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According to forecasts, business ecosystems will be driving approximately $80 trillion in 
annual revenue by 2030, which translates into a third of the total global revenue. In 2024, 9 
out of 10 most valuable companies in the world are utilizing ecosystem strategy and most of 
these companies operate within the software industry. The impact of software ecosystems 
on the world economy is significant and during the 21st century the literature on the subject 
has grown considerably. 

This thesis investigates the criteria application-centric software ecosystem (SECO) 
orchestrators prioritize in partner selection. The thesis aims to bridge the gap in existing 
literature by identifying the key criteria used by orchestrators, to increase understanding of 
the SECOs that drive innovation and competitive advantage. The research establishes an 
understanding of these criteria through a comprehensive literature review of potential criteria 
and qualitative research including semi-structured interviews with eight SECO orchestrators. 

The findings of the study illustrate that SECO orchestrators prioritize criteria across six 
categories: partner’s characteristics, capabilities, product, knowledge assets, sales 
capabilities, and the orchestrator’s perspective. The existing literature identified 62 potential 
criteria of which 32 were discussed by the interviewees. The top 11 criteria that got the most 
mentions include customer happiness and satisfaction, portfolio complementarity, 
partnership ROI, quality, pricing, reliability, chemistry in relationship, technical and 
business knowledge availability, continuous innovation focus, commitment to partnership, 
and effective API integration.  
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Ennusteiden mukaan yritysekosysteemit tuottavat noin 80 biljoonaa dollaria vuotuista 
liikevaihtoa vuoteen 2030 mennessä, mikä on noin kolmannes maailman 
kokonaisliikevaihdosta. Vuonna 2024 yhdeksän maailman kymmenestä arvokkaimmasta 
yrityksestä hyödyntää ekosysteemistrategiaa ja suurin osa näistä yrityksistä toimii 
ohjelmistoalalla. Ohjelmistoekosysteemien vaikutus maailmantalouteen on merkittävä ja 
2000-luvun aikana aihetta käsittelevä kirjallisuus on kasvanut huomattavasti. 

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan applikaatiokeskeisten ohjelmistoekosysteemien 
orkestraattoreiden priorisoimia kriteerejä yhteistyökumppaneiden valinnassa. Tutkimuksen 
tavoitteena on kuroa umpeen olemassa olevan kirjallisuuden tutkimusaukko tunnistamalla 
orkestraattoreiden käyttämät keskeiset kriteerit ja lisätä ymmärrystä innovaatioita ja 
kilpailukykyä edistävistä ohjelmistoekosysteemeistä. Tutkimus vahvistaa ymmärrystä 
kriteereistä kattavan kirjallisuuskatsauksen sekä kvalitatiivisen tutkimuksen avulla. 
Kvalitatiivinen tutkimus toteutettiin käyttäen puolistrukturoituja haastatteluja kahdeksan 
ohjelmistoekosysteemi orkestraattorin edustajan kanssa. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että applikaatiokeskeisten ohjelmistoekosysteemien 
orkestraattorit priorisoivat kriteerejä, jotka ovat jaettavissa kuuteen kategoriaan: 
kumppanin ominaisuudet, kyvykkyydet, tuote, tietoresurssit, myyntivalmiudet ja 
orkestraattorin näkökulma. Kirjallisuuskatsaus tunnisti 62 mahdollista kriteeriä, joista 
32:sta haastateltavat keskustelivat. 11 eniten mainittua kriteeriä ovat asiakkaiden 
onnellisuus ja tyytyväisyys, portfolion täydentävyys, kumppanuuden ROI, laatu, 
hinnoittelu, luotettavuus, orkestraattorin ja kumppanin välinen kemia, teknisen ja 
liiketoimintatiedon saatavuus, jatkuva innovaatiokeskeisyys, sitoutuminen kumppanuuteen 
ja tehokas API-integraatio.  
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1  Introduction 

According to forecasts, business ecosystems will be driving approximately $80 trillion 

annual revenue by 2030. The importance of business ecosystems is illustrated by the fact 

that in a few years companies using ecosystem strategy will generate one third of the entire 

world's revenue. Today, nine out of ten of the world's most valuable companies use 

ecosystem strategy and most of these companies operate in the software industry. (Dietz 

2024) Partnerships are a crucial part of ecosystem strategy and software ecosystems, 

enabling the acquisition of new assets, the creation of innovative solutions and the sharing 

of risks and costs related to developing and maintaining products and services demanded by 

end-customers. (Belo & Alves 2019). 

The relationships of software ecosystem participants are often supported by a common 

technological platform, where information and resources are shared, aiming to meet the ever-

changing demand for innovative solutions from the end-customers (Jansen et al. 2009). This 

thesis focuses on application-centric software ecosystems, which expand functionalities 

around a core application through collaboration with ecosystem partners (Bosch 2009). The 

success of these ecosystems is deeply rooted in the network effect and the joint value 

proposition they offer to the end-customers (de Souza et al. 2016). The importance of 

strategic partnerships in business strategies is increasingly seen as one of the most crucial 

elements for a company’s success (Duisters et al. 2011). Therefore, for an application-centric 

software ecosystem orchestrator, choosing the right partnerships is one of the most important 

tasks to gain growth and to develop the ecosystem further (Varis et al. 2005). 

This thesis sets out to discover the factors that positively and negatively affect the partner 

selection process in application-centric software ecosystems. The thesis aims to identify the 

key criteria the orchestrators have for their ecosystem partners, and provide useful insights 

for both, SECO orchestrators and ecosystem partners pursuing flourishing partnerships. By 

understanding these insights and criteria, businesses can enhance their strategic decision-

making and foster more effective and sustainable collaborations. 



 

1.1  Background of the Study 

The software industry has gone through significant evolution over the past few decades and 

transformed from isolated software products to integrated and collaborative platforms. Even 

at the end of the 20th century, the software industry was characterized by standalone 

products developed by individual companies. (Jansen & Cusumano 2012) As the end-

customer need for more comprehensive solutions grew, the industry began to shift towards 

collaborative ecosystems, where multiple software companies solve customer challenges 

and needs together. In addition, the rise of the internet and digital transformation accelerated 

and enabled seamless integration and collaboration between different software products and 

companies. (Cusumano 2010) 

In the software industry, as well as in many other industries, business ecosystems have 

become a cornerstone of modern economic strategies. It has been forecasted that by 2030 

these business ecosystems will be driving approximately $80 trillion in annual revenue, 

which translates to a third of the total global revenue. (Dietz 2024) This highlights the 

extremely important economic impact of ecosystems and their importance in the 

contemporary business landscape. 

Well managed and value providing partnerships play a key role in successful business 

ecosystems. They are essential for acquiring new assets, creating innovative solutions and 

sharing risks and costs related to product development and maintenance. (Belo & Alves 

2019) These partnerships enable companies to leverage each other’s strengths, share 

resources and collaborate on developing comprehensive solutions that meet the ever-

changing needs of end-customers. The partnerships in software ecosystems are usually 

supported by common technological platforms that facilitate information and resource 

sharing, enable effective collaboration and continuous innovation (Jansen et al. 2009). 

This thesis focuses on application-centric software ecosystems, which expand functionalities 

around a core application through collaboration with ecosystem partners. These ecosystems 

are known for their ability to integrate third-party products and services to enhance the core 

application’s value proposition and provide a wide range of functionalities to end-customers. 

(Bosch 2009) Microsoft Business Central is a great example of a successful application-

centric software ecosystem, since the core product is surrounded with various third-party 

solutions that extend its capabilities and offer greater value for the software’s customers 



 

(Microsoft 2024). The success of application-centric SECOs is deeply rooted in the network 

effect and joint value proposition the SECO orchestrator and its ecosystem partners offer for 

end-customers, emphasizing the importance of collaboration and integration within the 

ecosystem (de Souza et al. 2016). 

In the existing research, strategic partnerships in business strategies are increasingly 

recognized as one of the most crucial elements for a company’s success (Duisters et al. 

2011). The competition for market domination is increasingly more dependent of the SECOs 

capability to provide the best platform, best products and the best surrounding ecosystem, 

and to not only focus on the product-based competition (Cusumano 2010). Thus, for 

application-centric SECO orchestrators, partner selection is vital for achieving growth and 

developing the ecosystem further. Effective partner selection helps the ecosystem innovate, 

stay competitive and meet the diverse needs of end-customers. (Varis et al. 2005) 

Partner selection and possible criteria to be used in the selection process have been studied 

in the past, and the existing literature provides insights and criteria which help companies to 

pursue the right partnerships. While existing literature provides valuable insights into partner 

selection and criteria, there is a notable gap in comprehensive studies that specifically 

address partner selection within application-centric SECOs. This lack of focused research 

leaves SECO orchestrators without sufficient insight and academic guidance in effective 

screening, evaluating and engaging the right partners, which can ultimately impact the 

ecosystem’s success and growth. (Beelen et al. 2022). Therefore, there is a need for more 

detailed research to assist SECO orchestrators in choosing the right partnerships to pursue. 

This thesis sets out to address this gap by aiming to identify the key criteria that SECO 

orchestrators use for their ecosystem partners and provide valuable insight for both SECO 

orchestrators, and software companies aiming to become ecosystem partners. By identifying 

the key criteria for partner selection, this study provides actionable strategies that enhance 

strategic decision-making processes, foster sustainable collaboration and improve the overall 

health and competitiveness of software ecosystems. 



 

1.2  Research Objectives and Question 

The goal of this thesis is to gain knowledge and insights into partnerships, partnership 

evaluation and partnership criteria in application-centric software ecosystems. The main 

objective is to find out what criteria SECO orchestrators value and prioritize when evaluating 

potential partnerships. This is made possible by discovering the factors promoting and 

hindering partnerships from the existing research and either verify current information, or 

find new knowledge based on interviews with experts in the field. As the quantity of business 

ecosystems grows, especially in the software industry, and their effects on the global 

economy are significant, it is important to find out how these partnerships are formed. The 

results of the research can be used by application-centric SECO orchestrators, as well as 

companies pursuing entry to software ecosystems. Thus, the research question is formulated 

as follows: 

 

What criteria do application-centric software ecosystem orchestrators 
prioritize when forming partnerships? 

 

1.3  Research Methodology 

Research methodology can be viewed as the philosophy and science behind all research, 

since it describes how gained knowledge is created and what it is (Adams et al. 2014). The 

basis of every research is choosing the topic and formulating the research question. Based 

on the preliminary literature review, the topic of this thesis and the research question were 

formed. This thesis focuses on understanding a phenomenon, and therefore a qualitative 

research method will be utilized (Bell and Bryman 2022). Qualitative research methodology 

aims to understand behaviours, opinions and experiences of people, and it is used to collect 

and analyse words and textual data (Sreekumar 2023). Based on the chosen research method, 

it is obvious that answers to the research question should be sought from the people who 

make decisions about partnerships in application-centric software ecosystems. 



 

There are different ways of collecting the data with qualitative research method (Sreekumar 

2023) and the collected data heavily impacts the success of the research (Aityan 2022). This 

thesis aims to gain knowledge of partner selection from the SECO orchestrators, which is 

why one-on-one interviews with directors of SECO orchestrators will be conducted to collect 

the data. The interviews will be conducted as semi-structured interviews, where questions 

are asked within a predetermined thematic framework (George 2023). The data collection 

consists of eight interviews with SECO orchestrator representatives, who in their current role 

are responsible for ecosystem partner selection. The interviewees all worked in application-

centric SECO orchestrator companies for multiple years and had credible background in 

partner selection to develop the SECOs health. 

After collecting the data through interviews, it will be analysed. There are different 

approaches for data analysis in qualitative research, including thematic coding, quasi-

statistical and grounded theory approaches (Robson & McCartan 2016). In this thesis, 

thematic coding will be utilized for the data analysis, aiming to comprehensively answer the 

research question. After the data analysis, the results will be presented. The results are 

compared to existing literature and knowledge of partner selection in application-centric 

software ecosystems. The results will be also discussed and lastly, the conclusions of the 

thesis will be presented. 

1.4  Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this thesis centres around understanding the key criteria that 

influence the partner selection process within application-centric software ecosystems. Since 

the aim of this research is to find the most important criteria SECO orchestrators have for 

their ecosystem partners, the framework integrates insight from existing literature on 

partnerships, software ecosystems and partner selection criteria. The framework builds a 

brief understanding of partnerships, examines the development of software ecosystems, 

focuses more closely on application-centric software ecosystems and their key participants, 

and focuses comprehensively on dealing with criteria for partnerships from the SECO 

orchestrator perspective. 

