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On the timeline of business, we are at the 
intersection of the purpose-driven and the 
business ecosystems eras.  

On the one hand, in a decade that started 
with 41 of the Top 100 world economies 
being enterprisesi, the confirmed 
importance of purpose is driven by a high 
sense of awareness, decisiveness, and 
accountability from business leadership 
across the globe. On the other hand, the 
rise of business ecosystems starts 
redefining the strategy playbook.  

Yet, the two-fold challenge is that C-Suite 
executives are still trying to understand 
the rules of strategic purpose definition 
and implementation while trying to make 
sense of what those strategically non-
identifiable objects called business 
ecosystems are.  

So, how does strategic purpose apply to 
business ecosystems? And ultimately, 
what is their purpose? 

Our journey to answer these questions will 
start with a novel setting the stage for an 
understanding of business ecosystems 
before diving into the core of the matter 
i.e., defining business ecosystems, 
analyzing how they intertwine with the 
notion of strategic purpose, and finally, 
looking at cultural and leadership enablers 
of strategic purpose in a business 
ecosystems paradigm.   

 
i World Bank, World Development Indicators: Current $ GDP, 2020 (Update: 
July 21, 2021) 

FROM DATING TO DINING & 

PROPOSING: A CASUAL LOVE STORY OF 

BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS 

1908, 20TH CENTURY.  

Today is the big day. It has been an 
everyday love at first sight since Zach has 
met his fiancé Shanice and he is going to 
propose her tonight during what he hopes 
will be a memorable dinner at their 
favorite restaurant.  

Zach has undertaken to make it as perfect 
as it could be and has taken care of 
everything to the tiniest level of detail. 
Over the last few days, Zach has been 
discussing with the restaurant owner and 
the chef to tell them about the special 
occasion. They assured him that they had 
been in the business for decades and that 
the delight of fine food served on a nice 
table was all what they knew about.  

He then went to the business district 
characterized by its imposing vertical 
buildings whose respective ground floors 
all had a specific business.  

Knowing Shanice’s passion for flowers, he 
went to the florist on the ground floor of 
what was known as the “Flower Tower”. 
He explained the exceptional character of 
the occasion and ordered a tailor-made 
bouquet. The florist told him he was the 
best-in-town, the most specialized and the 
most creative. He had taken over the 
business from his father two decades ago 

i Fortune Global 500 Ranking, 2001 and 2021 editions  
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and considered himself the soul of the 
flower business in the city. The bouquet 
would be ready by the time Zach would go 
to the restaurant on the proposal day.  

On the next day, Zach went to the building 
known as the “Jewel Tower” on the ground 
floor of which were all the jewelers. He had 
his heart on a classic piece of diamond. He 
also liked the perfectly matched box of the 
ring. The jeweler passionately told Zach 
that he could not think of a more 
rewarding business than that of providing 
high-end jewels to highly demanding 
clients.  

Finally, Zach made sure that his brand-
new Ford Model T would be shiny and 
operational on the big day as he would 
have to pick up the bouquet and the ring 
and leave the bouquet at the restaurant 
before the dinner, hoping to maximize 
Shanice’s surprise effect of being offered 
flowers at the restaurant just before the 
dessert.  

Ultimately, the magic of the proposal 
operated, Zach asked the “Yes Question” 
and heard, with a certain sense of 
romance, the only word he had hoped for.  

Altogether, while the restaurant owner 
and chef, the florist, and the jeweler did 
not know each other, the sum of their 
individual contributions played a major 
role in the magic of the proposal and the 
idyllic start of what would turn out to be a 
50-year happy marriage.  

 

FAST-FORWARD, 2021. 21ST CENTURY.  

Great family stories do sometimes repeat 
over time. Now, 113 years and four 
generations later, Nathan is about to ask 
Janice the “Yes Question” and, as his great-
great-grandfather did, he wants to make it 
an exclusive romantic dining memory for 
his fiancé and him.  

Nathan, a wealthy entrepreneur, chose an 
exclusive restaurant known for its 
elegance, sophistication, and outstanding 
service. While contacting the restaurant 
owner and chef, he realized they 
considered it more than a restaurant. They 
passionately told him that their purpose 
was to provide exclusive moments of 
exception through the most exquisite 
sensations of tastes that spoke to the soul 
of their clients in a place of sophisticated 
elegance, and with a sense of tailor-made 
service fitting the occasion of the dinner.  

