
05/12/2019

1

london.edu

Winning through 
Digital Ecosystems

Michael G. Jacobides

Sir Donald Gordon Chair of Entrepreneurship and Innovation
Professor of Strategy & Entrepreneurship

Fintech/Insurtech/Blockchain Keynote, Zurich November 5th, 2019

london.edu

Platform/Ecosystem

2011

$406B $376B $277B $237B $228B

2006

$446B $383B $327B $293B $273B

Jacobides, Amazon's Ecosystem Grows Bigger And Stronger By The Day. Should We Be Worried?, Forbes.com, May 2019

2016

$528B $556B $452B $364B $359B

20191

$981B $920B $870B $808B $529B

Consider the top firms by market capitalization 
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But this doesn’t mean we simply see more technology

Do you know this firm?

(Hint: used the term “ecosystem” 160 times in IPO brochure)

Alibaba's Ant Financial Raises $4.5 Billion In 
World's Largest Private Tech Investment Round

Rahil Bhagat, CONTRIBUTOR
I write about technology with a focus on consumer tech and startups FULL BIO
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Disrupting sectors that you used to know

london.edu
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Competing through business ecosystems:

Five key questions to ask

What are business ecosystems? How do they differ from other ways of organizing?

Why are these ecosystems becoming all the rage now? What’s new? 

How are Financial Services transformed by business ecosystems?

What should I do differently given the rise of business ecosystems?

If I want to compete through them- what should I do?
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Ecosystem is becoming the new basis of competition

The battle of devices has now become a war of ecosystems, 
where ecosystems include not only the hardware and software 
of the device, but developers, applications, ecommerce, 
advertising, search, social applications, location‐based 
services, unified communications and many other things. Our 
competitors aren't taking our market share with devices; they 
are taking our market share with an entire ecosystem. This 
means we're going to have to decide how we either build, 
catalyse or join an ecosystem

Stephen Elop, Nokia CEO, 2011 email

From M.G. Jacobides, Fortune.com OpEd, May 2019
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What are digital ecosystems? 

How do they differ from other ways of organizing?

Jacobides, Designing Digital Ecosystems, World Economic Forum White Paper, 2019
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Ecosystems work leveraging complementors to offer new value-add

Source: M.G. Jacobides, What’s your Ecosystem Strategy? Harvard Business Review, September/October 2019

london.edu

Competing through business ecosystems:

Five key questions to ask

What are business ecosystems? How do they differ from other ways of organizing?

Why are these ecosystems becoming all the rage now? What’s new? 



05/12/2019

7

london.edu

Frequency of the term “ecosystem
in public companies reporting” % of companies with reports

mentoring the term “ecosystem”
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Large corporates are very excited about ecosystems

london.edu

 Annualized revenue growth in the two-year period following mentoring ecosystems in annual report (%)
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Source: BCG Henderson Institute

Those who speak of ecosystems tend to grow faster
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What’s shifting in our environment?

Traditional boundaries of sectors & professions are crumbling…

see Jacobides, Knudsen & Augier, 2006 ResPol; Jacobides & Winter, 2012, OrgSci

…and this is coming close to home!

https://www.fca.org.uk/print/firms/regulatory-sandbox
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Digitization allows us to reconfigure work – and slice and dice it at will

Modularization underpins ecosystem growth

Jacobides, Cennamo & Gawer, 2018, Towards a theory of Business Ecosystems, Strategic Management Journal



05/12/2019

10

london.edu

Competing through business ecosystems:

Five key questions to ask

What are business ecosystems? How do they differ from other ways of organizing?

Why are these ecosystems becoming all the rage now? What’s new? 

How are Financial Services transformed by business ecosystems?

london.edu

Banks seem to understand that ecosystems matter- a lot!
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…with ecosystems shaping products and delivery

london.edu

Banks, timidly, are entering the realm of ecosystems – eg for SMEs

https://www.bain.com/insights/seow-chien-chew-small-business-ecosystems-video/
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And insurers (such as Helvetia) are also playing the ecosystem game

M&A Venturing KooperationIncubation
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Competing through business ecosystems:

Five key questions to ask

What are business ecosystems? How do they differ from other ways of organizing?