Partnerships are fundamental for business ecosystems which enable acquiring new assets, 

creating innovative solutions, and sharing risks and costs related with product development 



 

and maintenance (Belo & Alves 2019). In the context of software ecosystems, the 

partnerships that the orchestrator establishes are not only beneficial but essential for the 

ecosystem’s health. The partnerships enable orchestrators to leverage their partner’s 

strengths, share resources and in collaboration, develop comprehensive solutions to offer to 

the end-customers. (Jansen et al. 2009) 

Application-centric software ecosystems, which are the selected type of software ecosystems 

examined in this thesis, are characterized by the expansion of products and services around 

the core application through partnerships (Bosch 2009). The orchestrators of these 

ecosystems understand that answering the never-ending customer needs are impossible with 

the company’s own resources and thrive on the integration of third-party products and 

services (de Souza et al. 2016) The key players in application-centric SECOs consist of 

orchestrators, ecosystem partners and end-customers, each playing an important role in the 

ecosystem’s health and growth. 

Partner selection is a critical process for a SECO orchestrator. Choosing the right 

partnerships can significantly influence the ecosystem’s capability to innovate, enhance 

competitiveness, and meet the diverse end-customer demand (Varis et al. 2005) The partner 

selection criteria for application-centric SECO orchestrator can be divided into six 

categories: partner’s characteristics, partner’s capabilities, partner’s product, partner’s 

knowledge assets, partner’s sales capabilities, and orchestrator perspective (Beelen et al., 

2022). Each category addresses criteria that enables the SECO orchestrator to evaluate 

potential partnerships, and to choose the ones that have the most positive impact on the 

SECO and their own company's objectives. This framework aims to provide a structured 

approach to understand the factors that promote and hinder effective partner evaluation and 

selection in application-centric SECOs. 

1.5  Key Concepts 

This thesis will examine partnerships, software ecosystems and partnership criteria in 

software ecosystems. In this chapter, the key concepts of the thesis will be defined and 

briefly explained. The key concepts of the thesis are the following: partnerships, software 

ecosystems, application-centric software ecosystems, orchestrators, ecosystem partners, 

end-customers and partnership criteria. 



 

Partnerships are fundamentally a relation between individuals or organisations aiming to 

support each other and share resources, workload, benefits, risks, responsibilities and 

decision making (Ribstein 2006; Frank & Smith 2003). The partners leverage each partner’s 

strengths, for example, market presence, expertise and infrastructure to innovate and reduce 

costs associated with business ventures (De Backer & Rinaudo 2019; Yovanno 2020). Well-

managed partnerships help both parties enhance trust and reputation and contribute to faster 

business growth (Rose 2023). On the other hand, wrongly chosen and poorly managed 

partnerships can have a very negative impact on the business of both parties (Sibbald et al. 

2013; Giesecke 2012; Jansen et al. 2022). 

Software ecosystems (SECOs) are networks based on cooperation where companies operate 

symbiotically aiming to provide value for all participants (Belo & Alves 2019). For software 

companies, SECOs offer a way to acquire new assets, innovate solutions, and share risks and 

costs, often facilitated by common technological platforms (Jansen et al. 2009). This network 

of companies enables development and maintenance of better software products and services 

than a single company could achieve alone (Manikas & Hansen 2013). 

Application-centric software ecosystems are usually based on a single software company's 

market success, and the ecosystem expands around the core application. These application-

centric software ecosystems consist of orchestrators providing the core application, 

ecosystem partners enhancing the application with additional functionalities and services, 

and the end-customers using the products and services. (Bosch 2009) The collaboration 

between the SECO orchestrator and ecosystem partners is essential for creating a strong 

network effect and joint value proposition, which drives the ecosystem’s growth and attracts 

more participants and end-users (Parker & Van Alstyne, 2005). Well-known application-

centric software ecosystems include, for example, Salesforce, Amazon, SAP and Microsoft 

(Ceccagnoli & Forman 2012). 

Orchestrators in application-centric software ecosystems are the central player who govern 

and manage the ecosystem. The orchestrators establish rules and relationships among 

participants, drive the ecosystem growth, and ensure the ecosystems and their own business 

success. (Manikas & Hansen, 2012; Jansen & Cusumano, 2012) Orchestrators benefit from 

enhanced application value, new customer bases, accelerated innovation, cost-sharing, and 

reduced total cost of ownership (Bosch, 2009). Successful orchestrators provide the 



 

ecosystem with a strong foundation, promote ecosystem expansion and ensure prosperity by 

encouraging investment and innovation (Jansen et al., 2022). 

Ecosystem partners are critical actors in SECOs. These partners enhance the ecosystem by 

developing new functionalities and services for the core platform owned by the orchestrator, 

and provide value to other participants of the ecosystem, as well as to themselves. (Manikas 

& Hansen, 2012) There are different types of ecosystem partners serving the ecosystem 

health, including software vendors, value added resellers and system integrators (Kittlaus & 

Fricker 2017; Gartner 2024). The primary motivation for all types of partners is to profit 

from the SECOs success and wide customer base (Hyrynsalmi et al., 2016). 

End-customers are individuals, companies or entities that purchase and use the solutions 

provided by a SECO (Hayes 2023). In SECOs end-customers interact directly with 

orchestrator or through partners providing value added services. End-customers can be 

viewed as “plankton” providing a potential market for the other ecosystem players. (Jansen 

& Cusumano, 2012) For a SECO to be successful, it must focus on the needs of end-

customers, and therefore end-customers are greatly influencing the development of the 

SECOs functionalities and services (Prahald & Ramaswamy, 2004). 

Partnership criteria are the measurable dimensions of partner selection. These measurable 

dimensions are used to evaluate a partner and the partnership in relation to other possible 

development projects and partnerships. The criteria help the orchestrator find the 

partnerships that contribute to the ecosystem’s success and ensure that collaboration is 

mutually beneficial and strategically aligned. Partnership ROI, portfolio complementarity 

and customer satisfaction are examples of criteria used by SECO orchestrators. (Beelen et 

al., 2022) 

1.6  Thesis Structure 

This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter 1, Introduction, provides the background and 

reasoning for the research topic. The Introduction chapter consists of six sections: 

background of the study, research objectives and question, research methodology, theoretical 

framework, key concepts and thesis structure. Chapter 2, Literature Review, focuses on the 

existing research on partnerships, software ecosystems, application-centric software 



 

ecosystems and their key players, and lastly, six categories of partnership criteria are 

examined. 

In Chapter 3, the methodological approach of the thesis is presented. The chapter consists of 

sections: research process, research methodology, data collection sampling, data analysis 

and data quality. In Chapter 4, the findings of the study are presented, compared to the 

existing literature and discussed. The chapter ends with presenting the found key criteria 

from the six categories, and therefore answering the research question. Chapter 5 focuses on 

discussing the key findings of the research, assessing the theoretical and practical 

contributions and lastly, presenting the limitations and possible future research directions.  



 

2  Literature review 

To create a comprehensive understanding of partnership criteria in application-centric 

software ecosystems, the concepts of partnerships, software ecosystems, application-centric 

software ecosystems and criteria for partners in application-centric software ecosystems are 

assessed. In the literature review over 50 carefully selected references have been utilized to 

construct a basis for the research. The literature review consists of four sections and nine 

subsections. The literature review assesses partnerships and software ecosystems at a high 

level, with a clear focus on delineating software ecosystems into application-centric software 

ecosystems, and then critically and extensively examining the criteria that application-

centric software ecosystem orchestrators use in their partner selection. 

2.1  The Value of Partnerships 

To begin with, partnership is fundamentally a contractual entity, which consists of 

collaboration between two or more autonomous individuals or organisations (Ribstein 

2006). Usually, partnerships are established when it is beneficial for the individuals or 

organisations to support each other, while simultaneously gaining the benefits of the 

collaboration (Eshel & Shaked 2001).  The word “partnership” implies that the participants 

collaborate to share resources, workload, benefits, risks, responsibility, and decision making 

(Frank & Smith 2003). Partnering with others to gain mutual benefits is a phenomenon seen 

not only among humans, but in all creatures. For example, hunting dogs and lions both trust 

in the power of cooperation, where teamwork leads to more effective hunting and defence 

systems. These alliances between humans and animals are reinforced by the benefits of 

working together and the memories of past success. (Eshel & Shaked 2001) 

In the context of business, partnerships have existed for centuries. McLean and Padgett 

explain the emergence of the contemporary nature of collaboration between companies in 

their study “Transposition and Refunctionality: The Birth of Partnership Systems in 

Renaissance Florence”. Based on their research, the innovative “partnership system” 

emerged in 14th century Florence, which introduced the world to a new way of running 

businesses and changed the game for merchants and bankers. McLean and Padgett do not 



 

explicitly mean that partnerships did not exist before the 14th century but emphasizes that 

the organisational form of partnerships was created during these times. In the partnership 

system, instead of one person or a company handling everything, businesses started to form 

partnerships that allowed diversification and specialization. This enabled companies to focus 

on a specific area of customer demand, excel in it and grow the business while 

simultaneously helping the partner achieve its business goals. These early partnerships and 

the partnership system laid the groundwork for the complex business networks on the 

contemporary business landscape and were a crucial driver for Florence to becoming a 

powerhouse in the European economy during the Renaissance. (McLean & Padgett 2006)  

Partnerships have evolved greatly from the days of the Renaissance. In contemporary 

business, partnerships play a key role in many companies’ success, and the way the 

partnerships are formed, executed, and governed has developed throughout the centuries 

(Yovanno 2020). The partnerships we see everywhere in business and the complex networks 

the organisations and individuals form together can be global and involve many players to 

meet the ever-changing demand from the end-customers (De Backer & Rinaudo 2019). The 

rise of the internet has been a great driver in expanding partnerships beyond the traditional 

affiliate business relationships. The development and progress of business partnerships have 

transformed them into a significant channel of business which includes not only marketing 

and sales, but also creating excellent customer experience and sustainable growth. (Yovanno 

2020) 

When two or more companies seek opportunities in the same business area and can provide 

value to each other’s operations, while simultaneously providing value for the end-

customers, partnerships can be beneficial to all participants. Partnerships, when successful, 

enable companies to leverage each other’s market presence and customer base, help with the 

entry into new markets and expand their reach. (Yovanno 2020) The companies can pool 

resources, such as technology, business expertise and infrastructure and by doing so reduce 

costs and risks associated with projects, product development and entry strategies (De 

Backer & Rinaudo 2019). Also, by combining the strengths and capabilities each partner 

possesses, the companies can innovate and develop products and solutions that they could 

not achieve individually. Therefore, the collaboration can lead to the creation of better goods 

and services and enhance the competitive advantage of both parties. (Yovanno 2020) 



 

Partnerships also offer companies a way of building trust and reputation. Successful 

partnering projects the impression of the company being a reliable and effective partner, 

which can potentially make it more attractive to future partners and end-customers. 

Establishing trust through collaboration with widely known players can also make the 

company’s overall market position stronger. (Rose 2023) In addition, partnerships often lead 

to sustainable business growth. Companies that have mature partnership programs and have 

invested significantly in operating with others tend to experience faster revenue growth 

(Yovanno 2020). 

Every rose has its thorn – so do partnerships. For example, partnerships often struggle when 

the goals of the participants are not aligned. Without a common aim conflict can arise, which 

can lead to inefficiency in the collaboration. (Sibbald et al 2013) Good communication 

between participants is crucial for the well-being of the partnership. Failures in 

communication can lead to misunderstandings and improper management of expectations, 

and therefore complicate the efforts to work cooperatively. (Giesecke 2012) In addition, if 

partnerships aren’t governed and nurtured, it can lead to difficulties in decision-making and 

unclear roles for the participants and by so, possibly stalling the partnership’s progress 

(Jansen et al 2022, 7-8). 