Nathan asked them how they had come to 
that vision “beyond food”. The owner told 
Nathan that he took over the business at 
the strategic turning point of the “Open 
Kitchen Era” at the end of the nineties. 
Prior to that, when he was just a teenager 
helping his parents in the restaurant, he 
had made two observations. First, the 
restaurant operated in a closed loop with 
the same suppliers from the same 
locations regardless of the quality of 
products. Second, even within the 
restaurant, all the departments ⎯i.e. the 
welcoming personnel at the entrance, the 
cooks, the waiters⎯ worked in silos, 
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which, in average, caused a lower quality 
of service for clients even though the 
restaurant had always had a good 
reputation. 

 

The emergence of the internet and the 
opportunity to compare restaurants even 
before booking a table led to an urge for 
transparency to which restaurants 
responded by literally opening their 
kitchen to the clients’ eyes. That was the 
start of the “Open Kitchen Era”. Soon, the 
owner realized the two-fold benefit of 
increased transparency. The first one was 
direct feedback from customers who 
sometimes went up to advising new spices 
or ingredients they had tasted elsewhere. 
The second one was internal in the form of 
greater cross-departments advice and 
solidarity with, for instance, waiters 
advising on ways of cooking or enriching 
the menu.  

The owner told Nathan that, by integrating 
those elements, he had seen an 
opportunity for the restaurant to expand 
from operating in closed loop to become 
the orchestrator of an extended 
constellation of suppliers and partners 
beyond its initial core business of food. 
That had been his defining enlightenment 
moment. Little by little, he started seeing 
the opportunity to engage with partners 
that were not strictly in the food business 
but that could enhance the food 
experience he wanted to provide in the 
restaurant.  

That is how he was able to propose Nathan 
not only a superb dinner but a “Romance 
Proposal Package”, which had become an 
iconic service and hallmark of his 
restaurant, and for which he had 
partnered with high-end florists, jewelers, 
and a car rental company.  

 

On the next day, Nathan went to one of the 
“partner florists” to order a bouquet he 
wanted to be at the image of his love for 
Janice. Having carefully considered the 
florist’s advice, Nathan finally made his 
choice after which he took the time to 
discuss with the florist.  

The florist told him how excited he was to 
create an unforgettable moment of joy 
with his floral compositions. He took great 
pride in the flowers resulting from his 
innovative creation process and that 
allowed flowers to last for several years 
because it would prolong the joy in the 
customers’ mind beyond the flowers 
themselves. 

 

Nathan then went to one of the “partner 
jewelers” where he rapidly ⎯and without 
any advice⎯ found the precious stone he 
wanted for his fiancé’s hand. The speed of 
choice did not prevent the jeweler from 
creating an opportunity to advise Nathan 
by asking him about Janice’s personality 
and tastes. The jeweler told Nathan the 
underlying story of the origin of the ring he 
had chosen and some details of its 
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manufacturing process that might 
resonate in his fiancé’s heart if revealed 
while proposing her. As a woman, the 
jeweler felt she could help Nathan with a 
perspective “from the other side”.  

Nathan expressed his profound gratitude 
to the jeweler for counseling him. The 
jeweler replied that she had always felt 
that her mission in life was to spread 
happiness around her in any possible way 
and that her purpose as a jeweler was to 
help her clients create the short yet 
intense moment of the promise of lifelong 
happiness through the gift of a jewel. 

 

In the evening, Nathan went online to the 
“partner car rental company” mentioned 
by the restaurant owner and, after careful 
consideration for his peace of mind on the 
big day, decided to order the premium 
service with chauffeur.  

 

On the following day, 8.30am, Nathan 
finalized the preparation by going on the 
online platform of the restaurant to 
confirm the “Romance Proposal Package” 
with a highly customized menu and special 
additional services between each service. 
Finally, he entered his purchases 
references from the partners florist, 
jeweler, and rental car company and the 
online platform offered him multitude of 
coordination services for each product to 
customize the overall delivery of his 
package. Then, it hit Nathan who truly 

realized what the restaurant owner had 
meant by a purpose beyond food.  

