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The dynamics between places and innovation ecosystems and the role that cross-sector 
partnerships (CSPs) can play in regenerating places and in revitalizing innovation ecosys-
tems remain poorly theorized. In this study we use two cases – Humber (UK) and Southwest 
Finland – to develop a conceptual model that demonstrates the vicious and virtuous dynam-
ics between places and innovation ecosystems. We show that CSPs can act as herding 
spaces – arenas where actors from different organizations get together to address a common 
purpose and connect with the institutional context – and alter these vicious and virtuous 
dynamics. Specifically, our findings shed light on four mechanisms that enable CSPs to act 
as herding spaces and so to help break away from the vicious (vitalizing role) and reinforce 
the virtuous (nurturing role) dynamics between places and innovation ecosystems: recogni-
tion of place-based challenges, improvement or utilization of place attachment, develop-
ment of purpose ecosystems, and direct engagement in place regeneration activities.

1. � Introduction

Healey  (1999, p. 112) defines places as ‘mate-
rial and social space, a habitus, infused with 

meanings and transacted by relations through which 
particular cultural capitals are formed and trans-
formed’. All organizational actors are embedded in 
places of different scales – neighborhoods, regions, 
cities – shaping their mindsets and providing mean-
ing. It has been argued that the way in which places 
determine the raison d’̂etre of various organizations 
and ecosystems is largely overlooked in research (Di 
Gregorio,  2017). This placelessness is particularly 
problematic in the context of sustainability research 
because the sustainability transition is ‘fundamentally 

a geographical process that involves reconfiguring 
current spatial patterns of economic and social activ-
ity’ (Bridge et al., 2013, p. 331). Therefore, there has 
recently been increasing interest in explaining the 
role of places in determining organizations’ or eco-
systems’ sustainability and health (Shrivastava and 
Kennelly, 2013; Lawrence and Dover, 2015).

One setting where places play an important 
role is in innovation ecosystems – ‘the evolving 
set of actors, activities, and artifacts, and the insti-
tutions and relations, including complementary 
and substitute relations, that are important for the 
innovative performance of an actor or a popula-
tion of actors’ (Granstrand and Holgersson,  2020, 
p. 102098). Innovation ecosystems ‘focus on 
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innovation activities (goal/purpose), involve the 
logic of actor interdependence within a particular 
context (spatial dimension) and address the inher-
ent co-evolution of actors (temporal dimension)’ 
(Ritala and Almpanopoulou, 2017, p. 41). Research 
on innovation ecosystems has thus acknowledged 
the embeddedness of these ecosystems in countries 
(Su et al.,  2018), regions (Madikizela,  2020), and 
cities (Chesbrough et al.,  2014; Scaringella and 
Radziwon,  2018). Places are viewed as the bound-
aries of an innovation system and as such are part of 
the ecological, social, and geographical systems sur-
rounding them (Vermunt et al., 2020). However, the 
dynamics between places and innovation ecosystems 
are still not well understood.

Another organizational setting that affects places 
and their quality is the cross-sector partnership 
(CSP). CSPs are defined as ‘collaboration[s] amongst 
similar as well as diverse actors for the purpose of 
applying business principles to solving social prob-
lems’ (Montgomery et al., 2012, p. 376). CSPs drive 
social and ecological innovation by allowing the 
integration of different organizations, institutions, 
social networks, and knowledge sources through 
communication (Ritvala et al.,  2014; Ryan and 
O’Malley, 2016; Van Tulder et al., 2016). They allow 
various boundary spanners whose role is ‘to manage 
innovation opportunities and outcomes, or […] to 
locate opportunities for innovation’ with a view to 
developing social capital (Ryan and O’Malley, 2016, 
p. 2). Social capital is also necessary to address a par-
ticular place’s social and environmental issues due to 
the demands and expectations of diverse stakeholder 
groups. Therefore, CSPs may simultaneously benefit 
the innovation ecosystem and their embedded places.

However, the dynamics between innovation eco-
systems and places and the role of CSPs in these 
dynamics remain undertheorized. This is where we 
position our research. We believe that research in 
this area is necessary for two reasons. First, schol-
ars have long been interested in understanding what 
makes some places more advantageous and thriving 
in innovation activity than others (Audretsch and 
Lehmann, 2017; O’Connor et al., 2018). The quality 
of a place (henceforth placial quality) that makes a 
particular location attractive to live and work, its his-
tory, and the attachment of actors to their places all 
affect the development of an innovation ecosystem. 
While places can help us theorize innovation ecosys-
tems through a different lens, these dynamics have 
thus far not been properly addressed and understood 
in research. Second, not all places are attractive loca-
tions that foster healthy innovation ecosystems. On 
the contrary, some are trapped in economic inactivity, 

poverty, environmental degradation and inaction on 
grand societal challenges (Anderson et al.,  2019). 
CSPs may have a crucial role here because they can 
enhance the quality of these places through regen-
erative activities (Ryan et al., 2020) and drive inno-
vation ecosystems forward through interactions 
between different actors (Ryan and O’Malley, 2016). 
Therefore, it is necessary to explore the dynamics 
between places and innovation ecosystems and the 
role of CSPs in these dynamics.

In this paper we seek answers to two research 
questions: (1) what are the dynamics between places 
and innovation ecosystems and (2) how can CSPs 
positively influence these dynamics? We address 
these questions based on two cases that demonstrate 
successful CSP interventions: the case of Humber 
and the Humber Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), 
and the case of Southwest Finland and the Telaketju 
Partnership. We synthesize insights from these cases 
and the extant literature and develop a conceptual 
model that presents three propositions for further 
research in this area.

Our article contributes in two ways to the current 
scholarly conversation about the place-based dynam-
ics of organization (Shrivastava and Kennelly, 2013; 
Guthey et al.,  2014), especially the organization of 
innovation ecosystems (Ritala et al., 2013) and CSPs 
(Ometto et al., 2019). First, we build a bridge between 
innovation ecosystems and the places in which they 
are embedded. Specifically, we demonstrate the com-
plex negative and positive interdependencies between 
places and innovation ecosystems, contributing to the 
literature on innovation ecosystems by putting inno-
vation ecosystems in their places. Second, we provide 
insights regarding the mechanisms that allow CSPs 
to enhance the dynamics between places and inno-
vation ecosystems. Therefore, we explain the role of 
CSPs in positively reinforcing these dynamics.

2. � Literature review

2.1. � Innovation ecosystems

Innovation is ‘the development and implementation 
of new ideas by people who, over time, engage in 
transactions with others within an institutional con-
text’ (Van de Ven, 1986, p. 590). Innovation ecosys-
tems, then, are ‘where people, culture and technology, 
[…] meet and interact to catalyze creativity, trigger 
invention and accelerate innovation across scientific 
and technological disciplines, public and private sec-
tors […] and in a top-down, policy-driven as well as 
bottom-up, entrepreneurship-empowered fashion’ 
(Carayannis and Campbell, 2009, pp. 202–203).
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Innovation ecosystems have an essential func-
tion: the co-creation and co-capture of value (Adner 
and Kapoor,  2010; Ritala et al.,  2013; Autio and 
Thomas, 2014; Yin et al., 2020). Fulfilling this func-
tion requires a flow of materials, resources, capa-
bilities, and knowledge between an ecosystem’s 
interdependent actors (Ganco et al.,  2019). The 
importance of collaborative creation and appropri-
ation of value is emphasized because the survival 
of organizations does not depend solely on actors’ 
individual performance (Yang et al., 2021). Instead, 
it depends on the properties of the ecosystem of 
which they are part (Kapoor, 2018), highlighting the 
‘shared fate of the community as a whole’ (Jacobides 
et al., 2018, p. 2257).

While most research has considered the pri-
vate economic value created and captured in 
innovation ecosystems, there are also innovation 
ecosystems that are specifically created or that 
emerge to generate environmental or social value 
(Oskam et al., 2020; Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2021; 
Kadyrova, 2021). Recent studies have even posited 
that building innovation ecosystems and collabora-
tions for open innovations is a way of responding to 
grand global challenges, such as the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Chesbrough, 2020; Radziwon et al., 2021). In 
this article we also consider innovation ecosystems 
that simultaneously co-create and capture economic, 
social and/or environmental value. Drawing on recent 
studies (Dahlmann et al.,  2020), we use the term 
purpose ecosystem to specifically refer to the type 
of innovation ecosystems that aim to create positive 
social/environmental value and regenerate the region 
by addressing place-based issues, such as water scar-
city, biodiversity loss, inequality, or unemployment.