2.2  Software Ecosystems 

Belo and Alves (2019) explain, that a software ecosystem (SECO) consists of businesses 

that operate in the same space symbiotically and aim to drive the ecosystem into providing 

value for all participants. Usually, this value comes from benefiting commercially from the 

ecosystem’s success. These businesses look for opportunities to create value for end-users, 

by combining their own efforts and solutions to make the ecosystem flourish. In addition, 

these businesses share valuable knowledge among the ecosystem stakeholders. (Belo & 

Alves 2019) Nine out of ten of the most valuable companies in the world are ecosystem 

companies, and most of them operate in the software industry. In his article “Changing the 

rules of business”, Miklós Dietz forecasts that by 2030, ecosystems will be driving 

approximately $80 trillion in annual revenue, which translates to a third of total global 

revenue. (Dietz 2024) In SECOs, partnerships are crucial for acquiring new assets, creating 



 

innovative solutions, and sharing risks and costs related to developing and maintaining the 

solutions (Belo & Alves 2019). 

The relationships of SECO participants are often supported and governed by a common 

technological platform. These platforms are used by the participants to share information 

and resources and to provide their own solutions. (Jansen et al. 2009) Overall, SECOs are 

dynamic and evolving communities and networks that aim to create and maintain software 

products and produce a better overall solution than a single company could achieve alone. 

(Manikas & Hansen 2013). 

Based on the systematic literature review of software ecosystems by Konstantinos Manikas 

and Klaus Marius Hansen, the earliest academic definition of SECO can be traced back to 

2005 by Messerschmitt and Szyperski, when they defined SECOs as a collection of software 

products that have some given degree of symbiotic relationships, (Manikas & Hansen 2013) 

Jansen and Cusumano explain the history of SECOs by stating that even though SECOs were 

defined for the first time in the early 21st century, they had been existing for a couple of 

decades before that. Until the 1980s, vertically integrated companies dominated the software 

market by providing comprehensive solutions made without utilizing the help of others. 

When entering the 1990s, the software business landscape began to evolve into collaboration 

between companies and the idea of a single provider developing and maintaining a whole 

solution started to fade away. In other words, the originally vertical integration gave way to 

a horizontally tiered modular structure. (Jansen & Cusumano 2012) 

Jansen and Cusumano (2012) agree with this notion and explain that the once monolithic 

“software stack” became a series of layers that enriched the total solution. This restructured 

market enabled companies to simultaneously collaborate and compete across the common 

market, encapsulating the culture of contemporary software business. Nowadays, software 

development has evolved to be known for its reliance on a diverse set of components and 

solutions that are sourced from third-party vendors and open-source suppliers. Based on the 

view of Jansen and Cusumano, this change has reshaped the software landscape by 

combining suppliers and purchasers of software solutions and technologies to form a 

competitive edge in the constantly developing and competitive market. They elaborate that 

a contemporary software company’s success is not directly linked to the quality of its own 

development, but to how effectively it navigates and orchestrates its ecosystem relationships. 

(Jansen & Cusumano 2012) 



 

Bosch (2009) refines this view in the study “From Software Product Lines to Software 

Ecosystems” by highlighting the strategic advantages for companies to transition towards 

the ecosystem model compared to doing everything by themselves, as well as explaining 

why the market has shifted from its early stages into a world of SECOs. The primary 

motivator and cause for this shift is the recognition that meeting all end-customer’s needs 

with the company’s own limited resources is a nearly impossible task. Furthermore, Bosch 

points out multiple benefits of adopting a software ecosystem strategy, including enhancing 

the core product’s value for users, attracting new users, and increasing the platform’s 

stickiness by making it more challenging for the users to change to another platform. In 

addition, becoming a SECO accelerates innovation through collaboration, allows cost-

sharing among ecosystem participants in product development, and reduces the total cost of 

ownership by distributing maintenance responsibilities across the SECO partners. (Bosch 

2009) Jyrki Kaistinen adds to the insights of Bosch by explaining that becoming a software 

ecosystem offers virtually limitless expansion for a company’s platform portfolio through 

partnerships, which helps grow the potential customer base. The software ecosystem strategy 

provides vendors the possibility to invite partners with specialized skills to the ecosystem, 

and therefore gain access to rare capabilities that help the SECO thrive. (Kaistinen 2017) 

2.3  Application-Centric Software Ecosystems 

Bosch (2009) explains the multidimensional and complex nature of SECOs. He introduces 

a classification that identifies three different levels of SECOs, which are the operating 

system, application and end-user programming. Operating system-based SECOs are domain 

independent, and where third-party developers build applications around the system that 

provide value for the end-users. Linux and Windows are great examples of successful OS-

centric SECOs. Application-centric SECOs focus on the expansion of the ecosystem around 

the core application, (Bosch 2009) for example in the Microsoft Business Central ecosystem 

(Microsoft 2024). End-user programming SECOs are smaller and less important compared 

to the former two. From the software engineering perspective, these SECOs compose of pre-

created building blocks to provide value for the ecosystem participants. (Bosch 2009) 

The levels of SECOs can be open-source or privately owned (Table 2.). The first is controlled 

by a foundation that represents the interests of the community and other stakeholders, and 



 

the latter is usually governed by a private company (Belo & Alves 2019). The application-

centric SECOs that are owned by private companies are led by orchestrators, the owners of 

the applications, that “provide a standard or platform technology that provides a fundament 

for (part of) the ecosystem” (Jansen et al. 2009, 34-48). SalesForce, Amazon ((Bosch 2009), 

SAP, and Microsoft (Ceccagnoli & Forman 2012), can be seen as great examples of 

application-centric SECOs (Bosch 2009, 2). This study focuses on the application-centric 

software ecosystems that are owned by a private company, which is why the other two levels 

of ecosystems, and the open-source approach will not be discussed in more detail. 

Bosch explains that in most cases, application-centric SECOs originate from a single 

company’s application’s market success. After the application has reached commercial 

success and a wide customer base, it can evolve into a platform that attracts third-party 

developers who seek to join to the success story.  When an application-centric SECO 

expands and the number of partners increase, the ecosystem can provide a more diverse 

portfolio of functionalities and solutions the end-users want. (Bosch 2009) Michael 

Cusumano adds to this and provides a view that the competition for market domination is 

increasingly more dependent on the ecosystem’s capability of having the best platform, best 

product and the best surrounding ecosystem, and not solely focusing on the product-based 

competition. This underlines the orchestrator’s role, as they are the most responsible 

participant of the SECO to promote collaboration and innovation, as well as a broad service 

offering for the end-users. (Cusumano 2010) 

Parker and Alstyne (2005) contribute to the studies of both Bosch (2009) and Cusumano 

(2010) by focusing more specifically on the collaboration within the ecosystem. They 

explain that the success of a software ecosystem is deeply rooted into the network effect and 

the joint value proposition the SECO can provide for the end-users. The collaboration 

between the orchestrator and the third-party developers, partners, creates an environment 

that helps the ecosystem grow and attract more participants and end-users. (Parker & Van 

Alstyne 2005) 

These complex application-centric SECOs are a symbiosis between the orchestrator’s core 

application, the ecosystem partners’ contributions to enhance it, and end-customers, whose 

evolving demands accelerate the technological development and commercial growth (de 

Souza et al. 2016). In the following chapters a more detailed examination of the roles of 



 

orchestrators, ecosystem partners and end-customers will be undertaken, to truly understand 

the motivators and the parts each participant plays in making the SECOs succeed. 

2.3.1  Orchestrators: The Architects of Software Ecosystems 

In the application-centric SECOs the orchestrators can be seen as architects of value creation. 

The literature defines these orchestrators as keystones, hubs, shapers and platform owners 

that are crucial for the ecosystem’s success. According to Manikas and Hansen they govern 

and manage the SECO by maintaining and developing the core platform, establish rules and 

procedures for all participants, and orchestrate the relationships. (Manikas & Hansen 2012) 

The orchestrators do not only drive the ecosystem further, but also profit from its success by 

controlling the essential technology (Jansen & Cusumano 2012).  

As stated earlier, there are many motivators and incentives for a company to adopt a software 

ecosystem strategy. The primary motivator and cause for the orchestrator is understanding 

the limitations of its own resources. Meeting all end-customer needs alone is nearly an 

impossible task, and therefore the help of partners is crucial for the orchestrator’s growth 

and survival in the competitive software market. In addition to developing new 

functionalities for end-users, the SECO strategy provides orchestrators’ many benefits, 

including applications enhanced value, attracting new customer base, and increasing the 

stickiness. Becoming a SECO also accelerates innovation, allows cost-sharing and reduces 

the total cost of ownership. (Bosch 2009) 

Even though the ecosystem business model approach has been successful for many 

companies, there are multiple challenges that application-centric SECO orchestrators may 

face when evolving into one. Bosch points out that the transition from a standalone product 

to a SECO orchestrator involves significant strategic and architectural changes for the core 

company. The shift is often met with resistance by the stakeholders, as it changes the 

foundation of the company’s R&D and product strategy and demands commitment to change 

the whole business towards an ecosystem-centric approach. (Bosch 2009) In addition, 

involving partners to the SECO demands a well-planned partnership model. This model 

should, for example, address the entry requirements for the partners, establish roles within 

the SECO and provide guidelines to conflict resolving. Therefore, orchestrating a SECO will 



 

require many changes and much development from the keystone, and the change cannot be 

achieved overnight. (Belo & Alves 2021) 

Jansen, Finkelstein and Brinkkemper emphasize that the orchestrator needs to be providing 

focus, identify new opportunities outside the current functionalities and set standards that 

enhance the value creation with an increasing number of participants. (Jansen et al. 2009) 

Van Vulpen, Jansen and Brinkkemper highlight the many responsibilities of orchestrators 

that include oversight of the development, relationship management, coordination, 

innovation, stimulation, and the construction of the SECO network to achieve the common 

goals. Moreover, the orchestrators promote commitment and trust within the SECO and 

provide enablers that support the participants’ business objectives. (van Vulpen et al. 2020) 

The orchestrators role can be seen as successful, when the ecosystems health and the 

orchestrators business goals both thrive. (Jansen et al. 2009) 

From the partner management point of view, orchestrators need to provide the SECO three 

things: foundation, expansion, and prosperity. Foundation means that orchestrators provide 

partners with models that create revenue, define quality standards and certifications, define 

rules to manage the relationships and enable effective channels for communication. 

Expansion addresses the attraction and maintaining partnerships, creating community for the 

ecosystem, nurturing collaboration, managing the architecture and knowledge, and 

supporting marketing and sales activities. Prosperity means encouraging partner 

investments, creating associate model, alignment with other ecosystems and promoting 

innovation within the SECO. (Jansen et al. 2022) 

Microsoft is a great example of a successful orchestrator and has multiple sub-ecosystems 

their products and services create (Joshua et al. 2013). For example, the Microsoft Business 

Central ecosystem consists of the orchestrators platform, independent software vendors, 

value added resellers, and system integrators. The Business Central is trusted by over 30 000 

SME’s and evolves continuously based on the end-customers’ needs, and this evolution is 

produced by the common efforts of all ecosystem players. (Microsoft 2024) 



 

2.3.2  Ecosystem Partners: Co-creators of Value 

Literature has many names for partners in software ecosystems, niche players, influencers, 

component developers, builders and participants for example. They are the actors that 

contribute to the SECO by typically developing or adding components to the platform owned 

by the orchestrator. These partners complement the platform by providing functionalities 

and solutions that provide value for the SECO and the end-users. Depending on the SECO 

they participate in, the partners may have influence even over the decision making of the 

core platform’s development. (Manikas & Hansen 2012) Based on Bosch’s classification, 

there are three different levels of SECOs: operating system, application, and end-user 

programming. In all the distinguished levels, partnerships are different and are therefore 

created and governed in different manners. (Bosch 2009) Since this research focuses on 

application-centric SECOs, a deeper dive into the partnerships within the application-centric 

SECOs will be taken. 

Microsoft can be viewed as a great example of a successful software ecosystem (Joshua et 

al 2013), and to narrow it down, their platform Microsoft Dynamics 365 Business Central is 

an excellent example of a thriving application-centric SECO, (Microsoft 2024). The partners 

within this SECO serve different roles and provide different value propositions but aim to 

offer all needed functionalities and services wanted by end-customers. The partners can be 

classified as independent software vendors (ISVs), value added resellers (VARs), system 

integrators (SIs), (Joshua et al 2013) consultants, extension developers and implementation 

partners (Kaistinen 2017). There are multiple subcategories for different kinds of partnership 

models, but in the scope of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) and financial management 

software, the ISVs, VARs and SIs are the most common ones. 