Why are these ecosystems becoming all the rage now? What’s new? 

How are Financial Services transformed by business ecosystems?

What should I do differently given the rise of business ecosystems?
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Beware of your ego-system

M.G. Jacobides, Ecosystems and  Egos, London Business School Review, May 2019

london.edu

The Yin and the Yang of Digital Ecosystems

Jacobides, The delicate balance of making a business ecosystem work, Harvard Business Review online, Nov 2019
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Mega-ecosystem creators want to envelop the final customer’s every move

london.edu
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+ international

Ecosystems rock, but not everyone can be the orchestrator

• Few companies can 
orchestrate

• Most firms don’t or can’t

• Orchestration requires 
exceptional asset(s) –
e.g. brand, platform, 
resources/patience, 
scale, timing, mutual 
vision

MANUFACTURE

ASSEMBLY

APP DEV.

NETWORK

CONTENT CREATION

+ millions of others

+ 12 million others1

+ 200 suppliers

Fuller, Jacobides and Reeves, Myths and reality of Ecosystems, Sloan Management Review, 2019

You (probably) won’t need only one – but multiple ecosystems!

Different ecosystems 
explore different 
areas for potential 
value creation

Potential to engage / 
shape multiple 
ecosystems across 
value chain

Product dev. / 
innovation 

Go-to-market Selling / servicing

Innovation 
ecosystem

Platform 
ecosystem

Delivery 
ecosystem

• Academic labs, 
robotics startups, 
customer groups, etc.

• Tele-health app
• Digital healthcare 

partners

• Collaborations with 
existing suppliers of 
equipment, software, 
etc. to hospitals

Fuller, Jacobides and Reeves, Myths and reality of Ecosystems, Sloan Management Review, 2019
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You don’t need to be an orchestrator: Think about how to place your bets!

 Rationale

 Requirements

 Secure control by serving the customers with 
integrated offering

Orchestrator

• Access to large customer base / strong 
brand

• Occupation of customer interface
• Open and standardized platform for 

seamless customer journey
• Dedicated ecosystem and resources 

strategy
• Multichannel expertise for all players in 

the ecosystem

 Readjust business towards B2B model 
enabling other players to make business

Contributor

• Ability to provide solutions for 
ecosystem 

• Interoperable systems to ensure easy 
and fast integration

• Low costs / cost leadership, e.g. high 
degree of automation 

• Ability to scale (across markets / 
ecosystems) 

• B2B mindset, governance and org 
structure

 Leverage orchestrator as additional sales 
channel

Partner

• Own interface to end customers
• Differentiating USP to prevent 

substitution (e.g. value-added services, 
intellectual property, brand) 

• Fast time-to-market and strong 
partnering capabilities 

• Ability to deeply integrate into 
ecosystem's customer and data flows 
for seamless journey

• Maximum control over all sources of 
value in ecosystem (e.g. data, customer 
touch points)

• Requires large expenditure of capital 
and high risk tolerance 

• Can leverage ecosystem to meet 
strategic needs; maintain some 
customer touchpoints

• Less control over gaining value from 
ecosystem 

• Minimum requirement to risk capital 

• Minimal benefit from value of 
ecosystem; more transactional role

BCG Analysis (JADE/GAP): Jacobides, Lang, von Szscepanski, 2019.
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Skills focused on alignment and community- see Google

Key-note 
speeches provide 

updates on 
ecosystem health 

and direction

Labs and interactive 
sessions help develop 
and involve partners

Networking 
opportunities created  
through 'After Hours' 

activities

Source: Company website, BCG Analysis
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Ecosystems present us with a set of strategic questions & new tools

How can you co-
create value?

• Identify end-customer pain-point integrated solution can address, and 
focus on leading customer groups

• Assess complementor interest and options to structure the collaboration 
between them

What role should 
you play?

• Orchestrator vs partner vs 
member…

• Benefits of “just” participating may 
be significant!

• Uniqueness / IP / brand 
underpinning ecosystem

• Value of vision/capabilities to 
others; organizational skills

How should your 
ecosystem be 
structured?

• Open, managed or closed?
• More or less customized? 

• Entry criteria, attachment, 
governance choices key

• Ecosystem competition impact

How broad to make 
the overall 
ecosystem? 