Innovation ecosystems need to be healthy in 
order to continue to create value. In its most basic 
sense, something healthy is ‘thriving or flourish-
ing … all of its essential parts are in good working 
order, and its vital processes are running smoothly 
or capable of running smoothly when called upon’ 
(McShane,  2004, p. 230). Accordingly, we define 
healthy innovation ecosystems as those where var-
ious actors can continue to develop and implement 
new ideas and can co-create and co-capture eco-
nomic and social/environmental value smoothly. 
Unhealthy innovation ecosystems, then, are defined 
as those where actors cannot continue to develop 
and implement new ideas, for whatever reasons. 
Thus, they cannot smoothly fulfill their function of 
co-creating and co-capturing economic, social, and 
environmental value.

Healthy innovation ecosystems are productive, 
robust in times of disruption and capable of creat-
ing niches (Iansiti and Levien, 2004). To do so, they 

require strong educational and research institutions 
to provide skills and capabilities; access to resources 
such as natural, social, and human capital; invest-
ments in research and development; a local business 
community that is willing to participate (Sharma 
and Meyer,  2019); frequent interactions between 
various actors; spaces for ecosystem actors to inter-
act (Clarysse et al., 2014; Walrave et al., 2018); and 
openness to new entrants (Beltagui et al., 2020). In 
Table  1, we further describe the characteristics of 
ecosystem health based on the extant literature.

Healthy innovation ecosystems present a cycle 
that is ‘self-generating, progressively building the 
innovation capability through reflective practice 
[whereby] the innovation capability is growing as the 
result of reinforcing feedback in the system’ (Body 
and Habbal, 2016, p. 30). In contrast, unhealthy eco-
systems are likely to lack these reinforcing dynam-
ics (Fathallah et al.,  2018). While this idea of an 
innovation cycle captures a vital dynamic that we 
emphasize in this article, it is missing one critical 
component: place.

2.2. � Places

Originally a geographical concept and designa-
tion (Tuan,  1977, 1990; Cresswell,  2014), interest 
in places has over time expanded to entrepreneur-
ship and innovation studies (Lang et al.,  2014; 
Kibler et al., 2015; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2017; 
O’Connor et al., 2018; Muñoz et al., 2020), organi-
zation studies (Lawrence and Dover, 2015; Williams 
et al.,  2021), sustainability transitions (Bridge 
et al.,  2013), and regenerative businesses (Hahn 
and Tampe,  2020; Mazutis et al.,  2021; Slawinski 
et al.,  2021). This multidisciplinary background of 
the concept of place is very much in our mind as we 
develop our place-based arguments here.

Places contain actors through their embedded-
ness and situatedness within a geographical location 
and actively shape these actors by providing exclu-
sive sentimental, cultural, and value-based mean-
ings (Gieryn, 2000; Shrivastava and Kennelly, 2013; 
Lawrence and Dover, 2015). A critical factor to con-
sider when studying places is their scale (Bridge et 
al., 2013; Bowen et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2021). 
What we mean by scale is a ‘nested hierarchy of 
bundled spaces of different size’ (Spicer,  2006,  
p. 1470), such as local, regional, national, and global 
scales (Cuba and Hummon,  1993; Spicer,  2006; 
Bowen et al., 2018). Most place-based studies con-
sider regions and cities as places that provide inhab-
itants with a unique identity (Till, 2012; Vallance et 
al., 2019). In this article, we refer to places as natu-
ral, social, and physical environments within regions. 
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We have chosen to focus on regions because regions 
are viewed as significant resources for individuals’ 
identity construction, and they provide innovators 
with ideas, motivations, and resources (Anderson  
et al., 2019). In this article, we consider a region ‘as 
a specific location which is in some way distinctive 
from other areas’ (Hartshorne, 1969, p. 130).

Placial quality can be defined as the evaluations 
of members of a particular geographical location in 
terms of its health, social, cultural, economic, and 
environmental implications (Carmona,  2019; Hes 
et al.,  2020). These evaluations concern not only 
the quality of the built environment but also the pro-
cess of development, regeneration, and management 
that shape places (Carmona,  2019). It is essential 
to underline that the quality of a place depends not 
only on the well-being of physical environments, 
that is, human-made or natural environments (Hes 
et al., 2020), but also on the bond and healthy inter-
actions between individuals/communities and these 
physical environments (Gieryn, 2000). This bond is 
best described with the concept of place attachment – 
a ‘positive affective bond between an [actor] and a 
specific place, the main characteristic of which is the 
tendency of the [actor] to maintain closeness to such 
a place’ (Hidalgo and Hernández, 2001, p. 274). A 
strong place attachment provides actors with a sense 
of comfort, safety, and belonging (Gieryn,  2000) 
and ‘support[s] the emergence of new organisations 
tasked with facilitating environmental management 
and land-use decisions’. It gives rise to sustainable 
innovations due to inhabitants’ connectedness to the 
natural environment (Basu et al., 2019) and ecolog-
ical values (Norton and Hannon,  1997; van Hille  
et al., 2019).

Placial quality can be evaluated based on commu-
nity well-being (Anderson et al., 2019), economic 
prosperity (McKeever et al., 2015), the well-being 
of the natural environment (Hes et al.,  2020,  
pp. 290, 294), and the presence of valuable resources 
(Di Gregorio,  2017, p. 124). As Table  2 demon-
strates, the dependence between actors and places 
leads to restorative topophilia – the love of place 
(Tuan, 1990) – which ‘represents an opportunity for 
positive dependence that underpins the emergence 
of virtuous cycles’ (Tidball and Stedman,  2013,  
p. 297). Here, drawing on ideas from systems think-
ing (Stroh,  2015; Williams et al.,  2017), we con-
sider a virtuous cycle to be ‘a deviation amplifying 
loop that makes a good situation better’ (Tsoukas 
et al., 2017, pp. 394–395). We consider places that 
demonstrate a virtuous cycle as thriving places 
where continuous efforts of placemaking material-
ize (Hahn and Tampe, 2020), which means a cycle 
of positive relationships between ‘the individual 

(self), the community, the natural environment and 
the human-made environment’ (Hes et al.,  2020, 
p. 277). Thriving places score high when various 
areas such as housing, safety, education, health 
and mental health, local economy, culture, income 
equality, and sustainability are assessed (Centre for 
Thriving Places, 2022).

However, a negative dependence between actors 
and places would lead to vicious cycles from which 
it is hard to break away. Here, drawing on ideas 
from systems thinking (Stroh,  2015, Williams 
et al.,  2017), we consider a vicious cycle as ‘a 
deviation amplifying loop that turns a bad situa-
tion worse’ (Tsoukas et al.,  2017, pp. 394–395). 
We consider places that demonstrate a vicious 
cycle as declining places where the natural, built, 
and social environment is deprived (Norton and 
Hannon, 1997), and people’s relationship with their 
places is also broken (Gieryn, 2000). A place may 
experience such a decline due to geographic char-
acteristics (isolated, disconnected areas) and the 
impact of external events such as wars (Fathallah 
et al., 2018) or natural disasters (McKinzie, 2019). 
One example of declining places is provided by 
peripheral postindustrial locations with depleted 
communities that cannot overcome their historical 
path dependencies that restrict innovative activities 
(Anderson et al., 2019).

Overall, we argue that places embed and situate 
innovation ecosystems and their actors, providing 
resources, identities, meanings, and motivations. 
Within these dynamics, we further aim to explore the 
role of cross-sector partnerships (CSPs).

2.3. � Cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) as 
herding spaces

Like places, spaces can also be seen as essential ele-
ments of organizing (Sorenson and Baum,  2003). 
Generally, spaces can be areas, networks, clus-
ters, or platforms where various actors interact 
(Sorenson and Baum,  2003). Spaces allow actors 
to develop innovation ecosystems and shape place-
making agendas because ‘meanings entangled in 
the context influence innovation endeavours and 
steer the outputs of [collaborative innovation]’ 
(Leminen et al., 2021, p. 3). In a simplified view, 
places can be considered external to a focal busi-
ness system while spaces can be considered inter-
nal (Sorenson and Baum, 2003).

This study focuses on CSPs, which are ‘collabo-
rative efforts across two or more sectors that search 
for more effective organisational approaches to 
solve complex social problems’ (Vurro et al., 2011, 
p. 39). The rationale behind CSPs is the assumption 
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that a single organization would fall short of 
addressing systemic and wicked challenges; there-
fore, CSPs are viewed as spaces where actors can 
create systemic change through collective action 
(Senge et al.,  2007). Multistakeholder partner-
ships, which bring together the critical social actors 
embedded in a place, can build a bridge between 
the innovation ecosystem and a geographical place 
and intervene to change vicious dynamics and rein-
force virtuous dynamics.