Independent software vendors (ISVs) are legal entities whose focus is the production of their 

own software, which is promoted and used by end-customers (Kittlaus & Fricker 2017). In 

the scope of application-centric SECOs, ISVs offer software products that the orchestrator 

does not produce, and therefore add value to the primary application’s functionalities and 

value proposition (Gartner 2024). In the Microsoft Dynamics Business Central SECO the 

ISVs can publish their solutions to an in-app store called AppSource. This enables end-

customers to easily start using the ISVs solutions, enrich the value for all parties and provide 

revenue streams for the ISVs. (Microsoft 2024) 



 

Value added resellers (VARs) are partners that not only resell the core application but bring 

their own expertise to the mix to create more value for end-customers. The VARs can for 

example engage in co-marketing activities and complement the orchestrators basic offering 

with their own extensions. Becoming a VAR is a critical business decision, since the 

company needs to allocate resources to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills of the 

core application, and possibly earn certificates to become one. (Bech 2015) 

System integrators (SIs) are companies focusing on providing value through their 

technological expertise. These partners offer services related to implementation of the 

orchestrator’s products and the integration of these products with different software used by 

the end-customers. These partners are not usually exclusively participants of just one SECO 

but can offer their technological expertise with multiple software products, solutions and 

ecosystems. (Popp & Meyer, 2010) 

Profiting from the SECOs success and wide customer base is the common factor for all these 

different types of partners. Luckily, the orchestrators view the partners as a way of providing 

a wider set of functionalities and solutions for the end-users, add “stickiness” of the core 

platform and increase profits, and therefore welcome them into the ecosystem – if the value 

proposition of the partner is aligned with the orchestrator’s goals. Even though there are 

many benefits of partnering up, there are also challenges. For example, the partners want to 

extract commercial profits from the end-users, while the orchestrators want to extract value 

from the relationship, functionalities and services provided by the partner. Therefore, the 

relationship between the orchestrator and the partner requires coordinated management and 

governance for the collaboration to be successful. (Hyrynsalmi et al. 2016) 

Partnering into a SECO can be fruitful for all types of partners. Rickmann and Wenzel 

differentiate four goals the partners pursue when entering a software ecosystem. These goals 

are customer access, meeting customer demand, integration and expansion. Customer access 

explains the improved visibility and credibility of the partner, meeting customer demand 

interprets the alignment of applications and partners strategic or technological roadmap, 

integration provides partners an easier access to end-users, and expansion illustrates the new 

opportunities the partnership can provide for the partner. (Rickmann & Wenzel 2014) Based 

on the case study by Ceccagnoli, Huang, Forman and Wu, these goals are usually met with 

good results, since in the case study they found out that ISV’s that participate in an enterprise 



 

software platform ecosystem are associated with an increase in sales and the likelihood of 

issuing an IPO. (Ceccagnoli et al. 2012)  

2.3.3  End-customer Influence on Application-Centric SECOs 

End-customer refers to the consumer of a good or a service (Hayes 2023). In the context of 

SECOs, the end-customer or end user is the person, company or entity that purchases and 

uses the complete or partial solution of the SECO. The end-customer can interact directly 

with the SECO orchestrator, or with the ISV, VAR or SI. (Manikas & Hansen 2012) It has 

been argued if end-customers should be seen as part of the software ecosystem. Jansen and 

Cusumano discuss the matter in their study “Defining Software Ecosystems: A Survey of 

Software Platforms and Business Network Governance”, explaining that end-customers are 

the “plankton” that keeps the ecosystem alive and well, and therefore should be included in 

SECOs. They view that the term plankton is appropriate, since without a potential market, 

“plankton”, it is risky for the partners to join or co-create an ecosystem. (Jansen & Cusumano 

2012) 

For an orchestrator or a partner to create a successful solution, they need to not think of their 

own needs, but of the end-customers (Hayes 2023). Understanding the customer needs and 

their viewpoint is crucial for all orchestrators and partners, especially in innovation of new 

solutions. Developing products and solutions that end-customers find attractive is a premise 

for the success of the SECO. For SECOs to achieve this, they need to understand and to feed 

information related to customers into their innovation and product development processes. 

(Nordlund 2009) 

End-customers can influence the SECOs growth and evolution in many ways, for example 

with feedback and reviews, usage patterns, demand for integration, and co-creation and 

participation. End-customers can provide direct feedback and reviews of the current, missing 

and upcoming solutions, and by doing so guide the development priorities of the ecosystem 

(Chesbrough 2003). Usage patterns can be analyzed to understand how end-customers use 

applications and based on the data, lead to insights that drive the evolution further (Tiwana 

2014). Customers often need many different software applications to fulfil their needs, and 

the amount of software applications in the market increases continually, which opens new 

opportunities especially for the SIs (Burrel 2012). End-customers can also participate in the 



 

creation process of solutions and influence product design and functionalities (Prahald & 

Ramaswamy 2004). 

2.4  Criteria for Partner Selection by Application-Centric SECO Orchestrators 

As stated earlier, software ecosystems consist of businesses that operate in the same space 

symbiotically and aim to drive the ecosystem into providing value for all participants (Belo 

& Alves 2019). It has been argued that a contemporary software company’s success is not 

directly linked to the quality of its own development, but to how effectively it navigates and 

orchestrates its ecosystem relationships (Jansen & Cusumano 2012). End-customer needs 

are nearly impossible to meet with a single company’s resources, and therefore the SECO 

orchestrators need partners to fulfil the ever-changing demand for functionalities and 

solutions. Partnerships enhance the core product’s value for users, attract new ones and 

increase the stickiness of the SECO. In addition, SECO strategy accelerates innovation 

through collaboration, allows cost-sharing and reduces the total cost of ownership by 

distributing maintenance responsibilities. (Bosch 2009) 

In the application-centric SECOs orchestrators can be seen as architects of value creation. 

The core responsibilities of orchestrators consist of maintaining and developing the core 

platform, establishing rules and procedures, and orchestrating relationships. (Manikas & 

Hansen 2012) The SECO partners act as complementors of the core platform by providing 

functionalities and solutions that provide value for the orchestrators, other partners, and end-

customers. Depending on the SECO the partners participate, they can even influence the 

decision making of the core application’s development. (Manikas & Hansen 2012) 

Partnering into a SECO can be a great possibility for the partners since it can provide them 

commercial profits of the SECOs success and wide customer base. On the other hand, 

partnerships come with their challenges, and they need to be properly governed, for the 

SECO to be healthy and prospering. (Hyrynsalmi et al. 2016) 

The importance of strategic partnerships in business strategies is increasingly seen as a one 

of the most important elements for success (Duisters et al. 2011) and selecting the right 

partner the most crucial part of the partnership process (Varis et al. 2005). The failure rate 

of business partnerships is high, and the failures can happen due to many reasons. To name 

a few, misaligned strategies, differences in the decision-making processes and inconsistent 



 

management styles of the partners can increase the risk of partnership failure. Therefore, 

companies looking for new business opportunities through partnering with others need to be 

careful in their partner selection. (Duisters et al. 2011) 

There is a decent amount of literature of partner selection and possible criteria to be used to 

evaluate business partnerships. This being said, the past literature hasn’t been giving a lot of 

focus for evaluation of partnerships within software ecosystems. Based on the view of 

Beelen, Jansen and Overbeek, SECO orchestrators have insufficient insight and lack of 

academic guidance in partner selection criteria to aid them in the process of selecting suitable 

partners to their SECOs. This leads to challenges on screening, evaluating, selecting and 

engaging with the right partner prospects. In their study “Are you of Value to me? A partner 

selection reference method for software ecosystem orchestrators”, the researchers aimed to 

identify the key criteria and created a partner selection reference method, which was studied 

with six case companies. The researchers conducted a semi-systematic literature review, 

whose goal was to collect candidate partner selection criteria. They were able to identify 42 

articles discussing the matter and found 62 potential criteria for partnerships in SECOs. 

These criteria were divided into six groups: partner’s characteristics, partner’s capabilities, 

partner’s product, partner’s knowledge assets, partner’s sales capabilities and orchestrator 

perspective. (Beelen et al., 2022) 

This study will utilize the work of Beelen, Jansen and Overbeek by using their findings from 

literature, criteria categorising, criteria, and the results of the six case studies they conducted. 

Based on the case studies, the researchers identified the three most important criteria per 

category. (Table 1.) 

Category Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 

Partner’s characteristics Commitment to 

partnership 

Customer satisfaction Customer happiness 

Partner’s capabilities Innovation capabilities Unique competencies Continues focus on 

innovation 

Partner’s product Reliability Quality Effective API integration 

Partner’s knowledge 

assets 

In-house knowledge Technical expertise Investment in R&D 

Partner’s sales 

capabilities 

Customer base Market share Market coverage 

Orchestrator perspective Portfolio complementarity Partnership ROI Recommended by others 

Table 1. Summary of the top 3 partner selection criteria for each category (Beelen et al., 

2022) 



 

In the following subsections each category will be discussed in more detail. Also, the three 

most important criteria per category identified by Beelen, Jansen and Overbeek will be 

elaborated. In addition, the author will detail two more criteria for each category. These 

criteria are selected based on the expertise and work-life knowledge the author has acquired, 

and based on what criteria the author assumes are important for SECO orchestrators. These 

criteria are also discussed in several references of this study. 

2.4.1  Partner’s characteristics 

The category partner’s characteristics consist of criteria that a software ecosystem 

orchestrator can use to outline and evaluate the general traits of a partner prospect. Of the 

six categories, partner’s characteristics is the biggest, and it includes 25 of the 62 potential 

criteria. These 25 criteria are: partner’s trustworthiness, reputation and credibility, 

collaboration history, collaboration goals, culture compatibility, objective alignment, 

organizational structure and size, financial KPIs, profitability, potential for growth, content 

of business plan, chemistry in relationship, transparent and efficient in communication, 

transparency in intentions, sharing culture, willingness to share technical and business 

knowledge, willingness to commit to terms and conditions set by the orchestrator, 

commitment to partnership, loyalty to partnership, willingness to invest in partnership, 

autonomous and independent operation, flexibility in corporate principles, adherence to 

standard development practices, customer satisfaction, and customer happiness. (Beelen et 

al. 2022) 

Commitment to partnership addresses the orchestrators’ need for the partner to be 

committed to the collaboration. The commitment can be, for example, investing in the 

partnership, aligning business goals and allocating resources for the partnership to flourish. 

From the orchestrator’s point of view, it’s crucial that the common venture is seen as 

important for the possible partner. (Che Mat et al. 2009) 

Customer satisfaction and customer happiness will be merged as a one criterion, since 

their focus is very similar. From the orchestrator’s point of view, happy and satisfied 

customers are a high priority criteria in all actions, since without these elements, the SECO 

can’t thrive and grow. Therefore, the potential partner and the partner’s solution needs to 

enhance customer happiness and satisfaction. (Kannan & Haq 2007) 



 

Chemistry in relationship is an important element of all partnerships. When an orchestrator 

seeks a partner, they appreciate like-minded people and organisations. Especially when the 

partnership is strategic, the orchestrator and partner spend time and resources together, in 

which case it is important that the personal chemistry works between the parties. (Doherty 

2009) 

Objective alignment addresses the need for the orchestrators and partners’ businesses to be 

on the same page. It’s an important factor for the orchestrator, that the common venture is 

strategically important for the partner, and that the businesses are going into the same 

direction. (Bierly & Gallagher 2007) 

Financial KPI’s of the potential partner are important for the orchestrator and should be 

screened before establishing a partnership. It’s important that the possible partner’s business 

is on a sustainable basis and that the business is believed to continue long into the future. If 

the possible partner’s financial KPI’s are in a poor state, there is a higher risk of the 

partnership failing. (Das & He 2006) 

2.4.2  Partner’s capabilities 

The category partner’s capabilities consist of criteria that represent the capabilities a 

software ecosystem orchestrator seeks for in a partner prospect’s company and employees. 

