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Introduction

Carlos Ramirez , Elena Torres , Pablo Ortega , Sofia Mendes1* 2 1 3

Digitally connected ecosystems, particularly those centered on platforms, have transformed how organizations
innovate and create value through interorganizational collaboration. This managerial and strategic perspective article
examines leadership in such ecosystems, where traditional hierarchical control gives way to orchestration of diverse,
autonomous actors, including platform owners, complementors, and partners. Key challenges include aligning
strategic interests without direct authority, coordinating distributed innovation activities, balancing openness with
control, and managing interdependencies to avoid fragmentation or power imbalances. Drawing on recent literature,
the article highlights ecosystem leadership roles that emphasize facilitation, governance mechanisms, and relational
coordination to foster collective value creation. A conceptual model is proposed to illustrate the structure of platform-
based innovation networks, depicting flows of coordination, innovation exchange, strategic alignment, and feedback
loops that link leadership actions to collaboration quality and innovation outcomes. The discussion underscores the
need for adaptive leadership capabilities to navigate tensions in these meta-organizational forms. By addressing these
dynamics, leaders can enhance ecosystem resilience, drive collaborative innovation, and translate interorganizational
efforts into sustained competitive advantage in digitally connected environments. This perspective offers strategic
insights for managers seeking to orchestrate effective collaboration across platform-based networks.
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The rise of digital technologies has given birth to digitally
connected ecosystems, where value creation increasingly
occurs through intricate networks of interdependent
organizations rather than within isolated firms [1, 2]. These
ecosystems, often anchored by digital platforms, enable
platform-based innovation networks that facilitate
collaborative innovation across firm boundaries [3, 4]. In
such settings, leadership extends beyond traditional intra-

organizational command structures to encompass the
strategic management of interorganizational relationships,
where autonomous actors—ranging from complementors to
partners—co-create value through shared digital
infrastructures [5, 6].

Platform-based ecosystems represent meta-organizations
characterized by loose coupling, generativity, and
distributed agency [7, 8]. Unlike hierarchical firms or supply
chains, they rely on indirect coordination mechanisms to
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Strategic Challenge of
Leadership in Digitally
Connected Ecosystems

align diverse participants toward common innovation goals
[9, 10]. Leadership in these contexts involves ecosystem
orchestration: deliberate actions to shape interactions,
foster trust, and direct collective efforts without formal
authority [11, 12]. This shift demands new strategic
perspectives, as leaders must navigate tensions between
cooperation and competition, openness and control, and
individual versus collective interests [13, 14].

Recent scholarship emphasizes that effective leadership in
digitally connected ecosystems hinges on understanding
platform dynamics, where core firms (keystones or
orchestrators) set architectural rules, govern access, and
stimulate complementary innovations [3, 15]. For instance,
platform owners balance generativity—encouraging
unprompted contributions—with mechanisms to maintain
ecosystem integrity and capture value [9, 16].
Interorganizational collaboration thrives when leaders
promote strategic alignment, enabling actors to pursue
mutual gains while mitigating risks of opportunism or
misalignment [4, 17].

The strategic importance of these ecosystems is evident in
industries transformed by digital platforms, where
innovation emerges from networked interactions rather than
centralized R&D [18, 19]. Leaders must orchestrate
collaboration to harness distributed knowledge, accelerate
innovation cycles, and respond to environmental turbulence
[20, 21]. However, challenges persist: power asymmetries
can lead to dependence issues, fragmentation may erode
collective progress, and misaligned objectives can stifle
innovation [22, 23].

This article adopts a managerial and strategic lens to
explore how leadership operates in digitally connected
ecosystems. It analyzes the challenges of leading without
hierarchy, the orchestration of collaboration across
platform-based networks, and pathways to effective
governance. By synthesizing insights from peer-reviewed
sources, it highlights the relational and structural elements
essential for successful interorganizational coordination
[24, 25]. The discussion culminates in a conceptual model
illustrating ecosystem dynamics, providing a foundation for
understanding how leaders translate coordination into
innovation outcomes [26, 27]. Ultimately, this perspective
equips managers with strategic tools to foster resilient,
value-creating ecosystems in an era of digital connectivity.