There are various types of CSPs. Most research 
categorizes CSPs based on relationships between 
different sectors: business-NGO partnerships 
(Dzhengiz et al.,  2021), public–private partner-
ships (Stadtler, 2016) or public-NGO partnerships 
(Selsky and Parker,  2005). For example, multi-
national businesses often partner with NGOs to 
address social issues in their supply chains (Dahan 
et al., 2010) or with the public sector through con-
tracting projects (Selsky and Parker, 2005). NGOs 
and governments also collaborate through new 
models of delivering social value, for example by 
outsourcing some public sector functions to NGOs 
(Selsky and Parker,  2005). A broader partnership 
includes all three sectors: these are known as mul-
tistakeholder partnerships (Pinkse and Kolk, 2011; 
Gray and Purdy, 2018). Here, we focus mainly on 
multistakeholder partnerships because they span 
the boundaries of three critical sectors that make 
up a place’s social dimension.

Multistakeholder partnerships represent a 
potential space for discussing place-related issues 
and collectively developing a placemaking agenda. 
Ometto et al. (2019) refer to such spaces as herding 
spaces, which is the concept on which we build in 
this article. Herding spaces are arenas where actors 
from different organizations get together to address 
a common purpose and connect with the institu-
tional context (Ometto et al., 2019). Herding spaces 
allow for negotiating issues between different soci-
etal stakeholders (Ometto et al., 2019), which can 
also lead to the development of sustainable inno-
vation ecosystems (Rajala et al.,  2018; Parida  
et al.,  2019) and contribute to place regeneration 
(McDonald et al.,  2010; van Hille et al.,  2019). 
We decided to choose the term herding spaces for 
several reasons. First, herding captures the bring-
ing together of actors from different organizational 
backgrounds, as in the case of multistakeholder 
partnerships. Second, since a herd moves through 
local interactions, it also implies the embedded-
ness of a herd in a place, whereby the place enables 
interactions. Third, since a herd moves together, 
herding also implies the emergence of shared or 
aligned place-based frames, even if conflicting 

place-based frames may occur because of differ-
ences in partners’ place attachment (connected or 
disconnected) (Mazutis et al., 2020).

CSPs can serve as herding spaces because 
they bring together different societal stakehold-
ers, enabling knowledge creation and innovation 
(Peschl and Fundneider,  2012; Davis,  2016) and 
helping ecosystem actors to use these relationships 
to create shared value and positive societal change 
(Kramer and Pfitzer,  2016). Rajala et al.  (2018,  
p. 29) point out that partnerships can help struc-
ture a circular innovation ecosystem, especially by 
organizing the flow of waste that can be coordi-
nated between actors from different sectors. CSPs 
are also promoted as mechanisms that can help 
support the governance of natural ecosystems 
(Manring, 2007; Heuer, 2011), be it climate change 
adaptation (Xu and Grumbine,  2014) or fisheries 
management (Berghöfer et al.,  2008). According 
to Vallance et al. (2019, p. 3), CSPs that integrate 
community stakeholders and members of the inno-
vation ecosystem, such as businesses, SMEs, and 
local governments, can build ‘the institutional 
capacity for policy and planning processes that can 
enhance the economic, social and environmental 
qualities of a place’.

Based on the extant literature, CSPs can be pos-
ited as herding spaces that may enhance dynamics 
between places and innovation ecosystems. However, 
further empirical exploration is needed to determine 
how CSPs play this role and which mechanisms 
enable CSPs to enhance the place-based dynamics of 
innovation ecosystems.

3. � Methods

3.1. � Case study design and selection of 
cases

In this paper, we aim to answer two research ques-
tions: (1) what are the dynamics between places 
and innovation ecosystems, and (2) how can CSPs 
influence these dynamics? Place-based studies 
require attention to contextual specificities, and 
both the dynamics between places and innovation 
ecosystems and CSPs’ roles remain underexplored. 
For this reason we have chosen to use a case study 
design, which allows us to take an exploratory 
approach to CSPs and ecosystems in their embed-
ded context (Piekkari et al.,  2009; Gibbert and 
Ruigrok, 2010).

The three principal criteria for case selection are 
fit, distinctiveness, and revelatory nature (Yin, 2003; 
Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Stuermer et al., 2009).  
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We selected two cases based on their theoretical rel-
evance and fit for exploring the positive and negative 
dynamics between places and innovation ecosystems: 
Humber and Southwest Finland. We were familiar 
with these regions’ history and recent development, 
innovation ecosystems, and partnerships through our 
involvement in previous research interviews in these 
areas.

The case of Southwest Finland was chosen 
because this thriving region generally featured a 
healthy innovation ecosystem. Recently it has been 
at the forefront of developing circular innovations in 
Finland. We were studying circular innovation eco-
system development in this region in the context of 
the Telaketju partnership, which brought together 
textile firms, forest industry firms, public sector 
organizations, NGOs, and research organizations 
to collectively innovate for circularity in the tex-
tile sector. Since Telaketju includes members from 
universities, businesses, local authorities, regional 
authorities, and other stakeholders, it can be con-
sidered a multistakeholder cross-sector partnership 
(CSP). The partnership started out as a research and 
co-creation project but developed into a more endur-
ing partnership spanning multiple consecutive proj-
ects (Heikkilä et al., 2019).

The Humber case was chosen because this 
region presented characteristics of negative path 
dependence and vicious cycles in terms of eco-
system health and placial quality. We knew of a 
partnership that aimed to tackle these dynamics: 
Humber LEP. Humber LEP served as a regional 
orchestrator of Humber’s economic strategy, aim-
ing to bring forward opportunities in the Humber 
region by collaborating with various local, 
regional, and national actors. LEP collaborated 
‘with local businesses small, medium and large, 
local authorities, education and training providers 
and central government through our staff and our 
board, sub-boards, working groups and consulta-
tion workshops’ (Humber LEP, 2022). LEP bids for 
funding and lobbies for the region to provide legis-
lative changes and supports the region to enhance 
development and growth, especially in energy and 
renewables (Humber LEP,  2022). Since Humber 
LEP involved various business partners, local 
authorities, regional authorities, and other stake-
holders, it can be considered a multistakeholder 
cross-sector partnership (CSP).

These cases fit with our research goals for two 
critical reasons. Firstly, both cases presented actions 
where CSPs can be considered to have a positive 
impact on the dynamics between places and inno-
vation ecosystems, allowing us to study the mech-
anisms through which successful interventions can 

happen. Secondly, the CSPs in both cases were mul-
tistakeholder partnerships, the type of CSP on which 
we had chosen to focus.

3.2. � Data collection and analysis

We decided to make use of secondary data based on 
its availability and its advantages, such as being ‘more 
detailed, less obtrusive, and less contingent’ (Welch 
et al., 2010, p. 199). Secondary data sources represent 
an ‘unexploited and rich source of data that should 
be used when primary data is not available’ (Ritala 
et al., 2014, p. 240). As summarized in Table 3, we 
collected data from various sources to triangulate the 
information, helping us to generate ‘a richer under-
standing of the dynamics that unfold and leads to the 
identification of key themes based on rigorous anal-
ysis’ (Ansari et al., 2016, p. 1832). We identified the 
secondary data sources as follows. For both cases, 
we examined the websites of specific partnerships 
(Humber LEP and Telaketju). We searched academic 
articles and reports on Google Scholar regarding the 
partnerships and the Humber and Southwest Finland 
regions and their history and identified place-related 
literature looking into these regions. Furthermore, a 
Google search was conducted to identify additional 
coverage of these cases in the news and other web-
sites. All data sources were in the English language. 
For Humber LEP and Telaketju, we considered all 
publicly available secondary data until 2021, which 
marked the end of our research project.

We analyzed two separate databases for 
Southwest Finland and Humber using NVivo 
12 Plus, which helped us to identify key themes 
and subthemes in our data, following a similar 
approach to others (Ansari et al., 2016). Our cod-
ing of the themes and subthemes was guided by 
the literature review presented earlier. The cod-
ing focused on three main areas. The first focus 
was on the health characteristics of the innova-
tion ecosystem, which were coded based on the 
theoretical structure presented in Table  1. The 
second focus was on the characteristics of placial 
quality, which was coded based on the theoretical 

Table 3.  Sources of data

Type of secondary data
Humber case Southwest 

Finland case

Academic articles, the-
ses, book chapters

29 20

Reports 19 5

Press releases and news 7 15

Other (e.g., websites) 2 6

Total 57 46
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structure presented in Table  2. Finally, the third 
focus was the impact of the CSPs (Telaketju and 
Humber LEP partnerships) on Southwest Finland 
and Humber, the regions’ placial qualities, and the 
health of the innovation ecosystems. We aimed to 
generate a process model of how these three major 
elements were interconnected. Consequently, we 
followed an inductive approach and identified four 
specific mechanisms that CSPs use to improve the 
dynamics between places and innovation ecosys-
tems. Table  4 provides some examples from our 
coding efforts.