In this category, six different criteria are identified. These criteria are resource availability, 

unique competencies, the ability to reduce cost through the partnership, innovation 

capabilities, continuous focus on innovation, and management capabilities. (Beelen et al., 

2022) 

Innovation capabilities is an important criterion, when an orchestrator screens for a possible 

partner. In this criteria the partner prospects capability of creating innovative solutions is 

evaluated. From the SECOs point of view, it’s crucial that the SECO participants are able to 

deliver market leading solutions for the end-customers. (Alves et al. 2017) 

Unique competencies mean that a partner prospect needs to differentiate itself from other 

competitors. Usually there are several potential partners to be screened for the same 

partnership and from orchestrators point of view unique solution, market position, possible 



 

add-on services, and other factors that differentiate the prospect from others are seen as 

positive factors. (Das & He 2006) 

Continuous focus on innovation is important for SECOs health, since the end-customer 

demand for new solutions and functionalities is infinite, and the orchestrator with its partners 

are responsible for filling the demand. Therefore, it’s important that the partner prospect can 

show its capability of focusing on new development ideas. (Chen et al. 2008) 

Resource availability means the partner prospect’s capability of using its resources to 

enhance the SECOs health.  Evaluating the resources the prospect has at their disposal helps 

the orchestrator evaluate the partners potential for short term business growth. This criterion 

includes, for example, resources to marketing, selling, R&D and innovation. (Das & He 

2006) 

The ability to reduce cost through the partnership addresses the possibility of partnership 

helping the orchestrator to allocate its own resources to other ventures. It’s important for the 

SECO, that the partner prospect provides value, not only with new streams of revenue, but 

reducing costs from the orchestrator’s operations. (Huang & Wu 2003) 

2.4.3  Partner’s product 

The category partner’s product consists of criteria that a software ecosystem orchestrator 

seeks in a partner prospect’s product. These criteria include different elements of the 

prospect’s product and criteria the product must deliver to be seen as an interesting addition 

to the SECOs offering. In this category, nine different criteria are identified. These criteria 

are quality, pricing, reliability, clear and complete documentation, data privacy and security, 

effective API integration, development standard, continuous improvement, and high-quality 

customer support. (Beelen et al., 2022) 

Reliability of the partner prospect’s product is a key element for successful collaboration. 

Within the software landscape, a product must be well maintained, continuously developed 

and have minimum possible downtime. The reliability of the partners product reflects on the 

image of the orchestrator and the SECO, and therefore each partner needs to have a great 

product to offer. (Xia & Wu 2007) 



 

Quality of offered services and products within a software ecosystem needs to fulfil the 

customer expectations, and preferably exceed them. A partner prospect needs to convince 

the orchestrator that the quality of their product meets their and the end customers’ demands. 

(Solesvik & Westhead 2010) 

Effective API integration is an important element for the orchestrator, as well as for the 

whole SECO. Using standardised integrations help the orchestrator with solution scalability. 

If the orchestrator integrates into the partner’s system, the API integration needs to require 

as little resources as possible, be stable in the future, and the API-documentation needs to be 

clear and well documented. If the partner integrates into the orchestrator’s API, it’s crucial 

that excessive API usage is prevented to reduce costs and resources. (Benlian et al. 2015) 

Pricing, especially alignment of pricing of the orchestrator’s core product and partner’s 

product or service is crucial for the collaboration’s success. The price offered to the end-

customer needs to be competitive, while simultaneously leaving money on the table for the 

orchestrator and partner. (Kannan & Haq 2007) 

High-quality customer support is strongly related to end-customer happiness and 

satisfaction. It’s crucial that partner has a clear and effective support model to enable growth 

and maximize customer retention. (Benlian et al. 2015) 

2.4.4  Partner’s knowledge assets 

Partner’s knowledge assets address the criteria an orchestrator seeks for in partner prospect 

regarding the knowledge-based value a partner is able to provide for the ecosystem. These 

assets vary from business knowledge to technical knowledge and aim to explain what kind 

of assets the prospect needs to have. In this category, five different criteria are identified. 

These criteria are availability of technical and business in-house knowledge of their own and 

orchestrators product, ownership of intellectual property, ownership of patents, availability 

of technical expertise and investment in research and development. (Beelen et al., 2022) 

Availability of technical and business in-house knowledge of their own and 

orchestrator’s product is a key factor for SECO partnership. The possible partner needs to 

have an excellent understanding of the field they operate in and understand the business and 

technical requirements of the SECO orchestrator. Checking this box helps the partner and 



 

orchestrator maintain and develop the partnership and the products based on customer 

demand. (Dekker & Van den Abbeele 2007) 

Availability of technical expertise addresses the need for the possible partner’s 

organisation to possess the needed skills for future development. If the partner prospect does 

not have the needed skill set within the organisation, the future development process is 

negatively affected. (Büyüközkan et al. 2008) 

Investment in R&D is a clear indication of the partner prospect’s intention to develop its 

solutions in the future. If the partner prospect does not invest resources in product 

development, it can be assumed that the product will not meet the future demand of end 

customers. (Chen et al. 2008) 

Ownership of intellectual property can be seen as a clear indicator that the partner prospect 

possesses the needed business and technical skills for the product or service they are offering. 

If not, it can be a risk for future collaboration. In that case, the partner would not be the one 

defining the future of the product or service, and this can lead to problems within the SECO. 

(Huang & Wu 2003) 

Ownership of patents addresses the same risk as ownership of intellectual property. If a 

partner prospect owns the patents for its solutions, it’s an indication that they have the needed 

expertise and can offer unique solutions for end-customers that their competitors can’t. 

(Huang & Wu 2003) 

2.4.5  Partner’s sales capabilities 

The category partner’s sales capabilities address the criteria a partner needs to meet 

regarding their ability to sell their product. In this category, there are nine different criteria. 

These criteria are access to markets, sales channels available, sales experience, customer 

base, availability of market knowledge, market share, market coverage, customer diversity, 

and partner’s network. (Beelen et al., 2022) 

Customer base, especially a large one, is a clear indicator that the partner prospects solution 

is needed by the end-customers, but also competitive compared to other vendors. A large 

customer base offers the orchestrator new business possibilities, since it can be assumed that 

the orchestrator could have better access to these customers by collaborating with the partner 



 

prospect. If the prospect only has a few customers, it can be risky for the orchestrator to 

pursue partnership. (Das & He 2006) 

Market share can be used to identify a partner's current business size and future potential. 

It is also a clear indicator of the partner's competitiveness compared to other players in the 

market. As well as customer base, market share is a key criterion to be looked at, when 

deciding of partnership. (Wu et al. 2009) 

Market coverage addresses the partner prospects level to which it caters the market. It 

addresses the scale of partner’s solutions solving problems of end-customers. From the 

orchestrator’s point of view, it’s important that a partner is capable of offering its solution 

within the range the orchestrator currently operates in, and in places the orchestrator sees 

itself in the future. (Wu et al. 2009) 

Access to markets addresses the product market penetration the partner prospect has. 

Access to markets includes both, the national and international markets, and indicates the 

growth potential and opportunities the partner prospect possesses. From the orchestrator’s 

point of view, it’s important that the potential partner’s solution is scalable and supports the 

growth of the SECO. (Doherty 2009) 

Sales experience is an important criterion in a partnership. It tells the orchestrator how well 

the partner prospect has succeeded in scaling its solution in the history, which can indicate 

the potential of future growth. If the partner prospect has a bad track record in selling its 

solution, it can be viewed as a risk for the collaboration. (Das & He 2006) 

2.4.6  Orchestrator perspective 

The category orchestrator perspective addresses the criteria the SECO orchestrator seeks 

from its partners from its own business perspective. In this category, there are eight different 

criteria. These criteria are loose connections with competitors, multi homing, open for co-

opetition, potential for co-development, portfolio complementarity, partnership ROI, 

recommended by others and know-how of local regulations. (Beelen et al., 2022) 

Portfolio complementarity is one of the most important criteria an orchestrator has. For a 

software ecosystem to be healthy, the orchestrator needs to scale up the offering for end-

customers by bringing valuable solutions to the SECO. Therefore, the orchestrator evaluates 



 

potential partners through their value generation, aiming to increase the services and 

products produced for end customers. (Schreieck et al. 2016) 

Partnership ROI is one of the most important criteria the orchestrator screens when 

evaluating a partnership. Partnership ROI evaluates the business opportunity the partnership 

offers – future revenue streams compared to expenses. There is almost infinite amount of 

ventures an orchestrator could start and partnerships to establish, and it’s important for the 

orchestrator as well as for the SECO health, that the ones the orchestrator chooses to move 

forward with not only provide value for the end-customers, but also to the SECO 

orchestrator. (Chen et al. 2008) 

Recommended by others is an excellent criterion for any kind of business. For a SECO 

orchestrator it’s a good way of validating the partner prospect’s solutions excellence, as well 

as get to know the prospect’s way of doing business. A testimonial from a prospect’s partner 

or customer helps the orchestrator understand if the prospect is a good fit for the SECO. The 

orchestrator can also leverage its network and get possible recommendations from 

organisations and people, who are involved with the prospect, and haven’t agreed on giving 

a testimonial on behalf of the prospect. (Keung & Griffiths 2008) 

Loose connections with competitors can be seen as a positive factor when evaluating a 

partnership. Especially when evaluating a strategic partnership, it’s important to know with 

whom the partner prospect operates with. If the partner prospect operates with the 

orchestrator’s direct competitors, there is a risk that business knowledge and jointly 

developed solutions end up being used by other competitors. (Giessmann & Stanoevska-

Slabeva 2012) 

Potential for co-development is a criterion addressing the future of the partnership. It’s 

important for the orchestrator to know if the partner prospect is able to allocate resources in 

joint ventures in the future. As stated before, the demand of functionalities from end-

customers evolve as time goes by, and the orchestrator as well as the partner needs to be 

capable of answering this demand. (Hitt et al. 2000) 

  



 

3  Research design and methods 

In this chapter, the research design and research methods of the study are discussed. The 

research design addresses the structure of the research, and the guidelines chosen for the 

execution of the research method. It also addresses the analysis of the research data. (Bell & 

Bryman 2022) This research aims to find out what are the most important criteria for partner 

selection in an application-centric software ecosystem, from the point of view of the SECO 

orchestrator. In this chapter, the research process and its phases are explained, including 

research philosophy, research methodology, data collection methods, sampling, data 

analysis and data quality. 

3.1  Research process 

This master’s thesis is conducted as part of the Lappeenranta-Lahti University of 

Technology LUT’s degree programme in International business and Entrepreneurship. The 

driver for the research was the author’s desire to increase his understanding of partnership 

criteria in application-centric software ecosystems, in order to support and develop his 

knowledge and abilities to influence partner selection in his work. This everyday reflection 

occurring at work formed the research problem with the help of a preliminary literature 

review. A preliminary literature review was carried out in the spring of 2023, when it became 

clear to the researcher that partnerships and software ecosystems have been studied 

comprehensively, but the criteria for partner selection in application-centric software 

ecosystems had not received enough attention so that the researcher could credibly utilize 

them in his work. In Figure 2 the research process is described in terms of its most important 

parts, to demonstrate how the research problem developed into a ready-made master’s thesis. 



 

 

Figure 1. The research process. 

 

The preliminary literature review carried out in the spring of 2023 confirmed the researcher's 

assumption about the incomplete research on partner criteria. Partnerships as a phenomenon 

have been seen and studied in nature and in business context for hundreds, even thousands 

of years and software ecosystems have been studied for decades, but there are not many 

studies of which the main focus is on the criteria by which application-centric software 

ecosystem orchestrators choose partners for their ecosystems. This lack of research leads to 

a situation where application-centric software ecosystem orchestrators and companies trying 

to partner up with orchestrators do not have enough knowledge and academic guidance on 

how to ensure the compatibility of business operations. 

The author was able to find one study researching the phenomenon by Beelen, Jansen and 

Overbeek (2021) called: “Are you of value to me? A partner selection reference method for 

software ecosystem orchestrators.”. The researchers conducted six case studies aiming to 

identify key criteria the SECO orchestrators have in partner selection and created a method 

for orchestrator companies to use to guide them in pursuing the right partnerships. The 

researchers performed a comprehensive literature review of possible criteria and categorized 

the criteria in six different categories. The researchers conducted a card sorting exercise with 

the case companies, where the interviewees could pick the most important criteria from each 
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category. With the card sorting exercise the researchers were able to identify the key criteria 

these six case companies assess for possible partnerships. 

Although Beelen’s, Jansen’s and Overbeek's study appeared to be comprehensive and the 

criteria chosen by the case companies were in line with the practical experiences of the 

researcher of this study, the researcher did not find other studies that would support the 

validity and reliability of these criteria. In addition, since the research was carried out with 

the help of a card sorting exercise with predefined criteria, the question arose as to what the 

orchestrators would answer if they were asked open-ended questions related to the partnering 

criteria. Would the answers be similar, or would there be clear differences? This question 

drove the researcher forward to find out what orchestrators want and demand from their 

partners. With the help of this reflection, the initial theoretical framework was formed, but 

it was refined when writing the literature review, when the researcher's understanding of the 

subject of research increased. 