Leading digitally connected ecosystems presents profound
strategic challenges, as traditional command-and-control
models prove inadequate in environments dominated by
autonomous actors and platform-mediated interactions [1,
2, 5]. At the core lies the problem of aligning diverse
participants—platform owners, complementors, and
partners—whose goals may diverge yet must converge for
collective innovation [7, 8, 13]. Without hierarchical
authority, leaders rely on indirect influence, making
orchestration the primary mechanism for coordination [10-
12].

One major challenge is balancing ecosystem openness
with strategic control. Platforms thrive on generativity,
inviting broad contributions to spur innovation, yet
excessive openness risks fragmentation, quality erosion, or
value misappropriation [9, 16, 26]. Leaders must design
governance structures that encourage participation while
safeguarding ecosystem stability, such as through
boundary-setting, access rules, and incentive alignment [3,
15, 24]. This tension is exacerbated in platform-based
innovation networks, where complementors contribute
modular innovations but remain independent, complicating
unified direction [4, 14, 19].

Coordinating distributed innovation without hierarchy poses
another hurdle. Innovation activities span organizational
boundaries, requiring leaders to facilitate knowledge flows,
resolve interdependencies, and synchronize efforts [6, 18,
20]. Dependence management becomes critical, as actors
risk hold-up or imbalance in power dynamics [22, 23, 25].
For example, over-reliance on a dominant platform can
stifle complementor autonomy, while insufficient
coordination may fragment innovation trajectories [17, 21].
Leaders address this through relational governance,
building trust and shared norms to mitigate opportunism
[27, 28].

Strategic alignment among ecosystem actors demands
ongoing effort. Autonomous participants pursue self-
interest, necessitating mechanisms to align incentives with
ecosystem goals [2, 8, 10]. Misalignment can lead to
suboptimal contributions or competitive tensions within
collaborative spaces [13, 14]. Leaders employ orchestration
practices—such as vision-setting, role definition, and
adaptive feedback—to foster convergence [11, 12, 29].
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Orchestrating
Interorganizational Dynamics
in Platform-Based Innovation
Networks

Managerial Framework for
Ecosystem Leadership in

Risks of fragmentation, power imbalance, and misaligned
objectives loom large. Fragmentation arises from
uncoordinated actions, diluting collective value [5, 22].
Power imbalances favor orchestrators but can demotivate
others if perceived as exploitative [15, 23]. Leaders counter
these by promoting polycentric governance, redundancy,
and directionality to enhance resilience [18, 26].

These challenges underscore the need for ecosystem
leadership as a dynamic capability: sensing opportunities,
seizing them through orchestration, and transforming
structures for sustained collaboration [7, 21]. Effective
leaders view ecosystems as meta-organizations requiring
facilitative rather than directive approaches [8, 27]. By
addressing these strategic tensions, leadership enables
platforms to harness interorganizational collaboration for
superior innovation outcomes in digitally connected
environments.

Managing collaboration across platform-based innovation
networks requires sophisticated orchestration to integrate
autonomous actors into coherent value creation processes
[2, 7, 10]. Orchestration involves shaping ecosystem
structures, facilitating interactions, and aligning
contributions toward shared innovation objectives [11, 12,
20].

Platform leaders act as keystones, defining core
architecture while enabling modular contributions from
complementors [1, 3, 15]. This entails establishing
governance mechanisms—rules for participation, interfaces
for integration, and incentives for engagement—to
coordinate without coercion [8, 9, 24]. Collaboration
flourishes when leaders promote transparency, trust-
building, and the management of mutual dependence [17,
25, 27].

Innovation exchange flows through digital infrastructures,
where complementors develop extensions that enhance
platform value [4, 14, 19]. Leaders orchestrate by
stimulating generativity while curbing excesses that could
destabilize the network [16, 26]. Strategic alignment is

achieved via feedback loops that adapt to evolving
contributions and market shifts [21, 28].

Figure 1. A conceptual model of a platform-based
innovation ecosystem.

Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual model of a platform-based
innovation ecosystem. The diagram centers on the platform
orchestrator (keystone firm) at the hub, connected
bidirectionally to complementors (e.g., app developers,
service providers), partners (e.g., infrastructure suppliers),
and collaborating firms (e.g., co-innovators). Solid arrows
represent primary coordination flows from the orchestrator
(e.g., rule-setting, boundary resources, incentives). Dashed
arrows depict innovation exchange and complementary
inputs from actors to the platform. Curved arrows indicate
strategic alignment processes that ensure goal
congruence. Feedback loops (circular arrows) link
ecosystem leadership actions to collaboration quality (e.g.,
trust, participation levels) and innovation outcomes (e.g.,
new features, collective value). Layers include the digital
platform core, the modular complement layer, and external
environment influences. Nodes vary in size to show
potential power asymmetries, with annotations for risks
(fragmentation, imbalance) and enablers (governance,
trust). The overall structure emphasizes distributed yet
orchestrated flows for sustained ecosystem vitality. This
model can be visualized as a networked hub-and-spoke
with multi-directional arrows and layered concentric circles.

Through such orchestration, leaders translate
interorganizational collaboration into collective value,
mitigating risks while capitalizing on the potential for
distributed innovation [5, 18, 29].



Ramirez et al. J. Digit. Bus. Manag. Stud. (2023) 3:20
Page 4 of 10

https://doi.org//k961514068

Platform-Based Innovation
Networks
To guide leadership practice in digitally connected
ecosystems, this article advances a comprehensive
managerial architecture—the ecosystem orchestration
leadership framework (EOLF)—designed to operationalize
strategic influence in non-hierarchical, interorganizational
environments. The framework synthesizes and extends
core insights from the literature on platform governance,
orchestration theory, and interorganizational coordination,
integrating structural, relational, and dynamic capability
perspectives into a unified model of ecosystem leadership
[2, 7, 8, 10-12, 20, 24, 26].

Unlike traditional leadership models grounded in authority
and control, EOLF conceptualizes leadership as a
distributed orchestration function, in which influence is
exercised through alignment, facilitation, and adaptive
coordination rather than through formal hierarchy. The
framework comprises five interdependent components that
collectively enable leaders to shape ecosystem dynamics,
mobilize distributed innovation, and sustain collective value
creation amid complexity and uncertainty.

Ecosystem role identification and
strategic positioning
The foundation of effective ecosystem leadership lies in the
explicit articulation of the leader’s role within the network.
Leaders must strategically position themselves as
orchestrators (keystone actors), complementor enablers, or
relational brokers, depending on their resource
endowments, strategic intent, and network centrality [1, 3,
15]. This positioning is not static; it evolves as ecosystem
configurations shift and new actors emerge.

A critical managerial task involves mapping actor
interdependencies and value flows, identifying
complementarities, bottlenecks, and power asymmetries
across the network. Through this mapping, leaders can
define clear value propositions for different participant
groups, ensuring that engagement incentives are aligned
with ecosystem objectives [8, 10, 27]. By clarifying roles
and expectations, leaders reduce ambiguity, enhance
coordination efficiency, and foster strategic coherence.

Importantly, effective role identification helps mitigate
dominance risks by promoting mutual recognition of actors’
contributions and reinforcing interdependence rather than

unilateral control [22, 23, 25]. This establishes a foundation
for legitimacy and sustained participation.

Collaboration orchestration
mechanisms
At the core of EOLF lies the orchestration of distributed
collaboration through a combination of technological,
economic, and relational mechanisms. Leaders deploy
boundary resources—such as APIs, modular architectures,
and interoperability standards—to structure interactions
and enable scalable participation across heterogeneous
actors [3, 9, 16, 24].

Simultaneously, incentive structures play a pivotal role in
shaping ecosystem engagement. Mechanisms such as
revenue-sharing models, access privileges, and targeted
subsidies are used to attract, retain, and motivate
complementors, thereby aligning innovation efforts with
broader ecosystem goals [11, 12, 20, 26].

Beyond formal mechanisms, orchestration critically
depends on relational coordination tools, including trust-
building forums, joint governance committees, and cross-
organizational communication channels. These
mechanisms facilitate knowledge exchange, reduce
coordination frictions, and support collective problem-
solving.

Crucially, orchestration operates through indirect influence
rather than direct control. Leaders stimulate generativity by
creating enabling conditions for innovation while intervening
selectively to correct misalignments or address systemic
inefficiencies. This balance between autonomy and
guidance is essential for sustaining both creativity and
coherence within the ecosystem.