4. � Case analysis

4.1. � Humber and Humber Local Enterprise 
Partnership

Humber is located on the east coast of Northern 
England and is characterized as a geographically 
isolated region (Kythreotis and Jonas, 2012). In the 
1970s and 1980s, the region underwent further indus-
trial decline and saw its population ‘slowly hemor-
rhaging’ (Green and White, 2007). By the 2000s, the 
Humber region was one of the most deprived areas 

Table 4.  Illustrative examples from our coding

Quotations Subthemes Themes

‘… in the last decade, it has suffered from a somewhat tarnished 
reputation nationally when it was voted to the top of the list of 
so-called “crap towns” in the UK […]. Yet, the social inequities 
experienced in some of the poorer areas of Hull are far from 
being mythological. If there was ever a “place on the margin”, 
both geographically and socioeconomically, Hull fits the bill’ 
(Kythreotis and Jonas, 2012, p. 389)

Declining well-being of 
communities

Economic deprivation

Declining place

‘Against key economic and innovation indicators the region lags 
behind both the EU27 and UK averages in key areas such as 
GDP per capita and expenditure on business R&D. This position 
has remained the same over recent decades and points towards 
structural problems with the regional economy linked to the 
decline of heavy industry. A particular area of concern is that 
the region’s SMEs report low levels of investment in R&D′ 
(Technopolis, 2014, p. 2)

Low R&D investments
Inability to create self-

sustaining economic 
conditions

Unhealthy innovation 
ecosystem

‘The participants regarded Southwest Finland as the cradle of the 
nation and represented the “Western” province as a source of 
learnt pride. The imagined historical coherence and cultural dis-
tinctiveness of the region as one of the nine historical provinces 
(Paasi, 2013), and at times playful glorification of the past, are 
examples of shared regional discourses’ (Vainikka, 2015, p. 527)

A healthy bond be-
tween places and their 
inhabitants

Well-being of 
communities

Thriving place

‘Turku region has been one of the notable growth areas […]. Turku 
had been an important trading center for centuries. It had strong 
cultural and educational roots, dating back to its position as a 
former capital of Finland. Despite also being a strong industrial 
center, the service and cultural functions of the city are visible in 
the statistics. … certain industry sectors, especially shipbuilding, 
machinery and the food industry, have been historically strong. 
These industries, however, have been quite slow or even stagnant 
in their growth compared with some other industries, most nota-
bly information and communication technologies (ICT), broadly 
defined’ (Srinivas and Viljamaa, 2003, p. 11)

Self-sustaining economic 
conditions

Productivity
Robustness

Healthy innovation 
ecosystems

‘…communicating clearly the benefits of circularity and sustain-
able textile production can have a major positive impact on 
the local industry and on the communities around production 
premises’ (Pohls, 2020, p. 71)

Engaging in place 
regeneration

CSP’s role in nurturing 
virtuous dynamics be-
tween places and in-
novation ecosystems

‘Lord Haskins, chair of the Humber LEP, said: “We are already 
known as the Energy Estuary, and we are a leader in large-scale 
renewable energy, but our Energy Strategy shows that even 
down to a very localized – or even individual level – change is 
possible. This strategy will be an important part of the Humber’s 
transition towards a net-zero carbon economy and will sup-
port the creation of new opportunities from clean growth in the 
region”’ (Business Live, 2021)

Enabling the development 
of purpose ecosystems

CSP’s role in vitalizing 
vicious dynamics be-
tween places and in-
novation ecosystems
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of the UK in terms of income, employment, educa-
tion, and skills. Hull and other cities in the Humber 
region were known for their ‘dubious distinction 
of being named the worst place to live in Britain’ 
(Woolliscroft,  2017, p. 116). Overall, the region 
showed characteristics of a place that lacked commu-
nity well-being, suffered from economic deprivation 
and the deteriorating bond between places and their 
inhabitants.

Humber was characterized by ‘low levels of 
investment in R&D’ (Technopolis, 2014, p. 2), ‘low 
levels of product innovation, and low to medium 
level skill qualifications’ (Humber LEP,  2013a,  
p. 3). Companies lacked incentives to ‘collaborate 
for product and process innovation’ (Velenturf, 2016, 
p. 150). While the region had several industries that 
provided local employment, such as chemicals and 
energy, reports found that the region was ‘locked in’, 
missing clusters and interactions between regional 
industrial actors (Humber LEP, 2013a). In summary, 
Humber was characterized by a ‘great deal of low-
level innovation activity’ (Humber LEP, 2018, p. 18). 
Table 5 provides illustrative examples of Humber’s 
placial quality and innovation ecosystem health 
characteristics.

Humber represented a declining place and an 
unhealthy innovation ecosystem, with no prospects 
of regeneration until there was a conscious interven-
tion through a CSP. It presented a vicious cycle. In 
2011, the Humber region joined the Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP) programmed in the UK. Humber 
LEP was formed as a ‘partnership that works closely 
with the government to promote and develop the 
natural economic area surrounding the Humber estu-
ary and provide strategic leadership for economic 
growth’ (European Commission, 2021).

In Table  6, we provide illustrative quotes about 
the impacts of Humber LEP on Humber’s placial 
quality and the health of innovation ecosystems. Our 
findings show that Humber LEP positively impacted 
the dynamics between places and innovation ecosys-
tems through specific mechanisms: recognizing the 
place-based dynamics and challenges, improving or 
utilizing place attachment, enabling the development 
of purpose ecosystems, and engaging directly in 
place regeneration activities.

As a first step, Humber LEP wanted to explore 
Humber’s capabilities, strengths, weaknesses, 
threats, and opportunities (Humber LEP,  2013a). 
Humber LEP and the University of Hull joined forces 
to produce a report that identified the factors creating 
the vicious cycles. The report found that the region 
lacked collaboration between different partners, 
including academia, innovation ecosystem actors, 
and different constituents of the region (i.e., different 

municipalities), and also lacked industrial cluster-
ing (Humber LEP,  2013a). Furthermore, the report 
acknowledged the negative bias towards Humber as 
a place and noted that Humber LEP should ensure 
that ‘the Humber message is complete, cogent and 
succinct’ (Humber LEP, 2013a, p. 4). Thus, Humber 
LEP allowed space to recognize the place-based 
challenges.

Several initiatives and investments also supported 
by the LEP helped improve the place attachment 
of regional actors. Humber LEP supported Hull’s 
becoming the cultural city of 2017. Lord Haskins, 
Chair of the Humber LEP, said that Hull becoming 
the cultural city, together with ‘the wider regional 
economic regeneration as part of the Humber’s 
Energy Estuary, has the potential to act as a cata-
lyst to change perceptions and, in turn, the region’s 
fortunes’ (Humber LEP,  2013b). For instance, the 
Hull Blitz Trail project regenerated the landscape. 
It helped ‘trigger memories for insiders, who have 
a shared common past, and at the same time, […] 
represent shared pasts to outsiders who might be 
interested in knowing about them in the present’ 
(Tomlinson, 2020, p. 2).

Humber LEP wanted ‘to identify a more accu-
rate reflection of innovative activity in the region 
so that it can better tell the region’s economic 
story’ (Humber LEP,  2018, p. 2). While there 
were other sectors, one sector has become very 
important in the region’s economic story: renew-
able energy. ‘Characterised as a peripheral region 
of the UK, Humber appeared to have few of the 
historical industrial assets that encouraged regional 
institutions in North East England and Scotland to 
forge new growth paths in offshore wind’ (Dawley 
et al.,  2019). In the 2010s, the region attracted 
investments from international offshore wind 
players such as Siemens and Orsted. For instance, 
in 2011, Siemens chose Green Port Hull as their 
preferred location for a manufacturing facility 
(Humber LEP, 2011, p. 10). Humber LEP created 
the right conditions for the offshore wind industry 
to locate and invest in the region, developed infra-
structure and logistics capabilities to enable off-
shore wind development, developed initiatives for 
a skilled and trained workforce, ensured the cre-
ation of local employment and supported the cre-
ation of local supply chains (Humber LEP,  2011, 
p. 13). For instance, in Project Aura, they brought 
various actors together to drive innovation in the 
offshore wind sector of Humber Energy Estuary. 
They supported businesses, start-ups, and suppliers 
by developing the region’s talent pipeline, conduct-
ing research and development for offshore wind to 
reduce CO2 emissions of the region further, and 
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Table 5.  Humber’s placial quality and the health of its innovation ecosystem: unhealthy innovation ecosystem in a 
declining place

Characteristics Supporting quotes from the Humber case

Lack of well-being of com-
munities and/or natural 
environment

‘Historically, fisheries were the economic driver of the area. In 1976, rising fuel prices 
and the exclusion from fishing in Icelandic waters (i.e., the Cod Wars) led to the 
industries’ collapse, causing mass unemployment and lack of compensation for work 
completed amongst the working class (Atkinson et al., 2002). This historic event is 
thought to contribute to a persistent distrust of institutions and sense of inequality still 
present today […]. While this observation of collective identity may be subjective, 
the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD 2015) confirms that relative to other UK cit-
ies, Hull is 4th most deprived under the “Income” domain, 6th under “Employment”, 
and most deprived in the UK under “Education, Skills and Training”…’ (Rogers  
et al., 2021, p. 4)