• From local solution to hyper-
ecosystem enveloping clients

• Coherence between ecosystems

• Mega-ecosystems dominate
• Focused localized, decentrallized

ecosystems fight back

M.G. Jacobides, What’s your ecosystem strategy?, forthcoming, Harvard Business Review, 2019

london.edu

Digital Ecosystems require an agile and innovative culture 

Strong focus on 
collaboration and 

sharing ideas 

Emphasis on solving 
problems with 
customers and 

partners 

Focus on speed and 
project-based work 

(sprints) that is highly 
iterative  

Risk taking - push for 
results through trial 
and error and 'smart 

failure'

Legacy businesses often struggle with this; cultural intervention may be necessary  

Source: BCG analysis
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Haier restructured the organisation to 
place the user at the centre…

• Every micro-enterprise is given very ambitious  
goals for growth and transformation

• Market facing micro-enterprises are grouped into 
platforms, and encouraged to build their own 
ecosystem around them 
– E.g. Community Laundry, a smartphone app for 

students in China to schedule and pay for 
laundry services, gave outside vendors access 
to their 9m+ users 

• Micro-enterprises have very high levels of 
independence and decision-making, allowing them 
to pivot quickly in response to market dynamics 

…and encourage an innovative and independent 
culture to thrive in their ecosystem

From “what” to “how”: Changing the organization for ecosystem success:

Haier's RenDanHeYi model v3, “Ecosystem Micro-enterprise Communities”

• RenDanHeYi literally means the close connection 
between employees and the value or needs of end 
users 

• RenDanHeYi model is concerned with the ways in 
which the business serves the end user 

• Haier's entire organisation is structured into 4,000+ 
micro-enterprises, of 10-15 employees

• These micro-enterprises are very closely linked to 
the end users; employees must create value for the 
users  

M.G. Jacobides, In a world of ecosystems, what’s your strategy?, Harvard Business Review, September 2019

Haier: Ecosystem Micro-Enterprises and Rendenhayi 3.0, LBS Case-study (forthcoming)

Is your organization ready to compete in ecosystems?

Given what we’ve seen and the options to participate in or orchestrate an 
ecosystem, how ready are you to compete in them?

• Do you have the organizational units, the processes and the decision 
authority that can support ecosystem competition?

• Do you have the skills to engage in partnerships and iterations as you try 
to find new ways to add value? Do you have the right people?

• Do you have the right culture and drive to participate and succeed?    
What will be the KPIs and indicators of success?

• What would you need to do to overcome any of these shortcomings? 
What should be your change agenda to make things happen?
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How can you make this work? New firms help bridge ideas and execution…
Founders’ lane proposal on bridging core and novel (platform) markets

Digitise processes/interfaces
New customer experiences

New commercial models
90% of resources

Incremental Growth

Separate Business Unit
Portfolio of Ventures
Co-create with entrepreneurs
10% of resources
Exponential Growth

1. Optimise the Core 2. Fast-track the Future

Entrepreneurial 
Growth Board

(CEO+)

Janus
God of transition

Single Architecture

‘Entrepreneurial Co-Creation’ (working w C-suite) to drive innovation in incumbents

Scale new strategically relevant 
and high impact platform 
businesses, ventures and/or 
solutions

Disruptive opportunities and 
threats, prioritized use cases, 

commercial and operating 
models, create business 

case(s)

Validate the propositions 
and technological 

feasibility with pilot 
products

Rapid tech & commercial 
execution to get working 
products ready to scale

Establish operational 
entities, get investment 

(internal and external) and 
build market traction

Scaling
Validation:

Minimum Sellable 
Platforms

Validation:
Minimum Viable 

Platforms
Strategic Entrepreneurial 

Evaluation

Go / No-Go        decision points

6-8 weeks 12-16 weeks 12-16 weeks ± 8 weeks

Launch

Entrepreneurial support

FoundersLane + corporate team Sourcing specialist resources Onboarding & transition Handover + Support

Unfair advantage
Identifying & benchmarking assets Activating + piloting Scaling

Organizational structure (including M&A options)
Scenario planning In-depth structuring Execution

Internal

External

38