On the proposal day, all players played 
their part perfectly and it turned out that 
the restaurant operated as a perfect 
orchestrator of all the complementary 
services that would lead to the proposal 
Nathan had imagined ⎯and ordered⎯ for 
the love of his life. World-class execution 
for a world-class moment of exception 
that would remain in Nathan’s and Janice’s 
hearts, minds, and souls forever. The love 
story of the family could now open his door 
to the next generations.  
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BUSINESS ECOSYSTEM: A STRATEGICALLY 

NON-IDENTIFIABLE OBJECT 

So, what does the fast-forward episode of 
the 21st century tell us about business 
ecosystems and how should we apprehend 
this strategically non-identifiable object? 
And most importantly, how does it affect 
strategic purpose? 

 

First, it highlights a stark contrast with the 
20th century industrial era marked by a 
fixed business environment, fixed 
industries boundaries, a static view of 
businesses on their own value proposition, 
vertical integration as the norm with fixed, 
discrete points of interactions between 
companies and with customers, and very 
few ⎯not to say inexistant⎯ opportunities 
of augmented, complementary cross-
industries value propositions. 

Second, it demystifies the core elements of 
business ecosystems and makes them 
strategically more identifiable by 
illustrating them with a concrete picture of 
their environment and players, their value 
creation and capture process, the shape of 
strategic interactions, competition and 
strategic advantage, and the platform 
supporting the whole ecosystem 
infrastructure.  

Striving for strategic clarity on business 
ecosystems, we will conceptually define 
their core elements and link our proposed 
definition to our casual love story before 
looking at strategic purpose in this new 
form of strategic arena.  

THE ENVIRONMENT, THE PLAYERS 

Business ecosystems are business delivery 
environments involving a constellation of 
interdependent, distinctive, and 
complementary players driven by a 
common denominator of strategic 
purpose, client-centricity, and value 
proposition across markets and industries. 

In our 21st century episode, while the 
restaurant, florist, and jeweler distinguish 
themselves by their products and 
underlying business models, they 
converge in purpose by aiming to create 
exceptional moments beyond the limits of 
their core products. Thus, they share 
sufficient commonality of purpose to be 
considered one coherent group of 
ecosystem players whose common 
denominators of client-centricity and 
value proposition rest on that 
commonality of purpose.  

The common denominator of client-
centricity revolves around solutions 
addressing similar clients’ problems 
which, in our episode, applies to Nathan’s 
search for exceptional, customized 
products and services ⎯a special dinner, a 
customized bouquet, a superb ring, and 
“peace-of-mind” rental car service.  

The common denominator of value 
proposition translates into an ecosystem-
level value proposition transcending 
ecosystem players’ respective value 
propositions just as the Romance Proposal 
Package combines and transcends the 
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restaurant’s, florist’s, jeweler’s, and rental 
car company’s value propositions.  

In other words, business ecosystems are 
characterized by a two-level value 
proposition. This first level consists in the 
traditional individual value propositions of 
companies combining products and 
services on one hand, and their associated 
functional, emotional, experiential, and 
societal value on the other hand. The 
second level, emblematic of ecosystems, 
consists in the aggregation of 
complementary value propositions aimed 
at solving broader clients’ issues across 
industries. 

Under the leadership of an orchestrating 
leader, business ecosystems players solve 
clients’ problems collectively and 
holistically beyond their respective core 
capabilities and level of excellence. In this 
context, the “Orchestrator” coordinates 
the delivery of the complementary players 
⎯i.e. the “Complementors”⎯ and is 
responsible for making the whole more 
than the sum of its parts for the benefit of 
the customer.  

While the ‘Orchestrator-Complementor’ 
duality of roles is clear, business 
ecosystems players can change their 
participation status according to the 
problems they try to solve and their 
strategic positioning. 

As a matter of fact, the restaurant acts as 
the orchestrator of what we might call a 
“Romance Ecosystem” with a Romance Value 
Proposition combining and transcending 

the respective value propositions of the 
florist, the jeweler, and the rental car 
company who all act as complementors 
whose value propositions complete one 
another to generate the ecosystem value 
proposition.  

THE SUPPORT INFRASTRUCTURE  

The technical platform the restaurant uses 
to support the delivery of the Romance 
Ecosystem illustrates the kind of support 
infrastructure business ecosystems may 
use to aggregate and coordinate their 
players’ value propositions and to create 
ecosystem-level value. 

While business ecosystems rely on both 
the individual and collective delivery 
capabilities of its participants, these latter 
rely on an ecosystem-wide delivery 
infrastructure or platform allowing 
business ecosystems to solve business 
problems beyond the individual answers 
of business ecosystems participants.  