‘In terms of community well-being and tenants’ satisfaction with opportunities for par-
ticipation, a survey carried out by each area’s respective local authority (as part of the 
2001 census survey) found that 64% of people were very satisfied in the East Riding 
region compared with 46% in Hull… Other interviewees from Hull also felt that the 
LSP did not pay enough attention to the environmental side of sustainable develop-
ment. One, in particular, felt that the reason for low prioritisation of environmental 
issues was attributed to a historically embedded agenda of socio-economic priorities 
in the city’ (Kythreotis, 2010, pp. 190–191)

Deteriorating bond between 
places and their inhabitants

‘In 2003, Hull achieved the dubious distinction of being named the worst place to live 
in Britain’ (Woolliscroft, 2017, p. 116)

‘… in the last decade, it has suffered from a somewhat tarnished reputation nationally 
when it was voted to the top of the list of so-called “crap towns” in the UK (BBC, 
2003). In some respects, Hull fits into the kinds of stereotypes of the British “North” 
that are explored in Rob Shields’s seminal book, Places on the Margin (1991). 
Shields points to a kind of “social mythology around the British North that is dialogi-
cally interwoven with other spatial mythologies and their attendant practices”  
(p. 207). Yet, the social inequities experienced in some of the poorer areas of Hull are 
far from being mythological. If there was ever a “place on the margin”, both geograph-
ically and socioeconomically, Hull fits the bill’ (Kythreotis and Jonas, 2012, p. 389)

‘It always surprises me that people put up signs to say “We are an NDC area” – i.e., 
we are deprived. It is important for a neighbourhood and a local economy to have 
exchanges with the outside world. Reinforcing localism may not be a good thing.’ 
(Green and White, 2007, p. 49)

Inability to create self-
sustaining economic 
conditions

‘Hull has been “slowly haemorrhaging” population since the mid-20th century […]. 
The Hull economy may be characterised as “sluggish”, despite having the advantages 
of a port and a broadly based economy (Hull City Council, 2004). […] The fishing 
industry (most important in West Hull) collapsed around 30 years ago’ (Green and 
White, 2007, p. 23)

‘It is apparent that there is a great deal of low-level innovation activity that is not visible 
when seeking answers from publicly available data sources’ (Humber LEP, 2018,  
p. 18)

Lack of R&D investments ‘Against key economic and innovation indicators the region lags behind both the EU27 
and UK averages in key areas such as GDP per capita and expenditure on business 
R&D. This position has remained the same over recent decades and points towards 
structural problems with the regional economy linked to the decline of heavy indus-
try. A particular area of concern is that the region’s SMEs report low levels of invest-
ment in R&D′ (Technopolis, 2014, p. 2)

‘The Review recognised that the starting point for the area is one of relatively low R&D 
intensity, compared to larger and more advanced regions, but has benefited from re-
cent investment in supply-side infrastructure and from strengths in the four universi-
ties’ (Fisher et al., 2013, p. 23)

Lack of productivity and 
robustness

‘The dock industries and food production/ processing industries contribute to a tradition 
of “casualisation” in the local labour market, where public sector services are also an 
important employer. The picture emerging is one of a low-wage, low-cost, low-skill 
economy’ (Green and White, 2007, p. 23)

‘Productivity is below the national average and falling. Improving SME competitive-
ness will be central to a turnaround, and evidence makes it clear that skills and 
innovation are key drivers of productivity and central to long-term improvement’ 
(Enterprise Partnership, 2016)
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positioning Humber as a globally influential center 
in offshore wind (Humber LEP, 2018). Therefore, 
LEP enabled the development of purpose ecosys-
tems, in this case, specifically for offshore wind 
energy.

Humber LEP also engaged directly in place 
regeneration. For instance, Humber LEP invested 
in flood defenses, as the region was a high-risk 
area for floods (Jones et al.,  2016). Other direct 
regeneration activities included investments in the 
transport links within the region (The Northern 
Way, 2010), housing programmed, and other infra-
structure projects (e.g., electric vehicle transition) 
(Humber LEP, 2019b).

Overall, Humber LEP presented an example 
of a CSP that helped break away from the vicious 
dynamics, vitalized the innovation ecosystem, and 
contributed positively to the placemaking agenda. 
The 2013 report established the awareness that 
Humber was declining as a place. By 2019, Humber 
LEP had made significant progress through various 
interventions and argued that ‘Humber [was already] 
a more attractive place to live and invest’ (Humber 
LEP,  2019b, p. 11). Humber LEP’s success was in 
its ability to ‘drive a clear vision to transform their 
local area’ and ‘emphasis[e] how useful, and pro-
ductive one collective voice [could be]’ (Jensen and 
Gibbs, 2018, p. 17).

4.2. � Southwest Finland and the Telaketju 
partnership

Southwest Finland, the third biggest region in 
Finland, presented a positive path dependence as 
a place, being the historic core of Finland: the city 

of Turku was previously the capital of the country. 
Southwest Finland is often called ‘Finland’s bread-
basket, having a central position in Finnish food 
production from agriculture to the food processing 
industry’ (City of Turku,  2020). Additionally, the 
region has played an essential role in innovations 
within the electronics industry and biotechnology 
(Höyssä et al., 2004).

The region had a robust academic capacity and 
projected a collaborative spirit of regional actors 
who frequently cooperated (Höyssä et al.,  2004). 
Furthermore, the regional authorities kept locals 
engaged in maintaining their place attachment 
(Hakala,  2021) and prioritized R&D activities 
(Höyssä et al.,  2004). Even though the region 
endured a period of economic downturn in the 
early 1990s following the collapse of Finnish trade 
with Russia, the region remained resilient (Höyssä  
et al., 2004, p. 772). In Table 7, we provide illus-
trative examples of the characteristics of Southwest 
Finland’s placial quality and innovation ecosystem 
health.

Based on our findings, Southwest Finland pre-
sented a thriving place and a healthy innovation 
ecosystem, which helped to regenerate Southwest 
Finland. It thus presented a virtuous cycle. The 
region focused on developing niche innovations 
such as biosciences and circular economy that con-
tribute to social and environmental value creation, 
which is a sign of healthy ecosystems. Southwest 
Finland repositioned itself as a regional hub for 
circular innovations whereby CSPs were uti-
lized to operationalize the transition (Fontell and 
Heikkilä,  2017). The Telaketju partnership was 
motivated by the fact that Finland generates some 

Characteristics Supporting quotes from the Humber case

Lack of frequent interactions 
between different actors 
and spaces for these inter-
actions to take place

‘While economic development and structural change are urgently needed, the region 
faces several innovation challenges. The Humber region has performed below the 
UK average for innovation and was characterized as an innovation follower … In 
particular, it scored low in the uptake of environmental technologies … This is prob-
lematic given the central position the region aims to play in renewable energy supply 
… Nevertheless, companies did collaborate for product and process innovation, for 
which knowledge was predominantly sourced within business groups or from sup-
pliers and clients…, innovation may be negatively affected as evidence suggests that 
companies with both local and global connections have higher innovation perfor-
mance’ (Velenturf, 2016, p. 150)

‘Major weaknesses in the Humber region include higher-level (college or university) 
skills and professional services … compounded by the media image of quality of life 
(not attracting people to the region) and low levels of attainment in education and 
attitude to work. Also noted were infrastructure and geographical isolation within the 
UK, a mature enterprise base, and lack of leadership and governance, particularly 
when the four local authorities need to work together. A number of specific points 
were also raised regarding the lack of collaboration and dynamism of the ports and 
the resulting lack of competitiveness’ (Humber LEP, 2013a, p. 14)

Table 5.  (Continued)
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Table 6.  Humber LEP’s impact on placial quality and innovation ecosystem health in Humber

Mechanism Impact area Quotation

Recognizing place-
based challenges

Placial quality and innovation ecosys-
tem health through awareness

‘In 2011, the Humber Local Enterprise Partnership 
(LEP) was established and engaged the University 
of Hull’s Business School to conduct an academic 
review of the region’s potential. This culminated 
in November 2013 with the publication of a report 
entitled “The capability of the Humber region”. The 
report described many of the same problems identified 
by Spooner nearly a decade earlier […]

The report galvanised the city into a renewed push for 
economic recovery. Innovation rose up the agenda, 
and once again, Hull’s loyal business and educational 
communities invested in the city’s economic growth’ 
(Woolliscroft, 2017, p. 117)

Improving or utilizing 
place attachment

Placial quality through enhancing 
the bond between places and their 
inhabitants

‘The Humber is now a more attractive place to live and 
invest. Recent flagship business investments and Hull 
UK City of Culture have changed perceptions of our 
places, while city and town centre regeneration and 
new housing developments are supporting an improv-
ing Humber proposition’ (Humber LEP, 2019a, p. 11)