Governance and coordination
structures
Effective ecosystem leadership requires the design of
hybrid governance architectures that balance centralized
control with decentralized autonomy. Leaders establish
core platform rules—defining standards, participation
criteria, and compliance mechanisms—while
simultaneously enabling distributed decision-making among
ecosystem participants [7, 8, 24, 25].

This hybrid model is increasingly characterized by
polycentric governance, where multiple centers of authority
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Dynamic Integration of EOLF
Components

coexist and interact. Shared norms, feedback protocols,
and adaptive rule systems allow governance to evolve in
response to ecosystem dynamics, reducing rigidity and
enhancing responsiveness [9, 18, 26].

Leaders must continuously calibrate the openness–control
tension, ensuring the ecosystem remains sufficiently open
to encourage innovation while maintaining sufficient
integrity to protect value creation and prevent opportunistic
behavior. Governance structures are therefore not static
blueprints but iterative, learning-oriented systems refined
through ongoing feedback and performance evaluation [21,
28].

Trust and interdependence
management
Given the absence of hierarchical authority, trust becomes
a central coordinating mechanism in ecosystem
environments. Leaders must actively cultivate relational
governance practices that reduce uncertainty, mitigate
opportunism, and reinforce cooperative behavior among
participants [17, 25, 27].

This involves enhancing transparency in decision-making
and value distribution, establishing reciprocal commitments,
and designing mechanisms that balance dependencies
across actors. By managing interdependence structures,
leaders can prevent over-reliance on dominant actors while
ensuring that all participants perceive fair opportunities to
capture value [5, 22, 23].

Moreover, leaders play a critical role in fostering
psychological safety and shared identity, enabling
participants to engage openly in knowledge exchange and
joint innovation activities. These socio-cognitive dimensions
are essential for sustaining long-term collaboration,
particularly in ecosystems characterized by diversity,
competition, and evolving power dynamics.

Innovation alignment processes and
adaptive feedback loops
The final component of EOLF focuses on aligning
distributed innovation efforts and ensuring continuous
adaptation through feedback-driven learning mechanisms.
Leaders must synchronize innovation trajectories across
actors by articulating a shared vision, promoting modular
integration, and enabling interoperability across

technological and organizational boundaries [6, 18, 20, 21,
29].

Alignment processes are complemented by continuous
sensing and monitoring systems that track ecosystem
performance, collaboration quality, and innovation
outcomes. These systems feed into adaptive loops that
allow leaders to refine governance structures, recalibrate
incentives, and reconfigure network relationships in
response to emerging conditions.

Importantly, feedback loops establish a closed-cycle
system in which leadership actions are continuously
evaluated against measurable outcomes—such as
innovation output, participation dynamics, and value co-
creation metrics—ensuring that the ecosystem remains
resilient, responsive, and strategically aligned [26, 28].

The five components of EOLF are not discrete elements
but mutually reinforcing mechanisms that operate as an
integrated system. Role identification shapes the design of
orchestration mechanisms embedded within governance
structures; governance effectiveness depends on trust and
interdependence management; and all components are
continuously refined through innovation alignment and
adaptive feedback loops.

This dynamic interplay transforms EOLF into a cyclical,
evolving leadership architecture capable of responding to
environmental complexity, technological change, and
shifting actor configurations. Rather than prescribing static
solutions, the framework provides a strategic logic for
continuous orchestration, enabling leaders to translate
intent into coordinated action across distributed networks.

Table 1 consolidates the analytical logic of EOLF by linking
each leadership component to its operative managerial
levers, focal coordination tension, and ecosystem-level
performance signals.

Table 1. Analytical architecture of the ecosystem
orchestration leadership framework: components,

leadership levers, coordination tensions, and ecosystem-
level indicators.
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Managerial Implications and
Strategic Value
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feedback,
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By operationalizing leadership as orchestration, EOLF
offers a practical blueprint for navigating platform-based
innovation networks, where value creation depends on the
effective coordination of interdependent actors rather than
internal optimization alone. The framework enables leaders
to:

Mobilize distributed innovation without centralized
control

Balance autonomy and coordination across diverse
participants

Mitigate systemic risks while sustaining ecosystem
cohesion

Enhance resilience through adaptive governance and
feedback mechanisms

Ultimately, EOLF positions ecosystem leadership as a
capability for shaping complex adaptive systems, where
long-term success depends on fostering generativity,
aligning incentives, and sustaining equitable value creation
across the network [2, 7, 10, 11].