VALUE CREATION, CAPTURE & 

SUSTAINABILITY 

Echoing the two-level value proposition, 
value creation and capture occurs at both 
individual player level ⎯as it would in any 
traditional industry ⎯ and ecosystem level 
through the orchestrator. 

Put differently, one might think of 
ecosystem value creation and capture as a 
value game at both micro and macro levels.  
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As exemplified by the Romance Proposal 
Package, an ecosystem’s macro value 
creation is a direct reflection of the 
aggregation of the excellence of individual 
ecosystems players’ micro value creation 
through their value propositions. 

When it comes to value capture, the 
question is probably less straightforward. 
In our 21st century Romance episode, we 
can infer an ecosystem-level value capture 
at orchestrator-restaurant level resulting 
from the exploitation and monetization of 
the ecosystem IT platform.  

That said, beyond the novel case, the 
question of the monetization of an 
ecosystem’s support infrastructure raises 
the issue of the economic viability of such 
an investment and of the ecosystem as a 
whole. In our view, it highlights business 
ecosystems’ critical mass requirement in 
terms of size —i.e., number of ecosystems’ 
participants and final customers— and 
business volume as economic rationales 
for an ecosystem’s existence. Thinking 
further, we believe that this requirement 
brings us back to ecosystems’ greatest 
justification of all i.e., the size of the 
problem the aspire to solve.  

Finally, beyond the ecosystem’s size and 
business volume, we see the capacity to 
sustain ecosystem-level value over time as 
a reflection of the dynamics and longevity 
of ecosystems players’ trusted 
relationships among one another. 

THE UNIT OF COMPETITION AND THE 

SOURCE OF STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE 

The industrial organization era of the 
vertically integrated firm was dominated 
by the logic of the competitive advantage. 
This latter resulted either from a set of 
truly superior value-creating assets or 
from the global optimization of advantages 
across the value chain translating into an 
overall ⎯sometimes opaque⎯ average 
competitive advantage. In other words, 
sometimes, being on average globally 
superior across the entire value chain was 
sufficient to win the competitive game of 
business. Not anymore. 

Following the internet-induced increased 
transparency and value chain 
fragmentation, business ecosystems have 
changed the landscape of strategic 
interactions and the nature of strategic 
advantage in three ways.  

Firstly, business ecosystems have “de-
averaged” competitive advantage. Indeed, 
today, the individual maximization of value 
chain layer-specific strategic advantage 
has supplanted the global optimization of 
the average competitive advantage of the 
past. 

Secondly, co-opetition is the hallmark 
paradigm of business ecosystems. Indeed, 
business ecosystems players navigate 
between competition and cooperation 
according to their positioning, capabilities, 
and the clients’ problems they try to solve. 
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Thirdly, the level of client interactions has 
increased dramatically. Indeed, business 
ecosystems are horizontal constellations 
of delivery firms interacting with one 
another and with customers at various 
points of service whereas the vertical, 
monolithic, “Taylorismable” industrial 
organizations of the past had only discrete 
points of client relationships. 

This new paradigm has two major 
implications for the conduct of strategy.  

First, the “units of competition” and the 
sources of competitive advantage are not 
so much the products or services sold as 
the underlying business models delivering 
them, the modularity of these business 
models, and the clients touchpoints that 
make the fluidity of the client relationship.  

Second, competitive advantage is expected 
to be more ephemeral than in the past.  

These forces of competition and strategic 
advantage also play in our Romance 
Ecosystem episode.  

Indeed, on the one hand, the restaurant, 
florist, jeweler, and car rental company 
operate by the classic, old-school laws of 
competition within their respective fields.  

On the other hand, what sets them apart as 
ecosystem outperformers are their 
modularity and partnerships allowing 
them to combine forces under their 
common denominator of purpose, client-
centricity, and value proposition.  

A CONSTELLATION OF STRATEGIC 

PURPOSES 

Defining strategic purpose as the synthesis 
between a firm’s strategic ambitions and 
societal aspirations, we consider purpose 
must encompass the multidimensionality 
of the firm as an industrial player, an 
economic agent, and a market-driven 
organization beyond corporate citizenship. 
In this framework, the strategic dimension 
of a firm’s higher purpose raises the issue 
of its strategic fit at both corporate and 
business levels.  

Logically, that “single-company” definition 
of strategic purpose inherently raises the 
questions of its application to business 
ecosystems’ constellations of companies 
and, vice versa, it asks to what extent 
business ecosystems impact the intrinsic 
characteristics of a firm’s purpose.  