Placial quality through enhancing 
the bond between places and their 
inhabitants

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through attracting investments

‘The Humber LEP endorsed Hull’s bid recognising the 
big effect on the city and wider Humber region that 
winning the title would bring, including putting the 
area on the map as a place people wish to invest, visit 
and do business. Visitor numbers and the associated 
spend alone will see economic benefits for Hull and 
the wider region – estimated at £184 m. The title and 
culture activity backed up with £190 m in infra-
structure as part of Hull’s city plan, teamed with the 
wider regional economic regeneration as part of the 
Humber’s Energy Estuary, has the potential to act as a 
catalyst to change perceptions and in turn the region’s 
fortunes’ (Humber LEP, 2013b)

Enabling the develop-
ment of a purpose 
ecosystem

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through attracting investments and 
building spaces for frequent interac-
tions between different actors of the 
ecosystem

‘… These political actors acted as crucial inter-scale 
mediators by building spaces of engagement with 
national authorities to obtain “supra-local regulatory 
and financial backing” for Hull’s campaign to attract 
Siemens’ (Dawley et al., 2019, p. 862)

Placial quality and innovation ecosys-
tem health through frequent interac-
tions between different actors

‘The introduction of the Humber LEP into the govern-
ance network did improve connections between the 
actors around the Humber estuary which promoted 
more joined-up thinking for economic development. 
This increasing connectivity within the governance 
network could contribute to channel knowledge and 
skills from places in the network where it is pre-
sent to places where it was perceived to be missing’ 
(Velenturf, 2016, p. 166)

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through reinforcing the interde-
pendence and complementarities 
between ecosystem actors, provid-
ing a shared vision and taking the 
role of a keystone organization to 
take care of ecosystems’ health

‘The LEP will continue to speak to government on be-
half of the region with a united voice. This discussion 
should seek to influence Government strategy and 
policy on the key issues facing EIIs, seek increased 
recognition of the strengths and opportunities for 
the EEI cluster, pursue increased funding and policy 
support for renewable and energy-intensive industry 
development in the Humber, and seek high level and 
visible support and commitment for organisations 
considering inward investment’ (Carbon Trust, 2018, 
p. 20)
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100,000 tons of textile waste annually. About 80% 
of this waste is incinerated and only 15% is reused 
(Mandalia, 2020). Against this background and the 
enabling policy conditions, Telaketju was formed 
in 2017 (Heikkilä et al., 2019).

Telaketju brought various organizations 
together with entrepreneurs who built circular 
business models but lacked access to the broader 
institutional context, including new textile firms 
like Infinited Fibre and Spinnova and the tradi-
tional Finnish forest industry, which sought novel 
ways to increase value-added to forest-based feed-
stock. The region’s bioeconomy background facil-
itated the birth of circular innovations (Heikkilä et 
al., 2019). Partners also included municipal waste 
management companies mandated to collect textile 
waste in their constituent regions, consultancies 
that fostered circular business, and research insti-
tutes that developed new materials through inno-
vative recycling technologies (Ioncell) (Fontell 
and Heikkilä, 2017). Thanks to this space and the 
collaborative innovations developed, ‘Finland can 
be reborn as a textile country via renewable wood-
based fibres and circular solutions’ (Heikkilä  
et al., 2019).

Our findings for the Telaketju partnership revealed 
the same four mechanisms that we saw at Humber 
LEP, reinforcing the positive dynamics between 

the place and the innovation ecosystem. In Table 8, 
we provide illustrative quotes about the impacts of 
Telaketju on Southwest Finland’s placial quality and 
health of innovation ecosystems.

Telaketju partners had to address the challenges 
of reconciling between local, national, and global 
demands and needs. Specifically, the partnership 
developed a regional solution to a global problem. 
However, the partners were aware that ‘it is neces-
sary to clarify the global aspects of textile recycling 
because the main part of textile products’ production 
is nowadays abroad’ (Heikkilä et al., 2019, p. 76). At 
the same time, the waste collection network in this 
partnership was mainly regional, and partners were 
aware that inter-regional, national, and international 
parties had to be involved in order to accelerate the 
circular transition (City of Turku, 2020). The reports 
we analyzed showed that the first step for the part-
ners was to recognize the place-based challenges 
(Fontell and Heikkilä, 2017).

Telaketju was inspired by the availability of 
forest-based materials in the natural ecology. The 
CSP developed cellulosic fibers – one of the most 
promising technologies to replace materials such 
as cotton and synthetic fibers that are associated 
with negative environmental impacts due to exten-
sive water use, high CO2 emissions, or the creation 
of micro-plastics (Heikkilä et al.,  2019). The CSP 

Mechanism Impact area Quotation

Engaging in place 
regeneration

Placial quality through direct invest-
ments in regenerative and environ-
mentally friendly projects

‘The Humber is recognised as being rich in natural capi-
tal. Most of the Estuary is designated as a Ramsar site 
and as a Special Area of Conservation for its extensive 
intertidal habitats such as mudflats, sands, coastal 
lagoons and sand dunes, and its populations of grey 
seals and lampreys. It is also a Special Protection Area 
for its breeding, migratory and overwintering bird 
populations, the third-largest Site of Special Scientific 
Interest in England, and home to three National 
Nature Reserves. The Humber’s natural capital makes 
an important economic contribution through attract-
ing tourists to areas such as Flamborough Head and 
Spurn Point; helping to retain the Humber’s deep 
water channels essential to shipping; saltmarsh acting 
as a natural buffer to tidal flooding; while the rivers 
and aquifers provide water for farming and other 
industries. The Humber’s natural capital will play a 
vital role in helping the area achieve net-zero carbon 
emissions and increase resilience to the impacts of 
climate change. The Estuary’s ecosystems, distinctive 
saltmarsh, reedbeds, mudflats and coastal marine sedi-
ments capture CO2 and provide effective flood man-
agement. A systemic, large-scale intervention in the 
land use management across the Humber could yield 
significant natural carbon sequestration while enhanc-
ing flood resilience and establishing a self-sustaining 
environment.’ (Humber LEP, 2019a, p. 10)

Table 6.  (Continued)
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Table 8.  Telaketju’s impact on placial quality and innovation ecosystem health in Southwest Finland

Mechanism Impact area Quotation

Recognizing the 
place-based 
challenges

Placial quality and innovation 
ecosystem health through 
awareness

‘It may also help to reduce the amount of consumption of 
resources, prevent post-consumer textile waste ending up to 
landfill or incineration, and even be a good example for other 
business areas. Before this can come true, further development 
and knowledge is needed on efficient textile material recogni-
tion, fast sorting system and pre-treatment of postconsumer 
textile waste, including cleaning the raw material. In addition, 
new business opportunities of products in which virgin materi-
als could be replaced with recycled ones, and benefits of the 
use of recycled fibre materials in products, were seen worth to 
be explored. A nation-wide plan for textile collection, coopera-
tion between collectors and sorters, and a commercial network 
among different actors, a “from end to beginning” -chain, were 
seen to promote the shift to the circular economy of textiles. 
However, it is necessary to clarify the global aspects of textile 
recycling because the main part of textile products’ production 
is nowadays abroad.’ (Heikkilä et al., 2019, p. 76)

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through awareness and fre-
quent interactions between 
different actors

‘Transitioning away from the linear economy is a massive 
challenge that a single city cannot achieve on its own. This is 
why Turku is committed to collaborating with local, regional, 
national and international partners through the Circular Turku 
project to accelerate change’ (City of Turku, 2020, p. 13)

Improving or 
utilizing place 
attachment

Placial quality through enhanc-
ing the well-being of natural 
environments and improving 
economic prosperity

‘Wood-based textiles are being developed in several Finnish 
projects – huge market potential is in sight. If the annual incre-
ment of Finnish forests was transformed into textiles with the 
technologies under development, the production would only 
correspond to ten per cent of the world’s textile market. The 
same technologies can also be used in recycling textiles, which 
would decrease the need for virgin raw material and cotton’ 
(Forest.fi, 2017, p. 1)

Enabling the devel-
opment of pur-
pose ecosystems

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through frequent interactions 
between different actors

‘The Turku region holds a significant amount of expertise in 
circular economy, and we need to utilise that know-how to-
gether. A roadmap that is designed in broad collaboration from 
regional to international level has true scaling potential to other 
local governments around the world, says Pekka Sundman from 
City of Turku’ (2020)

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through reinforcing the inter-
dependence and complemen-
tarities between ecosystem 
actors

‘In the project, we established a value network that collabora-
tively enabled the implementation of a chained production 
demo. End-of-life textiles collected from consumers in the 
Turku region were sorted and delivered to France for fibre 
extraction. The Telaketju research partners and companies used 
these to make their demo products, such as nonwoven fabrics, 
composites and acoustic panels, recounts Senior Scientist Eetta 
Saarimäki from VTT’ (2019, p. 2)