The research question was formed in the initial stages of the research process, when the 

preliminary literature review had been carried out and the research gap had been identified. 

The research question remained as it was during the research process, and no changes were 

made to it at a later stage. The research question is as follows: 

 

What criteria do application-centric software ecosystem orchestrators 
prioritize when forming partnerships? 

 

The chosen research question guided the course of the research. Since the focus of the thesis 

was to understand a phenomenon (Bell & Bryman 2022), a qualitative research method was 

selected. After formulating the research question and choosing the research method, the 

research plan was conducted. After the research plan, a literature review was carried out. 

More than 50 sources were selected for the literature review so that the assessment of 

partnerships, software ecosystems, application-centric software ecosystems and partnership 

criteria could be performed. 

As can be deduced from the research question, it was obvious that the answers had to be 

sought from the people who make decisions about partnerships in application-centric 

software ecosystems. Therefore, the design of the interview had to be created and directed 



 

towards application-centric SECO directors, who worked at an orchestrator company. 

Through his work, the researcher had a clear vision of who to ask about the criteria, as there 

were several software companies offering ERP and financial management software in his 

network that implemented their business using an ecosystem strategy. The creation of the 

interview structure and contacting the interviewees were conducted in April 2024. The eight 

interviews with application-centric SECO orchestrators were conducted between April and 

June 2024. The rest of the parts of the research process, including transcribing the data, data 

analysis, assessing the findings and discussion and conclusions will be discussed in detail in 

the following chapters. 

3.2  Research methodology 

Research methodology can be viewed as the philosophy and science behind all research, 

since it describes how gained knowledge is created and what it is (Adams et al. 2014). 

Research methodology is a scientific and structured approach to collecting, analysing and 

interpreting data that can be acquired via qualitative or quantitative methods. It is like a plan 

for conducting research and greatly helps the researcher in carrying the study. There are 

several aspects that must be considered before selecting the research methodology, such as 

research limitations and possible ethical concerns. (Sreekumar 2023) 

The basis of every research is choosing the topic and formulating the research question(s). 

Different methods have their advantages and disadvantages, which is why understanding the 

benefits each of the methods possesses is a key criterion when choosing one. (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2008) Quantitative research methodology is usually used to measure and test 

numerical data and is a good option when the aim is to reach a large number of people in 

short amount of time. On the other hand, qualitative research methodology is a more suitable 

option for exploratory research. With qualitative research methodology, it is possible to 

understand the behaviours, opinions and experiences of people, and it is used to collect and 

analyse words and textual data. (Sreekumar 2023) Since this master’s thesis aims to find out 

the opinions based on the experiences of the interviewees; the qualitative methodology is 

chosen. In this research it is crucial to understand the partner selection process of SECO 

orchestrators by not providing the interviewees with options to choose from, but by giving 

them an opportunity to explain what criteria they view as the most important ones. 



 

3.3  Data collection 

In research, data can be collected with many methods, depending on the chosen research 

methodology (Sreekumar 2023). The collected data impacts the success of the research, and 

therefore plays a key role in both quantitative and qualitative research (Aityan 2022). Since 

the chosen methodology for this study is qualitative, it narrows down the possible methods 

to be used. This research aims to gain new knowledge from the orchestrators, which is why 

one-on-one interviews with SECO orchestrator directors were chosen for data collection.  

The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews. In this data collection method 

questions are asked within a predetermined thematic framework. Semi-structured interviews 

are usually open-ended and allow flexibility to the order of questions, as well as allow the 

discussion to move more freely compared to structured interviews where the phrasing and 

order of the questions are set. The semi-structured interviews also give the option to ask 

additional questions to the interviewees, if it’s beneficial for the data collection. This 

interview method provides comparable data, clear predefined direction for the interview and 

more detail and richness to the data. There are also challenges with using semi-structured 

interviews; the risk of low validity data caused by the flexibility, risk of research bias as the 

interviewer can use leading questions and the difficulty of developing good semi-structured 

interview questions so that interviewees answer in a similar manner. (George 2023) Thus, 

the interview questions and the implementation of the interviews were conducted in a way 

where the best aspects of the semi-structured interview method came to the fore, without 

jeopardizing the research results due to the researcher's mistakes. 

Eight directors of application-centric software ecosystem orchestrator companies were 

interviewed between April and July 2024. All interviewees were Finnish citizens and worked 

for Finnish software companies. Four of the companies produced ERP systems and four 

produced financial management software. All of the interviews were held via Google Meet. 

The interviews were conducted in Finnish and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. All 

meeting transcripts were translated into English by the researcher. The meetings were 

recorded and transcribed with the permission of the interviewees. It was decided that 

anonymity would be provided to all interviewees, allowing them to voice their opinions more 

freely. 



 

3.4  Sampling 

The empirical data for this master’s thesis was collected via eight semi-structured interviews. 

The interviewees were all working in application-centric software ecosystem companies as 

directors making decisions about SECO partnerships. The companies’ annual revenue 

ranged from 1.5M€ to 40M€. During the time of interviews, they employed from 5 to 300 

employees. Three of the eight companies are listed companies and the remaining five are 

privately owned companies. General information about the SECO orchestrator interviewees 

can be found from Table 2. 

 

Interviewee Role Orchestrator’s 

software type 

Experience in 

partner selection 

1 Product 

development 

director 

Financial 

management 

software 

5 years 

2 CEO Financial 

management 

software 

10 years 

3 Product director Financial 

management 

software 

4 years 

4 Managing director Financial 

management 

software 

12 years 

5 Head of product ERP 5 years 

6 Managing director ERP 7 years 

7 Commercial director ERP 3 years 

8 Head of partnerships ERP 7 years 

 

Table 2. Information of the interviewees 



 

The names and more detailed information of the interviewees and companies have been 

intentionally left undisclosed, so that the interviewees feel they can openly talk about their 

company's business, partnerships, partnership selection processes and the criteria they have 

for SECO partners. All of the interviewees have worked in application-centric SECO 

orchestrator companies for multiple years and have a comprehensive background in partner 

selection to maintain and develop the software ecosystem. All of the interviewees were 

contacted, because the author of this research knew them beforehand and acknowledged their 

reputation and broad understanding of the studied matter. 

3.5  Data analysis 

In qualitative research data analysis aims to manage and reduce a large amount of data into 

pieces important for the research. Data analysis involves examining, categorizing and 

synthesizing collected data to address the research’s initial goals. The purpose of the study 

should guide the data analysis, and help the researcher manage and interpret the data 

effectively. For the data analysis to be successful, the analysis should be done in a manner 

that is systematic, verifiable and continuous and should have a clear procedure to establish 

a trail of evidence to ensure validity and reliability. (Rabiee 2004) The data for this study 

was collected via eight one-on-one interviews with decision-makers of SECO orchestrators. 

The interviews were recorded, transcribed and translated to English. 

Usually, the interviews in qualitative research are unstructured or semi-structured, and the 

researcher needs to have a very good understanding of the research question. To succeed in 

qualitative research interviews, it’s crucial to create a certain amount of order on topic areas 

that the research question covers and follow it in a reasonable order. The question types are 

usually about the interviewees background, opinions of beliefs, behaviours or experiences, 

sensory experiences, and knowledge. The questions should be focused on the research 

question and formulated in a way that the interviewee is oriented to answer it. Also, using 

language that is relevant and understandable to interviewees is important. (Sikov 2022) In 

this research, the interview questions were structured so that they gather information about 

the interviewee's background, motivators and understanding of the research themes, insights 

on how the interviewees view partnerships in SECOs and how important these partnerships 

are for the company, and experiences that answer the research question and provide a 



 

comprehensive overview of the criteria that companies use in their partner evaluation 

processes. The interview questions can be seen in Table 3. 

 

Question Theme 

 Questions about background of the interviewee  

1. Could you describe your 

background and your role in your 

company? 

2. How many years have you been 

involved in partner selection 

processes, and could you describe 

your understanding of the SECO 

partnerships? 

• Background information 

• Personal motivations 

• Knowledge of the key themes of the 

research 

Attitude towards SECO partnerships 

3. Could you describe how important 

partnerships are for your company? 

• Awareness of the importance of 

partners to support SECOs health 

• The stance of top leadership 

Promoting and hindering factors in the interviewee’s company 

4. Could you describe a partnership 

evaluation process that ended in a 

positive decision? 

5. Could you describe a partnership 

evaluation process that ended in a 

negative decision? 

6. Are these criteria you mentioned 

common to this kind of evaluation 

process? 

7. Can you think of other criteria that 

potential partners must meet for the 

partnership to move forward? 

•  Experiences and promoting factors 

from a real-life case 

• Experiences and hindering factors 

from a real-life case 

• Criteria for partner’s characteristics 

• Criteria for partner’s capabilities 

• Criteria for partner’s product 

• Criteria for partner’s knowledge 

assets 

• Criteria for partner’s sales 

capabilities 

• Orchestrator perspective 

Table 3. Interview questions and arising themes 



 

After the data is collected it needs to be analyzed accordingly. In qualitative research there 

are different approaches for the data analysis, for example, thematic coding, quasi-statistical 

and grounded theory approaches. In this thesis, thematic coding was the chosen approach 

for data analysis. In thematic coding all the parts of the collected data are coded and labelled, 

after which the parts are grouped together based on the connective theme. These codes and 

themes can be defined before the coding process based on reviewing the data, previously 

conducted research or relevance to answering the research question. (Robson & McCartan 

2016) 

Thematic coding was chosen as the approach for this study, after the researcher conducted 

and transcribed all interviews. The transcripts of the eight interviews made up more than 60 

pages of text in Word. The amount of data was considerable, which is why thematic analysis 

seemed like the best way to break it down into parts. In addition, the choice of thematic 

analysis was supported by the observations of possible themes that emerged during the 

interviews. The choice of interview questions also helped the researcher to obtain the desired 

answers, which formed themes and answered the research question comprehensively. In this 

study, the researcher followed the steps of thematic coding presented by Robson and 

McCartan (2016): transcription of the interview data, generation of initial codes, 

identification of themes based on codes, construction of thematic networks, and last 

integration and interpretation. 

3.6  Data quality 

In qualitative research, quality can be achieved through several approaches. Examples of 

assessing quality include credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and 

authenticity. (Treharne & Riggs 2015) Of all concepts, reliability and validity are the most 

common and central concepts for evaluating research. Reliability is used to evaluate the 

consistency and replication of results, and validity is used to evaluate the appropriateness of 

the used methods in the research. (Saunders et al. 2016) These two concepts and their 

implications for this study are discussed in the following sub-chapters. 



 

3.6.1  Reliability 

Reliability concerns the consistency, stability, and repeatability of the research. In addition, 

it evaluates the accuracy with which researchers collect and document the data. It expresses 

the ability of a research method to produce the same results consistently over different testing 

periods. Essentially, for research to be reliable, it means that by using identical or similar 

methods and applying them to identical or similar subjects, the same outcomes should be 

achieved. (Brink 1993) In this qualitative research, there are four concerns that possibly 

affect negatively the reliability of the study: use of semi-structured interview method, 

interviewer bias, interviewee or response bias and participation bias. The utilisation of semi-

structured interviews can affect the reliability, since they lack standardisation. (Saunders et 

al. 2016)  

Interviewer bias addresses the possible bias of the interviewer affecting how the interviewee 

answers the questions. The interviewer’s tone, comments or other non-verbal behaviour 

might make the interviewee discuss and answer the questions in a way they normally 

wouldn’t. In addition, this bias includes the interviewer interpreting the answers incorrectly. 