DYNAMIC COEXISTENCE OF STRATEGIC 
PURPOSES 

Business ecosystems are constellations of 
interdependent, distinctive, and 
complementary players coexisting with 
their respective strategic purposes. This 
dynamic coexistence has two major 
implications for the advancement of 
companies’ strategic purpose agenda. 

Firstly, the nature of strategic interactions 
within business ecosystems calls for an 
even clearer, stronger, more compelling, 
authentic, and inspirational strategic 
purpose than in a stand-alone firm.  
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More than that, business ecosystems’ 
commonality of purpose has made 
strategic purpose a positioning factor that, 
ultimately, dictates the kind of players an 
ecosystem attracts, and the kind of value 
that ecosystem creates. 

Secondly, the timelessness of ecosystems 
players’ strategic purpose might be tested 
according to their level of participation 
within an ecosystem or according to the 
type of ecosystems to which they decide to 
participate.  

Indeed, evolving in co-opetitive 
landscapes, business ecosystems players 
navigate between competition and 
cooperation. Moreover, they can not only 
act as orchestrators or complementors 
according to the problems they aspire to 
solve or their strategic positioning, but 
they can also switch between both 
participation modes according to the 
market conditions or their own 
development. 

Altogether, that versatility of interactions 
and the resulting moving equilibria might 
require an even greater and more frequent 
attention to the definition of ecosystems 
players’ strategic purpose throughout 
their lifetime to ensure their alignment 
with the commonality of purpose in the 
various ecosystems they will operate in. 

 

 

FROM THE STRATEGIC FIT OF ONE TO 

THE CONVERGENCE FIT OF MANY 

The traditional corporation and the 
emerging business ecosystem settings 
offer contrasting perspectives on the 
strategic dimension of purpose. 

In stand-alone firms, one purpose must fit 
one firm’s corporate and business strategy 
to guide the delivery of one firm’s value 
proposition.  

In contrast, business ecosystems see the 
coexistence of various purposes whose 
terms must converge sufficiently to ensure 
a commonality of purpose that will guide 
the delivery of many value propositions, 
namely an ecosystem-wide value 
proposition transcending the ecosystems 
players’ individual value propositions. 

In particular, the convergence of purposes 
occurs ⎯or is expected to occur⎯ across 
all ecosystems’ players i.e., orchestrators 
and complementors. Additionally, that 
convergence is best supported by effective 
synergistic modularity and asset-sharing 
across ecosystems’ players. 

Ultimately, we have evolved from the 
strategic fit of one to the convergence fit of 
many where commonality of purpose is 
central to the whole business ecosystem. 

Now equipped with a clear knowledge of 
the intrinsic features of strategic purpose 
in business ecosystems settings, we will 
shift our focus to the enablers that will 
help make strategic purpose a daily reality.  
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CULTURE AS AN ENABLER OF STRATEGIC 

PURPOSE IMPLEMENTATION IN 

BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS PLAYERS 

Considering strategic purpose the firm’s 
DNA and most engaging form of identity, 
we believe strategic purpose and 
corporate culture reinforce and serve each 
other well.  

Across all known cultural dimensions, we 
consider change leadership, performance 
orientation, accountability, and process 
the major cultural success factors of 
strategic purpose implementation —or of 
a purpose-driven strategy.  

Moving forward, we anticipate to see the 
change leadership and process dimensions 
play an even bigger role in business 
ecosystems while seeing the performance 
and accountability dimensions remaining 
as important as they are in traditional 
stand-alone corporate settings.  

Change Leadership Culture. We consider 
a leadership culture embracing change 
and agility supremely important in the 
light of four characteristics of business 
ecosystems —i.e., first, a strategic 
landscape oscillating between competition 
and cooperation; second, the 
interchangeability of participation modes 
between orchestrator and complementor; 
third, the modularity of business models 
required to operate in ecosystems; fourth, 
the multiplicity of client interactions 
throughout clients’ lifecycle. 

Paradoxically, one might consider 
strategic schizophrenia such a versatility 
of strategic interactions, but it is inherent 
to business ecosystems, and it requires 
ecosystems players to develop their 
change leadership and strategic agility 
muscles if they want to be successful in 
this variable geometry strategic arena. 