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
by taking the role of a 
keystone organization to take 
care of ecosystems’ health

‘Strong and enthusiastic leadership is a powerful driver for 
building the Finnish textile circulation ecosystem: charismatic, 
visionary speakers get people involved and gain the commu-
nity’s interest more efficiently. For example, the area of Turku 
has been remarkably active in the field of textile circulation, 
and this has been owed among other things to an enthusi-
astic and innovative leader in local waste management […] 
Southwest Finland Waste Management agrees that their CEO 
and management have been one of the reasons why Southwest 
Finland Waste Management is currently the pioneer company 
in terms of piloting with the fibre opening plant and recycling 
of textiles: “The CEO of LSJH has been farsighted and ready 
to take risks, which has enabled research and development con-
cerning textile circulation, investments in projects and hiring of 
personnel around the topic”’ (Pohls, 2020, p. 67)

(Continues)
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utilized the identity of Southwest Finland, which 
is closely tied with nature (Sironen et al.,  2020) 
and, therefore, aligned the sense of place with the 
requirements of a transition to the circular economy 
(Fontell and Heikkilä,  2017). The participation of 
local communities across Southwest Finland was 
critical to collecting post-consumer textile waste 
since it will continue to depend on voluntary action 
until EU legislation takes effect in 2025 (Fontell 
and Heikkilä,  2017). Therefore, partners developed 
awareness-raising activities with students, local citi-
zens, and businesses, strengthening place attachment 
for regenerative purposes. Telaketju both improved 
and utilized the place attachment of actors.

Telaketju developed a network to collect, sort, 
and utilize post-consumer textile waste, introduced 
initiatives for reuse, and developed new technologies 
to create recycled fibers from this waste (Heikkilä et 
al., 2019). The space created by Telaketju facilitated 
the construction of new ties in the innovation eco-
system by bringing different actors together. Hence, 
the CSP was followed by other inter-firm alliances 
between private actors. For instance, two large firms 
that were also involved in the partnership, Fortum 
(energy and waste management) and Metsä (the 
forest industry), launched a strategic R&D partner-
ship to develop new technologies and solutions for 
the conversion of organic feedstocks into high-value 
bioproducts such as textile fibers (Fortum,  2020). 
Telaketju reinforced the interdependence and com-
plementarities between ecosystem actors and created 
space for frequent interactions between different 

actors, thus enabling the development of purpose 
ecosystems.

Telaketju positively impacted the natural ecol-
ogy by enabling participants to learn new ways of 
utilizing textile waste, reducing CO2 emissions, and 
offering a solution to concerns around raw mate-
rial security and availability as textile waste can 
replace virgin fibers (Fontell and Heikkilä,  2017). 
Moreover, Telaketju shaped the regional ecology by 
transmitting new sustainability-related knowledge 
to regional actors through new cross-industrial rela-
tions. Therefore, the partnership engaged directly in 
place regeneration by enhancing the well-being of 
the natural environment.

The Telaketju partnership was successful in 
achieving the target outcomes specified by the part-
ners. Some partners announced they planned to open 
a new textile recycling plant that will regenerate 
fibers from textile waste by removing 12,000 tonnes 
of waste annually. Located in Paimio, Southwest 
Finland, the plant went into operation in 2021. The 
CSP helped magnify the virtuous dynamics between 
the place and the innovation ecosystem, nurtured the 
ecosystem and contributed positively to the place-
making agenda.

5. � Discussion

In this section, we develop a model of the rela-
tionship between places, innovation ecosystems, 
and CSPs (shown in Figure  1) and put forward 

Mechanism Impact area Quotation

Engaging in place 
regeneration

Innovation ecosystem’s health 
through reinforcing the inter-
dependence and complemen-
tarities between ecosystem 
actors and frequent inter-
actions between different 
actors

‘Mika Ingi, managing director for Paimion Kehitys Oy, says: “We 
want to step out of our traditional municipal role and create sig-
nificant added value for everyone taking part. That is why we 
are involved in the development of a new modern service model 
based on ecosystem thinking. We are piloting the textile cluster, 
followed in the coming years by clusters focusing on plastic, 
construction, and energy. The aim of our service is to support 
and help develop new profitable business by bringing circular 
economy companies and their potential customers to innovate 
together”’ (Association for Finnish Work, 2020, p. 3)

Placial quality through enhanc-
ing the well-being of natural 
environments

‘Recovery prevents textile waste from being disposed of at 
landfill or being combusted, and therefore, the greenhouse gas 
emissions from textile landfilling or combustion are avoided’ 
(Korhonen and Dahlbo, 2007, p. 32)

Placial quality through enhanc-
ing the well-being of natural 
environments

‘Due to the utilisation of textile waste as raw material, the 
environmental impact of the manufacturing process is signifi-
cantly lower than those of virgin cotton and virgin viscose. For 
example, up to 20,000 L of water can be saved per one kilogram 
of Infinited Fibers compared to one kilogram of cotton, and 
160,000 hectares of forest harvest can be avoided when com-
pared to viscose manufacturing’ (Pohls, 2020, p. 55)

Table 8.  (Continued)
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three propositions regarding the placial dynamics 
of innovation ecosystems and the role of CSPs in 
these dynamics.

5.1. � Dynamics between places and 
innovation ecosystems: vicious and 
virtuous cycles (P1)

Our first objective was to explore the dynamics 
between places and innovation ecosystems. Our 
findings showed that in declining places, such as 
Humber, natural, human, and social capital were 
lacking, and therefore, the place restricted the emer-
gence of a healthy innovation ecosystem. In such 
contexts, some actors may engage in exploitative 
activities and further destroy the very places they are 
part of (Shrivastava and Kennelly, 2013). If not, they 
would lack attachment to their places, likely reduc-
ing their motivation to enhance their places further. 
This, in turn, would lead to further decline of the 
place and create a vicious cycle. In thriving places, 
by contrast, natural, human, and social capital would 
be present as explained above, and the place’s char-
acteristics would enable the emergence of a healthy 
innovation ecosystem. This healthy ecosystem would 
in turn enhance the place and create a virtuous cycle.

Our findings also resonate with the literature in 
this area. Places ‘can create the conditions for eco-
system emergence and health’ because both actors 
and resources are embedded in places (Hakala  
et al., 2019, p. 18). A healthy innovation ecosystem 
requires an institutional context that can provide nat-
ural, human, and social capital and turn these capi-
tals into an innovative output (Jackson, 2011), local 
resources, and knowledge (Korsgaard et al., 2015),  

identities (Stedman,  2002), institutions (Lang 
et al.,  2013), and opportunities for innovation 
(O’connor et al.,  2018). On the other hand, inno-
vation ecosystems also actively shape their places 
through ‘social-discursive practices that create, 
govern, and transform places’ and hence ‘try to 
shape, contest, and/or otherwise govern’ places 
(Williams, 2014, p. 75). Healthy innovation ecosys-
tems foster regional development and help regions 
meet sustainable development goals (O’connor  
et al., 2018). Thus, innovation ecosystems are cru-
cial in placemaking and can positively contribute 
to place regeneration activities (Lange et al., 2008; 
Audretsch and Lehmann, 2017).

Based on this, we argue the following:

Proposition 1  Declining places lead to unhealthy 
innovation ecosystems, which in turn exacerbates 
place decline, leading to a vicious cycle.

Proposition 2  Thriving places lead to healthy in-
novation ecosystems, which in turn facilitates fur-
ther placemaking, leading to a virtuous cycle.

5.2. � Vitalizing and nurturing the role of 
CSPs in the dynamics between places 
and innovation ecosystems (P3)

Our findings showed that CSPs have distinct roles to 
play both when there is a vicious and virtuous cycle 
between places and innovation ecosystems. Figure 1 
demonstrates how CSPs can help break away from 
the vicious dynamics between places and ecosys-
tems. We refer to this as their vitalizing role. CSPs 
can also help reinforce the already present virtuous 
dynamics, which we refer to as their nurturing role. 

Figure 1.  Conceptual model.

Declining 
places

Unhealthy 
innovation 
ecosystems

Vicious Cycle (P1)

Key characteristics:
• Lack of productivity
• Inability to create niches
• Inability to absorb 

exogenous shocks
• Lack of place-based 

resources, identities  
and institutions

• Lack of interaction 
between actors of the 
innovation ecosystem

• Lack of opportunities for 
innovation

Cross-sector partnerships as effective 
herding spaces (P3)

1. Recognising the vicious-virtuous 
dynamics and place-based tensions

2. Improving or utilising actors’ place 
attachment

3. Enabling the development of purpose 
ecosystems

4. Engaging in place regeneration

Virtuous Cycle (P2)

Key characteristics:
• Improved productivity
• Ability to create niches
• Ability to absorb exogenous 

shocks
• Availability of place-

based resources, 
identities and institutions

• Existence of interactions 
between actors of the 
innovation ecosystem

• Opportunities for 
innovation

Thriving 
places

Healthy 
innovation 
ecosystems

Vitalizing role of CSPs (breaking away from vicious cycles)

Nurturing role of CSPs (reinforcing virtuous cycles)
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Based on our findings from the Humber LEP and 
Telaketju cases, CSPs owe these roles to four distinct 
mechanisms: recognizing the place-based challenges, 
improving or utilizing place attachment, enabling the 
development of purpose ecosystems, and engaging 
directly in place regeneration activities.