Implementation considerations for
ecosystem leaders
Translating the EOLF into practice requires the deliberate
development of multi-layered organizational capabilities
alongside continuous and proactive risk governance. At its
core, effective implementation depends on the leader’s
ability to operate simultaneously as a strategist, facilitator,
and systems integrator within a dynamically evolving
networked environment.

First, ecosystem leaders must cultivate advanced
ecosystem-sensing capabilities that extend beyond
traditional market intelligence to real-time interpretation of
multi-actor dynamics. This involves systematically
monitoring shifts in complementor strategies, platform
participation patterns, technological trajectories, and
regulatory signals, while integrating these inputs into
actionable strategic foresight processes [7, 21]. Such
sensing capabilities are increasingly enabled by data
analytics infrastructures and AI-supported monitoring
systems, allowing leaders to identify weak signals,
anticipate emergent dependencies, and respond to
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ecosystem-level discontinuities before they fully
materialize.

Second, relational and network orchestration capabilities
become central to managing the inherent
interdependencies of ecosystem structures. Leaders must
demonstrate high proficiency in negotiation, conflict
mediation, and trust-building across organizational
boundaries, particularly in contexts characterized by
competing incentives and asymmetrical dependencies [17,
25, 27]. Beyond dyadic relationships, this requires the
ability to broker multilateral interactions, align
heterogeneous actor interests, and maintain legitimacy
across diverse stakeholder groups. Effective orchestration
thus relies on both formal governance mechanisms and
informal relational capital that sustains long-term
collaboration.

Third, implementation requires a structured yet adaptive
approach to ecosystem development. Leaders should
initiate pilot collaborations and controlled experimentation
environments, allowing orchestration mechanisms,
governance rules, and coordination processes to be tested
at a limited scale before broader deployment [11, 12].
These pilot initiatives function as learning laboratories,
generating insights into coordination bottlenecks, value
distribution dynamics, and participation incentives, thereby
reducing uncertainty in subsequent scaling phases.

In parallel, organizations must invest in robust digital
infrastructure to enable seamless interoperability among
ecosystem actors. This includes modular architectures,
standardized APIs, shared data protocols, and secure
information exchange systems that facilitate real-time
coordination and integration [3, 15, 19]. Without such
infrastructure, ecosystem interactions remain fragmented,
limiting the scalability and efficiency of collaborative value
creation.

To ensure effective governance and continuous
improvement, leaders must also establish multi-
dimensional performance metrics that capture both
collaboration quality and overall ecosystem health. Beyond
traditional financial indicators, these metrics should include
participation intensity, diversity of complementor
contributions, joint innovation outputs, and knowledge
exchange effectiveness. At the ecosystem level, indicators
such as complementor retention rates, network density, and
value co-creation indices provide critical insights into the
sustainability and vitality of the ecosystem [20, 26, 28].

Importantly, these measurement systems should be
dynamically updated to reflect evolving strategic priorities
and ecosystem configurations.

Risk management and governance
challenges
The implementation of EOLF is inherently accompanied by
systemic risks that require anticipatory and adaptive
mitigation strategies. One primary challenge is ecosystem
fragmentation, which occurs when coordination breaks
down among actors, leading to disconnected subnetworks
and reduced collective value creation. Leaders can mitigate
fragmentation by institutionalizing regular alignment forums,
cross-actor communication channels, and standardized
technological interfaces that ensure interoperability and
shared understanding [5, 22].

Another critical risk involves power asymmetries and
tensions over value appropriation, particularly in platform-
centric ecosystems where dominant actors may
disproportionately capture value. If left unaddressed, such
imbalances can erode trust, discourage participation, and
ultimately destabilize the ecosystem. To counter this,
leaders must implement transparent mechanisms for value
distribution, equitable governance structures, and
participatory decision-making processes that reinforce
fairness and inclusivity [15, 23, 25].