 

Process Culture. Considering process 
architecture the backbone of 
implementation, we see two factors 
amplifying its criticality and requiring to 
raise the bar for the implementation of 
strategic purpose —or a purpose-driven 
strategy— in a business ecosystem setting.  

The first one is the delivery of an 
ecosystem-wide value proposition 
transcending ecosystems players’ 
respective value propositions and 
underlying business models. The second 
one is the modularity of these business 
models allowing effective coordination 
and partnerships at ecosystem level.  
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High-Performance Culture. This cultural 
dimension remains critical to steer 
purpose-driven performance and to 
ensure the achievement of strategic 
purpose objectives across business 
strategy and society contribution. This 
becomes even more critical in a context 
where versatility, modularity, complexity, 
and agility may lead firms to expand their 
value drivers and key performance 
indicators catalogue. 

Comprehensive Accountability Culture. 
We consider a culture holding people 
accountable for both delivering 
quantifiable results and embodying the 
firm’s strategic purpose an excellent tool 
to materialize the firm’s strategic purpose 
and make it a purpose-driven strategy. 

 

 

 

 

 

THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES OF 

STRATEGIC PURPOSE IN THE BUSINESS 

ECOSYSTEM ERA 

 

In the rising purpose economy, CEOs’ 
mandate extension beyond business 
comes with the leadership requirement to 
adopt a bifocal reading grid and a dual 
course of action to successfully manage 
the trade-offs between their firm’s societal 
aspirations and strategic ambitions.  

That leadership duality requirement holds 
true in a business ecosystem environment 
where some of these tensions —revolving 
around external stakeholders’ alignment, 
internal strategic governance, scope 
management, and timing of result— take a 
whole new dimension and play in a 
different fashion. 

 

THE CONVERGENCE CHALLENGE 

In an ecosystems’ multi-stakeholder 
environment spanning beyond the 
traditional boundaries of the firm, external 
stakeholders have become strategic 
purpose implementation partners. 

In such a context, a firm’s capacity to fulfill 
its strategic purpose is directly tied to the 
purpose amplification potential of its 
partnerships, which can only be achieved 
with stakeholders with sufficiently aligned 
—or converging— strategic purposes. 
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Similarly, an ecosystem’s capacity to fulfill 
its ecosystem-level purpose is tied to the 
mutual reinforcement, the alignment, and 
ultimately the convergence of the strategic 
purposes of its participants. In other 
words, an ecosystem’s success is tied to 
the “purpose common denominator” or 
the commonality of purpose of its 
participants. 

Consequently, we see ‘Strategic Purposes 
Convergence’ not only as the most critical 
success factor of a business ecosystem but 
also as nothing less than its justification of 
existence. Without it, there could not be 
any commonality of client-centricity and 
value proposition as both commonalities 
directly derive from the commonality of 
purpose. Yet the three forms of 
commonality are required to ensure that 
ecosystems players converge and walk in 
the same direction while agreeing on the 
clients’ problems to solve, the collective 
solutions to bring, and the terms of their 
cooperation to create value for the 
customers, society, and themselves. 

THE GOVERNANCE CHALLENGE  

We believe the convergence challenge 
inherently raises the question of the 
ecosystem-level governance structure 
establishing the commonality of purpose 
as the North Star of all ecosystem 
interactions. 

In our view, the orchestrator appears as a 
natural leadership candidate at the helm of 
such a structure whose mandate should 
consist in ensuring the three-fold 

commonality of purpose, client-centricity, 
and value proposition. 

Indeed, firstly, it should aim to ensure the 
strength of convergence of the various 
purposes ecosystems players bring to the 
table. This also implies that, once an 
agreement is reached, this newly adopted 
convergence of purposes becomes a 
selection criterion for any prospective 
ecosystem player, with a word of caution 
though: convergence does not mean 100% 
resemblance but rather a sufficiently great 
common denominator to be reasonably 
considered one coherent set of players. 

Secondly, the ecosystem governance 
structure should aim to agree on its 
commonality of client-centricity i.e., the 
clients’ problems ecosystems players will 
ambition to solve and how these might 
evolve in the future.  

Thirdly, the ecosystem governance 
structure should aim to agree on the 
commonality of value proposition i.e., the 
ecosystem-level value proposition the 
players will ambition to deliver collectively 
beyond their respective value 
propositions. 