Through research reports, both Humber LEP and 
Telaketju partners initially explored the regions’ issues 
and potential for innovation ecosystems. This helped 
them recognize the place-based challenges. Actors 
need to understand that vicious and virtuous cycles 
exist between places and ecosystems (Smith and Lewis, 
2011) and identify the place-based challenges in order 
to be able to address them (Slawinski et al., 2019). We 
observed that while Humber LEP tried to improve peo-
ple’s place attachment, Telaketju mainly utilized peo-
ple’s place attachment which was already strong. This 
is expected since it is unlikely that a declining place 
would have actors with strong place attachments. One 
of the most critical mechanisms in Humber LEP and 
Telaketju that improved both placial quality and inno-
vation ecosystem health was enabling the develop-
ment of purpose ecosystems, that is, ecosystems with 
explicit societal impact goals (sustainable energy and 
circular textiles). We found that this result was in align-
ment with previous studies (Grobbelaar, 2018), which 
emphasized the need for CSPs to develop and nurture 
a local innovation system, which can facilitate mutual 
and shared value creation among different regional 
stakeholders. Finally, we found that Humber LEP and 
Telaketju engaged directly in place regeneration. The 
direct involvement of CSPs in place regeneration has 
long been discussed in the context of urban studies 
(Carley et al.,  2000; Diamond,  2001). Regeneration 
partnerships aim to improve places by enhancing the 
social inclusion of marginalized communities through 
participatory approaches (Diamond, 2001) or environ-
mental improvements (Carley et al., 2000).

Based on the above, we propose the following:

Proposition 3  Cross-sector partnerships help to 
break away from the vicious (vitalizing role) or re-
inforce the virtuous (nurturing role) placial dynam-
ics of innovation ecosystems by providing herding 
spaces that allow actors to recognize place-based 
challenges, improve or utilize place attachment, en-
able the development of purpose ecosystems, and 
engage in place regeneration activities.

6. � Conclusion

In this paper we have combined three literature 
streams: innovation ecosystems, places, and CSPs. 
By doing so, we believe we have contributed to the-
ory development in three different ways.

First and foremost, we shed light on the role 
of CSPs in developing ecosystems, going beyond 
the link that others have discussed between inter-
firm alliances and innovation ecosystems (Ansari 
et al.,  2016). In essence, we shift the focus away 
from firm-led efforts to change or nurture eco-
systems to the potential role of CSPs in achieving 
this. While past research has acknowledged the 
impact of partnerships and alliances between mul-
tiple stakeholders on innovation ecosystems (Bez 
and Chesbrough,  2020), we specifically highlight 
the vital role of places and expand on the notion 
of ecosystem health and how it is tied with placial 
quality. We suggest four critical mechanisms for 
CSPs, especially multistakeholder partnerships, 
that affect the dynamics between innovation eco-
systems and places. We also propose that CSPs are 
specifically well suited to enable the development 
of purpose ecosystems (Dahlmann et al.,  2020) 
where public and private interests intersect.

Second, we theorized the role of place as a factor 
that explains the health of innovation ecosystems, 
since places enable the human, social, and natural 
capital that is necessary for innovation ecosystems 
to function. By emphasizing how placial quality 
and the health of innovation ecosystems recipro-
cally reinforce each other?, we added to the existing 
conversation on innovation ecosystems (Adner and 
Kapoor,  2010; Dedehayir et al.,  2015; Granstrand 
and Holgersson,  2020). We provided a potential 
solution to identifying the boundaries of innovation 
ecosystems through the lens of place (Ritala and 
Almpanopoulou, 2017).

Third, we demonstrated how CSPs become 
herding spaces that utilize various mechanisms, 
expanded on the literature on herding spaces 
(Ometto et al., 2019), and showed that CSPs could 
play two roles: a vitalizing role by breaking away 
from vicious dynamics and a nurturing role by mag-
nifying virtuous dynamics. We also showed that 
CSPs not only have a role in breaking the vicious 
dynamics that affect ecosystems’ health, but they 
also play a nurturing role in improving ecosystems 
and places that already have a positively reinforc-
ing relationship.

Our work is not without its limitations, and 
we hope future research can address them. Our 
work was primarily based on secondary qualita-
tive data. We did not use any measures to assess 
the quality of places (i.e., thriving or declining). 
Here, we believe it is necessary to engage in inter-
disciplinary research and draw on urban studies 
and environmental psychology. Similarly, we did 
not measure the health of innovation ecosystems. 
Future research should employ such measures and 
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aim to provide additional insights into these cases 
by using primary data.

Comparative longitudinal cases would provide 
a useful starting point for an empirical examina-
tion of the dynamics between places and innova-
tion ecosystems. Recently, it has been feared that 
Covid-19 and related work-from-home policies 
will exacerbate particular vicious cycles, deteri-
orating commercial city centers. This could be 
one potential setting for comparative longitudinal 
analyses between places, ecosystems, and CSPs. 
Furthermore, as our study focused on regions as 
places, future studies could study these dynamics 
in other placial units of analysis, such as nations or 
cities. In addition, while we focused on Telaketju 
and Humber LEP as specific partnerships in two 
different regions, we are aware that other CSPs are 
also actively trying to shape placemaking agendas 
in these regions. Future research could also study 
how different co-existing CSPs in a place affect 
these dynamics overall and further elucidate which 
CSP characteristics generate a more significant 
impact on place regeneration.

Virtuous and vicious cycles can also be explored 
within other theoretical frameworks. One promising 
path is complex systems theory, which may offer new 
insights into the virtuous and vicious placial dynam-
ics of innovation ecosystems and help further explore 
the tipping points from vicious to virtuous (Williams  
et al.,  2017, 2021). Future longitudinal studies could 
also help to understand the transition from one CSP role 
to another: from a vitalizing role to a nurturing one.

We proposed that CSPs allow four specific mech-
anisms to take place and act as herding spaces that 
alter the dynamics between places and innovation 
ecosystems. Future research can test these mech-
anisms by using multiple case studies and qualita-
tive comparative cases. Humber LEP and Telaketju 
can be categorized as multistakeholder platforms. 
This type of CSP has the greatest potential in that 
it brings together three critical sectors that aim to 
alter the placemaking agenda. However, we believe 
other types of CSPs (e.g., business-government or 
business-NGO) can also provide a herding space 
within which to vitalize and nurture the placial 
dynamics of innovation ecosystems. For instance, 
where dysfunctional public sector organizations 
exist, business-NGO CSPs could be more effective 
than multistakeholder ones.

We also examined cases where CSPs have had a 
positive impact and explored the mechanisms that led 
to this impact. Future research could study settings 
where CSPs were limited or negatively impacted 
the dynamics between places and innovation eco-
systems. It would be essential to study, for instance, 

which conditions lead to low impact in ineffective 
CSPs that failed to vitalize or nurture the placial 
dynamics of innovation ecosystems. For instance, in 
some contexts (e.g., those involving high corruption), 
CSPs could potentially provide additional platforms 
for collusion between businesses, governments, and 
NGOs, leading to negative impacts on the place and 
exacerbating vicious cycles. Also, we only theorized 
on the role of CSPs as herding spaces in the placial 
dynamics of innovation ecosystems. Other spaces 
might also play a similar role that future research 
should explore.

To conclude, we join others in arguing that ‘each 
region has different ecological [or social] challenges 
and solutions, different networks of local actors and 
collaborations present, and specific local institutional 
settings’. Solutions, too, must, therefore, be altered 
and adapted according to the needs of the local set-
tings (Vermunt et al., 2020, p. 246). Partnership man-
agers and policymakers must consider these local 
settings in order to contribute to place regeneration. 
Managers in the private sector must consider the 
role of CSPs and place-based dynamics in location-
related decisions regarding innovation ecosystems. 
For example, the presence of CSPs could alleviate 
risks related to investing in areas with place-related 
uncertainties that offer some other business value 
(e.g., locational benefits). Our findings could also 
encourage managers to seek out CSPs in places with 
fruitful dynamics between their innovation ecosys-
tems and places, as those CSPs can nurture the eco-
systems further. For policymakers and public sector 
managers, our findings should help to recognize 
potential vicious and virtuous dynamics between 
their regions and innovation ecosystems, as well as 
help to understand how collaborative partnerships 
with the private sector can alter those dynamics.
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