Additionally, misaligned objectives among ecosystem
participants pose a persistent threat to coordinated action.
Divergent strategic goals, time horizons, and risk
preferences can lead to coordination failures and reduced
collective performance. Leaders must therefore
continuously reinforce the vision, ensuring that ecosystem-
level goals remain salient and mutually beneficial. This
includes periodic recalibration of incentives, alignment of
performance metrics, and reinforcement of shared strategic
narratives that bind actors together [2, 8, 10].

Resilience considerations further necessitate the
development of redundancy and contingency mechanisms
within the ecosystem. Over-reliance on a limited set of
partners or critical nodes increases vulnerability to
disruptions such as technological failures, partner exit, or
regulatory shocks. Leaders should therefore cultivate
diversified partnership portfolios, establish fallback
coordination structures, and engage in scenario planning to
enhance adaptive capacity under uncertainty [18, 21].
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Strategic Outlook: Evolving
Leadership in an Era of
Pervasive Digital Connectivity

Conclusion
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When effectively managed, these implementation efforts
enable ecosystems to generate collective, compounding
value, manifested in accelerated innovation cycles,
expanded market reach, and shared competitive
advantages that exceed the capabilities of individual firms
operating in isolation [4, 14, 29].

Looking ahead, leadership within digitally connected
ecosystems is expected to undergo significant
transformation as digital technologies intensify
interconnectivity and blur traditional organizational
boundaries. Future ecosystem leaders will increasingly
adopt adaptive and facilitative leadership models, shifting
from centralized control toward enabling distributed
coordination and emergent value creation across networks
[7, 21, 26].

Emerging technological and institutional trends—
particularly AI-driven orchestration mechanisms, cross-
ecosystem interoperability, and sustainability-oriented
governance frameworks—will further amplify the complexity
of ecosystem management. Leaders will need to develop
enhanced dynamic capabilities that allow them to sense
multi-layered interdependencies, seize cross-domain
opportunities, and reconfigure ecosystem structures in
response to rapid environmental changes [18, 20, 28]. AI
systems, in particular, will play an increasingly important
role in optimizing coordination, predicting ecosystem
dynamics, and augmenting strategic decision-making.

At the same time, ecosystems are becoming increasingly
polycentric, with influence distributed across multiple actors
rather than concentrated within a single orchestrator. This
shift requires leaders to manage decentralized authority
structures, leverage advanced coordination tools, and
uphold ethical governance principles to maintain legitimacy
and trust across the network [8, 24, 25]. Leadership
effectiveness will depend not only on control but also on the
ability to facilitate alignment among autonomous yet
interdependent actors.

The proliferation of nested, overlapping, and intersecting
ecosystems further elevates the importance of boundary-
spanning capabilities. Leaders must navigate multiple
ecosystem affiliations simultaneously, orchestrating value

creation across domains such as platforms, industries, and
institutional environments. This necessitates the
development of holographic strategies, in which firms
maintain a coherent strategic intent while operating flexibly
across diverse ecosystem contexts [26, 29].

Ultimately, strategic success in this evolving landscape will
depend on reconceptualizing ecosystems as living meta-
organizations—dynamic, adaptive systems characterized
by continuous interaction, co-evolution, and shared value
creation. Within this paradigm, leadership is not merely
about coordination but about fostering generativity,
resilience, and equitable value distribution, ensuring the
long-term vitality and sustainability of the ecosystem as a
whole [2, 9, 11].

Digitally connected ecosystems, powered by platform-
based innovation networks, redefine value creation through
interorganizational collaboration. Leadership in these
environments demands a shift from hierarchical control to
sophisticated orchestration, addressing challenges of
alignment, coordination, and interdependence. The
proposed Ecosystem Orchestration Leadership Framework
offers a structured approach with five components to guide
managerial practice, supported by targeted implementation
strategies and risk considerations.

By embracing facilitative roles, adaptive governance, and
continuous feedback, leaders can turn potential tensions
into collective strengths, driving sustained innovation and
competitive advantage. As digital connectivity deepens,
mastering ecosystem leadership will distinguish
organizations that can thrive in networked futures.
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