploitationofnewopportunitiesandindealingwiththeaccompanyingchallengesbroughtabout
bytherapidlychangingtechnologicallandscape(Chesbrough&Brunswicker,2014).Hence,these
termshavegainedconsiderableimportanceandtheusageofsuchtermshasbecomefrequent
(Borissenko&Boschma,2016).

Digitalizationisafast-movingmegatrend,leadingtorapidlychangingcircumstancesforentire
industries,andthus,itiswidelybelievedtocreatebothopportunitiesandchallengesforbusinesses
of all sizes. It is expected that digitalizationwillmost affect large corporations,who face these
challengesthroughcollaborativeopeninnovation(Chesbrough&Brunswicker,2014).Openingup
theinnovationprocesstoexternalpartnershasbeenrecognizedbybothresearchersandmanagers



International Journal of Innovation in the Digital Economy
Volume 11 • Issue 1 • January-March 2020

22

as a key factor in successful innovation (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004). In particular, collaborative
openinnovationpracticesbetweenlargecorporationsandstartupshasgainedmomentumoverthe
lastfewyears(Chesbrough&Brunswicker,2014;Mocker,Bielli,&Haley,2015;Hathaway,2016;
Waters-Lynch&Potts,2017).Thetermstartupecosystemiscloselyassociatedwithopeninnovation.
SiliconValley,forexample,isoftenreferredtoasastartupecosystem(Engel&delPalacio,2009;
OxfordDictionaries,2017;Pauwels,Clarysse,Wright,&VanHove,2016),whereinopeninnovation
consideredakeyelementinfosteringentrepreneurship(Smorodinskaya,Russell,Katukov,&Still,
2017)andtheabilitytoharnessthenewestideasandconcepts(Borissenko&Boschma,2016;Durst
&Poutanen,2013;Mason&Brown,2014).

Even though the practice of, as well as the academic interest in, collaborative forms of
innovation with startup ecosystems has increased over the last five years, little research has
beendoneonunderstandingpreciselywhattheseterms–openinnovationandstartupecosystem
– actually mean, and how one can comprehensively define their characteristics. One of the
mainchallengesofinvestigatingcollaborationandstartupecosystemsisthatthesetermsare,
inmanycases,usedbydifferent researchersandpractitioners tomeandifferent things (used
discordantly),orthattheyareusedinterchangeablywithothertermsforsimilarconcepts(Barratt,
2004; Dominguez, 2011; Suominen, Seppänen, & Dedehayir, 2016). For instance, the term
collaborationisoftenusedinterchangeablywithconceptssuchascooperationandcoordination.
Theconceptofanecosystemisrootedinthenaturalsciences(Willis,1994),andhasnotonly
beenadoptedwithinthefieldofinnovation,regardlessoftheassociatedbusinesscontext,but
has also been misapplied, for instance, when the term community was intended (Suominen,
Seppänen,&Dedehayir,2016).Sincecollaborativeopeninnovationwithstartupecosystemsis
gainingimportance,bothinpracticeandtheory(Borissenko&Boschma,2016;Chesbrough&
Brunswicker,2014),itisappropriatetoproposeprecisedefinitionsforthesetermsinorderto
allowaclearunderstandingofthepracticeofopeninnovation,andindoingso,tobetterfacilitate
communicationbetweenandwithintheprofessionalandacademiccommunities.

In this article, definitions and usages of the terms collaboration and startup ecosystem
withinthecontextofopeninnovationarefirstexplored.Thearticlediscussesthedifferences
betweenthesetermsandtermsusedforsimilarconceptssuchascoordinationandcooperation.
Thereafter,thearticleprovidesaprecisedefinitionofcollaborativeopeninnovationwithinthe
contextofastartupecosystem.

Duringtheworkleadingto thispaper,anexploratoryapproachtoasystematic, rule-
guided,qualitativeliteraturereview(Mayring,2000)wasfollowed.Areviewofcontemporary
literature (in keeping with VomBrocke, Simons, Niehaves, Reimer, Plattfaud, & Cleven,
2009)oncorekeywordsrelatedtocollaborativeopeninnovationwithstartupecosystemswas
carriedout.Thiswasfollowedbyresearchintoexplanatoryconceptstowardsunderstanding
howthesetermsarestructuredwithinthecontextofopeninnovation.Bycomparingprior
andrelatedresearchonthoseterms,cleardefinitionsandgraphicalillustrationsforthese
termsandthelinksbetweentheircharacteristicsaredevelopedandexplained.Tolimitits
scope, this paper will focus on open collaborative innovation between large companies
andstartups.Theapproachof thispaper isoriginalbecause it is the firstattempt (to the
knowledgeoftheauthors)toproposeaspecificunderstandingoftheseterms.Theresulting
definitionsareexpectedtolaythegroundworkforacommonunderstandingandusewithin
bothacademiaandpractice.

The paper is structured as follows: In the following section, we outline the importance of
collaborationandstartupecosystemswithinthecontextofopeninnovationbetweencorporations
andstartups.Wethendescribeourmethodologybeforedetailingourresults.Wenextdiscussthese
outcomesandprovideconclusionswhiledescribingthelimitationsofthisstudy.Finallyweoutline
recommendationsforfurtherresearch.
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