Interviewee or response bias addresses the possible bias regarding the interviewee’s 

responses. In this case, the interviewee might not answer questions truthfully or may decide 

not to fully disclose their opinions. Participation bias addresses the possibility that the 

collected data does not represent the researched topics well enough, because the interviewees 

who have perspectives critical to the research do not have time or do not want to participate 

in the interviews. This might lead to a situation where the interviewees who participate are 

systematically different from the target population. (Saunders et al. 2016) 

From an interviewer bias point of view, this research’s interviews were constructed with 

neutrality in mind and aimed to not affect the interviewees’ opinions and answers in any 

way. The researcher aimed to act professionally and with a neutral opinion on the discussed 

matters. To tackle interviewee or response bias, all interviewees were guaranteed full 

anonymity, and they were able to discuss their opinions and their company’s operations 

freely. Based on the researcher’s best knowledge, the participation bias should not be a 

problem with the collected data, since all interviewee’s contacted were willing to participate 

in the interviews. In the preliminary screening the interviewees were chosen because they 

were the ones making decisions about partnerships within their organisations, and the 



 

organisations they represented were all model examples of orchestrators of application-

centric software ecosystems. 

3.6.2  Validity 

In addition to the challenge with semi-structured interviews and the three types of potential 

bias described in the reliability sub-chapter, the validity of qualitative research needs to be 

assessed. As a concept, validity can be divided into four different types. These types are 

internal validity, external validity, construct validity and conclusion validity. Internal 

validity addresses the degree of confidence that the causal relationship being tested is not 

influenced by other factors. External validity evaluates how well the research findings can 

be generalized to other contexts. Construct validity examines whether the way the concepts 

are operationalized in the research reflects the actual causal relationship that is being 

investigated. Conclusion validity looks at whether the conclusions drawn about the 

relationship between variables are reasonable. (Adams et al. 2014) The validity of this 

master’s thesis was evaluated after the findings were presented by comparing them to 

existing literature and the study by Beelen, Jansen and Overbeek (2022), which focused on 

the same partnership criteria. Based on the evaluation, the results of this study are aligned 

with existing literature. 

  



 

4  Findings and Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings of the research will be presented. The chapter has been divided 

into four sections: Interviewees’ experience in SECO partnerships, Orchestrator’s attitude 

towards SECO Partnerships, Factors promoting and hindering SECO partnerships, and Key 

Criteria for SECO partnerships. The chapter focuses on the main practical implications of 

this master’s thesis by providing the insights of representatives of application-centric SECO 

orchestrators. The findings are discussed, and compared to the literature review, aiming to 

find similarities and possible deviation of the existing research. In the last section, the 

research question will be answered with the key criteria the application-centric SECO 

orchestrators have for their partners. 

Figure 2. The themes of the interviews and the outcome the findings contribute to. 

4.1  Interviewees’ experience and attitudes towards SECO partnerships 

In this section, the interviewees’ experience and attitudes towards SECO partnerships will 

be discussed. The interview questions “Could you describe your background and role?” and 

“How many years have you been involved in partner selection processes, and could you 

describe your understanding of SECO partnerships?” aimed to provide insights of the 

interviewees’ background, personal motivations and knowledge of the key themes of the 

research. In addition, the questions aimed to determine whether the interviewees had 

received training or guidance for the partner selection processes. 

The interviewees making partnership decisions had versatile backgrounds for their current 

role. Four of the interviewees had a background in sales and commercial side of the business, 

and four of the interviewees had strong experience and expertise in product development. 

The experiences of the interviewees in selection processes of partnerships ranged between 3 

and 12 years. All interviewees understand the importance of partnerships for a software 
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ecosystem and consider the partner selection process to be a very important cause of 

competitive advantage. Only one of the interviewees said that his main responsibility was 

partnerships, their screening, selection, implementation and development. The remaining 

nine interviewees said that partnerships are part of their work, in addition to many other 

areas of responsibility. All the interviewees had an excellent understanding of the business 

of the company they represented, and on a practical level, they had an excellent 

understanding of the main themes of this research. 

 

“Partnerships are a topic that I consider really important, and I want to 
constantly develop myself so that I can choose the right partners for the right 

needs.” Interviewee 8 

“Partnerships became part of my work when I started my current job. Although 
my job description includes many different tasks, I see the selection and 

development of partnerships as one of the most important." Interviewee 7 

“Partner choices are one of the most critical parts of my work and I know that 
the choices I make will be evaluated afterwards – did I make a winning or a 

losing decision.” Interviewee 3 

 

Although all interviewees emphasized the importance of partnerships, they had no academic 

or on-the-job formal training in partner selection. The expertise required for partner selection 

had been accumulated by participating in processes, learning from other colleagues and in 

some cases through self-study of the subject. The interviewees do not use a predefined 

‘template’ when choosing partners, but decisions about partnerships are made case by case. 

However, several interviewees said that they can confidently make decisions about 

partnerships and know what criteria potential partners must meet. 

 

“I have never studied partner selection and do not have an academic degree 
that would have included partnership evaluation, selection or development.” 

Interviewee 2 

“As far as I understand, our company does not organize training on partner 
selection, and we do not have any material to familiarize yourself with in order 

to know how to make the right choices about partners." Interviewee 5 

“Through my work, I have learned to identify the challenges and development 
needs in our ecosystem and to choose the right partners for these. It could be 



 

interesting to get to know the studies done on the matter and compare how 
my working methods compare to them" Interviewee 4 

“I have never received any formal training in partnerships or choosing partners, 
but I have tried to study these topics on my own. After getting to know the 

literature, I feel that I could understand the subject significantly more.” 
Interviewee 6 

 

Based on the interviews, it can be concluded that partnerships are very important to 

employees making partnership choices. Screening, selection, implementation, monitoring 

and development of partnerships are seen as critical parts of ecosystem business, and 

partnership choices in software companies are made by people with diverse backgrounds 

and different roles. From the point of view of this research, it is considered interesting that 

the employees who make partnership choices have not received formal or informal training 

to make the right choices, but rather the know-how has been accumulated by participating 

in partnership processes, following their colleagues and in some cases by getting to know 

the research done on the subject themselves. However, the lack of formal or informal training 

does not mean that the interviewees are not very capable of choosing partners, but one could 

argue, that for example, with proper training and using a predefined template for choosing a 

partner, the process could be smoother and more reliable. 

4.2  Orchestrator’s attitude towards SECO partnerships 

In this section, the orchestrators’ attitude towards SECO partnerships will be discussed. The 

interview question “Could you describe how important partnerships are for your company?” 

aimed to provide perspectives and insights on the key themes of the research, point out the 

awareness of the importance of partners to support SECOs health and understand the stance 

of top leadership. In addition, the answers of representatives of SECO orchestrators will be 

compared to the literature review to find similarities and potential differences. 

To begin with, all interviewees agreed that partnerships are crucial for an application-centric 

software ecosystem orchestrator. As stated in the literature review, there are many 

motivators and incentives for an orchestrator to pursue an ecosystem business model, and 

the primary motivator and cause is that the orchestrator understands the limitations of its 

own resources. Addressing the end-customer needs independently is nearly an impossible 



 

task, which makes the involvement of partners essential for the SECO growth and 

sustainability in the competitive software market (Bosch 2009) All interviewees brought this 

up in some point of the interviews by saying it was one of the main reasons for partnerships 

for their companies. 

 

“You can't do everything by yourself, and you must choose the battles you 
want to take up with your own resources. Everything else is outsourced to 

partners” Interviewee 1 

“We do not have the opportunity to meet customer demand alone. In the 
software landscape, customers are constantly demanding new functionalities, 
the development of which may be far from our own area of expertise. And if 
we were to develop these functionalities ourselves, it would be significantly 

more expensive than acquiring the functionalities in question from a partner." 
Interviewee 8 

“It would be foolish to think that we know and are able to do all the new things 
ourselves. If we would try to proceed with this view, we would not be 

competitive for very long and would not be doing profitable business. It is a 
much better idea to include the best experts of their niche to our partner 

network and offer customers the best solutions.” Interviewee 3 

 

The interviewees explained that there have been several drivers for partnerships in their 

company's history, and all of them have been driven by value creation for the software 

ecosystem and end customers. Partnerships have started on the initiative of a potential 

partner, on their own initiative, or on the initiative of customers to produce new 

functionalities. This sometimes causes challenges for the orchestrator, since not all possible 

partnerships can be established, and you must know which ones to promote. Research on 

SECO partnerships endorse this view and, for example, Jansen, Finkelstein and Brinkkemper 

give emphasis that the orchestrator needs to provide focus, identify new opportunities 

outside the current functionalities and make sure that value creation to the SECO and end-

customers drives the SECOs development. (Jansen et al. 2009) 

 

“We have dozens of partners and there have been very different starting points 
for the collaboration with them. In some cases, we contact a potential partner 

based on our own vision, sometimes they contact us, and in some cases, we get 



 

a clear vision from the customers of what needs to be developed, for the 
implementation of which we start looking for a partner.” Interviewee 4 

“We do not enter partnerships for the joy of partnerships, but always purely 
because we believe the partnership will be beneficial for us, end-customers and 

to the partner. If the solution can help customers, it interests us and gets a 
higher priority. After that, we must prioritize again which priority we want to 

promote first.” Interviewee 6 

“This is a big problem for a software company, when there are so many 
possible functionalities and partnerships. You need to know how to choose the 

most relevant ones and promote them. Partnership always requires 
commitment from our side, and we must use our own resources for 

cooperation. That is why it is important that the right partnerships progress 
and that the wrong ones are quickly excluded.” Interviewee 5 

 

It can be stated that the point of views of the interviewed representatives of orchestrator 

companies and the researched literature are aligned. None of the interviewees felt that their 

company had a negative attitude towards partnerships, rather the interviewees pointed out 

that partnerships are extremely important for their business. All the interviewees felt that 

partnerships bring competitiveness to their company’s operations but agreed that 

partnerships also have their challenges. What you want to develop yourself and what you 

want to implement with partners is a reflection that is part of the everyday life of the 

interviewed companies. For the companies, the ecosystem strategy has been a successful 

choice, and they do not see the possibility of returning to a company, which would 

implement all the services and solutions themselves. 

4.3  Factors promoting and hindering SECO partnerships 

In this section, the factors promoting and hindering SECO partnerships will be presented. 

The interviewees were asked the following questions related to these factors: “Could you 

describe a partnership evaluation process that ended in a positive decision?”, “Could you 

describe a partnership evaluation process that ended in a negative decision?”, “Are these 

criteria you mentioned common in this kind of evaluation process?” and “Can you think of 

other criteria that potential partners must meet for the partnership to move forward?”. The 

questions aimed to provide knowledge from the experiences, promoting and hindering 



 

factors from real-life cases, and different kinds of criteria the orchestrator companies have 

for their ecosystem partnerships. 

In the literature review, the criteria have been divided into six categories: partner’s 

characteristics, partner’s capabilities, partner’s product, partners knowledge assets, partner’s 

sales capabilities and orchestrator perspective. The same categories will be utilized in this 

sub-chapter and the findings will be presented according to each category. Quotes from the 

interviews will be provided and the found criteria will be compared to the existing literature 

of partnership criteria, to find similarities and possible deviations. Also, the finding of the 

interviews will be discussed. 

4.3.1  Partner’s characteristics 

The criteria from category partner’s characteristics were discussed the most in the 

interviews. The literature review identified 25 different criteria, five of which were discussed 

in more detail in this study. In the interviews, nine of these criteria were mentioned. The 

criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the least mentioned: Customer happiness 

& customer satisfaction (8), Chemistry in relationship (6), Commitment to partnership (5), 

Objective alignment (4), Culture compatibility (4), Willingness to invest in partnership (3), 

Trustworthiness (3), Financial KPIs (2) and Organization structure and size (1). 

 

“They [potential partner] were able to verify a clear customer need and offered 
an excellent solution to meet that need. Customer satisfaction is everything to 

us, which is why new functionalities that generate value were seen as 
interesting in this case.” Interviewee 8 

“After all, people work with people, and in strategic partnerships it is very 
important that it is comfortable to talk with the partner's representatives 

about more than just business.” Interviewee 5 

“They knew how to show that they are committed to working with us on a 
long-term basis and to genuinely solve the customers' current and possible 

future challenges” Interviewee 1 

“Our businesses weren't aligned enough, which is why the partnership didn't 
get the green light” 6 



 

“In this case, the partnership did not progress, as we were quite a start-up 
minded company and their culture seemed really rigid.” Interviewee 3 

“Their product as such did not fully meet the needs of our customers, but they 
were ready to take the product in the direction our customers wanted at their 
own expense. This was seen as a really good sign from the perspective of the 

partnership.” Interviewee 7 

“We had met several times at different trade fairs, and they had left a smart 
and trustworthy image of their business.” Interviewee 2 

“Their business figures already seemed quite reasonable - they were not a 
small player but grew every year and did so without sacrificing profitability.” 