Finally, notwithstanding the criticality of 
this triple governance ambition around 
commonality of purpose, client-centricity, 
and value proposition, the ultimate 
governance challenge —and key success 
factor— of ecosystems will be finding the 
right balance between the formalism of 
contractualization and the lifeblood 
fluidity and versatility of strategic 
interactions in business ecosystems.  
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THE SCOPE MANAGEMENT CHALLENGE 

Strategic purpose in business ecosystems 
puts us before our responsibility to rethink 
the traditional scopes of the firm and 
society, and the border between both. 

Indeed, on the one hand, business 
ecosystems are strategic arenas where the 
dynamic and multidimensional versatility 
of strategic interactions —both among 
ecosystems players and with customers— 

amplifies the phenomenon of blurring 
boundaries across industries, companies, 
and value chains. 

On top of that, the increasingly bigger 
digitization of business and the emergence 
of artificial intelligence exponentiality only 
but add to the exceptional challenge of 
managing the constantly evolving scope of 
the firm for CEOs in the years and decades 
to come.  

On the other hand, society does not stand 
still either. And so does its view and 
expectations on businesses’ contribution 
to global challenges.  

Consequently, the rise of business 
ecosystems increases by more than a 
margin CEOs’ and C-Suite executives’ 
challenge to define and implement a 
strategic purpose that stays relevant over 
time to both the newly expanded scope of 
the firm and the non-less expanding scope 
of society. 

THE TIMEFRAME CHALLENGE  

If managing the timescales of business 
results and society contribution at once is 
already challenging in a stand-alone firm, 
managing it in business ecosystems can 
easily and rapidly become nerve-racking 
for any executive leadership team, 
especially when considering that the 
timeframe of business results alone could 
be seen as a multiple timescale implied by 
the dynamic versatility of ecosystems’ 
underlying strategic arena. 

Also, considering the potentially big 
difference in realization time between 
business and societal objectives, we 
believe the time horizon management 
challenge raises two critical questions for 
the C-Suite.  

First, how should we either balance or 
prioritize one over the other? Indeed, how 
should a CEO decide whether to prioritize 
the intermediate result towards the 
achievement of the firm’s contribution to a 
sustainable development goal or towards 
the realization of a 4-year growth strategy 
objective? 

Second, what kind of ecosystem strategic 
interactions should we prioritize, how, and 
for how long, to effectively support our 
strategic purpose?  

These questions are critical because their 
answers will define business ecosystems 
players’ ability to leverage their economic 
performance to nurture their societal 
contribution. By the same token, they will 
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determine CEOs’ and executive leadership 
teams’ ability to profitably put purpose 
and profits into equation. 

On top of those fundamental questions 
comes the question of CEOs’ tenure and 
the long-term stability of executive 
leadership teams. We believe that such a 
question remains critical and that it will 
play in an even more acute way in an 
ecosystem landscape marked by 
strategically ephemeral and changing 
business relationships among 
orchestrating and complementing players.  

BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS: A STRATEGIC 

PURPOSE PLATFORM FOR LEGACY  

Beyond the commonality of purpose, 
business ecosystems’ strategic purpose 
consists in providing its participants with 
a platform aimed at amplifying the 
magnitude of strategic and societal impact 
of their legacy to the world. 

Considering that strategic purpose defines 
firms’ legacy by formalizing their strategic 
and societal ambitions, we see business 
ecosystems’ legacy at the intersection of 
the micro- and macro-economic levels.  

At microeconomic level, legacy will be 
measured by firms’ distinctive form of 
contribution to society. At macroeconomic 
level, it will be measured by the 
aggregation of all these distinctive positive 
contributions to global societal issues.  

Consequently, business ecosystems, as 
groups of companies, will naturally find 
themselves at the intersection of both 
levels. But most importantly, as groups of 
companies sharing a commonality of 
purpose, client-centricity, and value 
proposition, business ecosystems will 
provide their participants with a platform 
allowing them to collectively strengthen 
their magnitude of impact by fulfilling 
their strategic purpose for the benefits of 
the ecosystems’ customers and society.  

Essentially, business ecosystems are rising 
and are here to stay, and for a good reason.  
On one hand, we are seeing them evolving 
from strategically non-identifiable objects 
to perfectly identifiable platforms of 
purpose where “purpose-like” businesses 
can play to their individual and collective 
strengths for the greater good. On the 
other hand, we see them rising further as 
a new breed of strategic co-opetitive 
arena. But, finally and most importantly, 
business ecosystems might have found 
their noble calling i.e., help businesses 
improve the state of the world. 