Interviewee 8 

“We liked the fact that their ownership base was similar to ours, they had 
been doing business for twenty years and were roughly our size.” Interviewee 

2 

 

The results of the interviews indicate that some of the criteria from category partner’s 

characteristics are more important for the orchestrators than the others. “Customer 

Satisfaction & customer happiness” was the most discussed one, which emphasizes the 

importance of providing value and new functionalities to end-customers. (Kannan & Haq 

2007) This emphasis can be seen in the existing research, since it was the one getting the 

most votes in the study by Beelen, Jansen and Overbeek (2022). Therefore, it can be stated 

that customer-centricity is a key element in SECOs health. As the interviewee 8 explained, 

verifying customer needs and what makes them happier and more satisfied with the SECO 

they participate in is important for the orchestrators. 

“Chemistry in relationship” was the second most mentioned criterion in the interviews. It 

emphasizes the interpersonal aspect in all partnerships (Doherty 2009), and as the 

interviewee 5 explains, partnerships do not only happen between companies, but also 

between humans. Therefore, soft skills and relationship management are important for the 

orchestrators - not only the business figures and other “hard criteria”. “Culture 

compatibility” addresses the same theme, since the company’s culture is highly influenced 

by the people working there. Based on the results it’s important, that the people, and the 

companies’ cultures match for the partnership to flourish. 

“Commitment to partnerships” and “Objective alignment” were mentioned several times in 

the interviews. They both address the importance of orchestrators and possible partner’s 



 

business goals being aligned. Orchestrators look for partners who are committed to the 

SECOs health in the long-term (Che Mat et al. 2009) and have similar business objectives 

for the future as the orchestrator (Bierly & Gallagher 2007). The other criteria “Willingness 

to invest in partnership”, “Trustworthiness”, “Financial KPIs”, and “Organization structure 

and size” were mentioned in the interviews, but less frequently. These factors contribute to 

the partnership’s and SECOs health, and indicate that partners must not only align 

strategically, but also be trustworthy, financially stable, and structurally compatible. 

The category Partner’s characteristics criteria were discussed comprehensively in the 

interviews. The criteria were aligned with the literature review, and it was interesting to 

notice how the criteria of this category were given quite a lot more attention than the other 

categories. The more strategic partnership was discussed, the more the emphasis was given 

to “soft criteria”, for example, to “Chemistry in relationship”, “Culture compatibility”, 

“Commitment to partnerships” and “Trustworthiness”. This suggests that the more 

intensively the orchestrator will be in touch with the possible partner, the more compatible 

the people and businesses need to be. 

4.3.2  Partner’s capabilities 

Different kinds of criteria from the category partner’s capabilities were discussed during the 

interviews. The literature identified six different criteria from this category, and five of those 

were discussed in more detail in the literature review. In the interviews, five of these criteria 

were mentioned. The criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the least 

mentioned: Continuous focus on innovation (5), Unique competencies (4), Innovation 

capabilities (4) and Resource availability (2). 

 

“They had an excellent track record in innovating new functionalities and add-
ons. For us it's important that existing partners are able to provide new value 

for the end-customers all the time” Interviewee 4 

“They had different kind of knowhow, products and competence than their 
competitors. For us it was important, that we and our partners stand out from 

the crowd” Interviewee 3 



 

“There had been major changes in their company's personnel, and it was not 
possible to fully trust that they would have the skills to maintain the current 

solutions and above all to innovate new solutions.” Interviewee 8 

“It felt like they had too many balls in the air and no resources to focus on 
things that were critical to us.” Interviewee 6 

 

The criteria from the category partner’s capabilities that the interviewees discussed give 

significant emphasis on innovation and unique competencies. As the interviewee 4 stated, 

ecosystem partner’s focus on innovation and providing new value to the ecosystem is 

important for the orchestrators. This statement is aligned with the literature review, where 

continuous focus on innovation (Chen et al. 2008) and innovation capabilities (Alves et al. 

2017) were highlighted by several authors. The need for unique competencies complements 

this view, as the partner must innovate new products and services for the ecosystem's 

customers to use, and these products must be unique in order for the ecosystem's 

competitiveness to develop. This view is also aligned with the literature review, as the 

literature stresses the importance of differentiation and specialized skills needed from the 

partner prospects. (Das & He 2006) 

In addition to innovation and unique competencies, resource availability is required from 

partners. As the interviewee 6 expressed, it's important that the orchestrator can trust that the 

common venture gets the needed attention regarding maintaining and future development. If 

the partner is unable to keep up with the customer demand for functioning and all the time 

enhancing products and services, the ecosystem health will decline. The existing research 

agrees with this statement by highlighting the need for partners to be able to allocate 

resources, for example, to marketing, selling and R&D. (Das & He 2006) 

4.3.3  Partner’s product 

Partner’s product category’s criteria were discussed comprehensively in all interviews. The 

existing literature identified nine criteria that belong to this category, and five of those were 

discussed in detail in the literature review. The interviewees pointed out six criteria they had 

used for partner selection. The criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the least 

mentioned: Quality (7), Pricing, (7), Reliability (6), Effective API integration (5), High-

quality customer support (2) and Data privacy & security (1).  



 

“Quality is very important for our business. What we offer to our customers 
goes through a really strict screening and we also require our partners to meet 

our quality criteria.” Interviewee 1 

“The pricing model they offered was inconvenient from our point of view and 
they weren't ready to change it. The price list offered to end customers would 

have become really confusing, and we don't want that.” Interviewee 7 

“The product must be reliable. We cannot put our stamp of approval on a 
product with constant service interruptions. If we did that, customers would 

complain to our support service and satisfaction would decrease when the 
service does not work as needed.” Interviewee 3 

“Now that we have completed our API reform, we want our partners to use the 
current technology. We no longer want to support old ways of transferring 

information, when partner-specific solutions were used and that cost a lot of 
money for us to maintain.” Interviewee 4 

“We had to deal with their support before and that case had gone really 
badly. It was not possible to trust that they would have been able to support 

our customers well in the future, and this had a negative impact on the 
decision to start a partnership” Interviewee 3 

“The group that owns us has strict guidelines from the point of view of data 
processing and security, which also extends to our partners. That's why our 

partners also have to take these things seriously.” Interviewee 8 

 

Based on the interviews, the criteria from category partner’s product influence the partnering 

decision greatly. Several criteria of this category were discussed, and quality and pricing 

were mentioned the most. As the interviewee 1 explained, quality is critical for SECOs 

success, underscoring the importance for maintaining high standards for the orchestrators 

and partners’ products to ensure customer satisfaction. The literature shares this view, giving 

emphasis on the need of fulfilling the customer expectations and preferably exceeding them. 

(Solesvik & Westhead 2010) Pricing is another crucial factor to provide customers with a 

clear set of products and services, which are easy to buy. If the pricing models of orchestrator 

and partner greatly differ, it can be difficult to "package" the overall solution with a clear 

price list. The price list must also be justifiable and enable reasonable income streams for 

the orchestrator and the partner. (Kannan & Haq 2007) In addition to quality and pricing, 

reliability came up in several interviews. As the interviewee 3 stressed, dependable products 

and services are key for satisfied customers, echoing the literature’s focus on product 

reliability (Xia & Wu 2007). 



 

Effective API integration is vital in contemporary software business. The interviewee 4 gave 

emphasis to the fact that partners need to adopt current technologies to streamline processes 

and minimize the total cost of ownership. The same reasoning is found in the literature, as it 

emphasizes the compatibility of technologies (Benlian et al. 2015). Based on the interviews, 

partners must also ensure that they are capable of providing high-quality customer support. 

The support function and support given to end-customers is critical for enhancing customer 

experience and satisfaction, which has been given quite a lot of emphasis in the literature 

review and all interviews (Benlian et al. 2015). Data privacy and security came up in one of 

the interviews, when the interviewee explained that more focus is given to product safety to 

ensure and meet the requirements of legislation and good operating practices. In summary, 

the criteria from the partner’s product category reveal multiple important factors 

orchestrators consider in partner selection. These factors collectively ensure that the 

partnership can provide consistent value and meet the high standards expected in the 

software ecosystem. 

4.3.4  Partner’s knowledge assets 

Partner’s knowledge assets category was the second least discussed category in the 

interviews. The literature review identified five criteria from this category, and all of them 

were discussed in detail in the literature review. The interviewees discussed three criteria 

that belong to this category. The criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the 

least mentioned: Availability of technical & business in-house knowledge of their own and 

orchestrator’s product (6), Availability of technical expertise (3) and Investment in R&D 

(3). 

 

“Their team seemed really smart. They understood product development and 
business and knew how to give interesting insights in which direction our 

product could be developed.” Interviewee 4 

“A lot of the company's original team was still involved in their product 
development. The guys had more than ten years of experience with the 

product and the expertise was strongly present in the meeting booked for the 
technical side of things.” Interviewee 3 



 

“Almost 70% of the staff worked in product development. If the company 
invests so heavily in product development, one could imagine that they have a 

lot of resources for maintenance and new things.” Interviewee 8 

 

The partner’s knowledge assets category was discussed less frequently, but the criteria the 

interviewees identified highlight the critical aspects of partner evaluation regarding technical 

and business expertise. Of the discussed criteria, the availability of in-house knowledge 

about both their own and the orchestrator’s products was the most mentioned one. As the 

interviewee 4 states, it’s important that partners understand both sides, product development 

and business, which reflects how valuable insights can influence product direction. This 

notion can be found from the literature giving emphasis on partner’s understanding of the 

field they operate in and understanding the business and technical requirements of the SECO 

orchestrator (Dekker & Van den Abbeele 2007). 

Availability of technical expertise was viewed as an important criterion by three 

interviewees. As noted by the interviewee 3, original development team’s retention signifies 

a strong foundation of technical expertise. This aligns with the literature’s recognition of the 

importance of partner possessing the needed skills for maintaining and developing its 

solutions (Büyüközkan et al. 2008). In addition to technical expertise, the partner needs to 

show that they are capable of investing in research and development. This can be evaluated 

in several different ways, but as interviewee 8 said, if a partner dedicates a large number of 

its employees to product development, it can be assumed that they have the willingness and 

readiness to maintain and develop their services in the future. If this wouldn’t be the case, it 

could be assumed, that the partner will not be able to meet the future demand of customers 

(Chen et al. 2008). To summarize, even though partner’s knowledge assets category’s 

criteria weren’t discussed as much as some of the others, the mentioned criteria underscore 

the importance of technical and business knowledge, need for technical expertise and the 

benefits and requirements of investing in research and development. Together, these criteria 

ensure that the partner is able to offer valuable insights and maintain high standards, and 

therefore contribute to the overall success and growth of the SECO. 



 

4.3.5  Partner’s sales capabilities 

In the interviews, the partner’s sales capabilities category was the least discussed of all 

categories. The existing literature identified nine different criteria in this category, and five 

of those were discussed in detail in the literature review. The interviewees discussed five of 

the category’s criteria. The criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the least 

mentioned: Customer base (3), Access to markets (2), Market share (2), Market coverage (2) 

and Sales experience (1). 

 

“When we think about a partnership with another software company, we want 
to find out how many customers they have, if we already have any customers 

in common, and if we were to start a partnership, we try to estimate how 
many of these customers we could serve with our own product.” Interviewee 

3 

“Now that we operate in several different markets, it is important in new 
partnerships that we can tackle the needs of several markets with one 

solution. In the dream scenario, we would have one partner for a specific need, 
and this partnership would scale to every market where we are.” Interviewee 7 

“When comparing different potential partners, it is of course easy to check who 
is the market leader and what kind of market share other players have. 
Market share is not everything, but it is a clear indication of a potential 

partner's competitiveness.” Interviewee 1 

“It was found that they have a very competitive product, but they and the 
product only serve a small portion of our customers. It didn't make sense for 

us to enter into a partnership, where only a small part of our customers could 
benefit and the income streams in our direction would remain small.” 

Interviewee 4 

“From our point of view, it’s always good if a partner knows how to sell their 
product. If we know that the partner prospect has an excellent sales team, we 

can be more confident that the joint project will get off to a good start.” 
Interviewee 8 

 

Even though the partner’s sales capabilities were the least discussed category, it pointed out 

several important criteria in partner selection. Five different criteria were identified, but even 

the most discussed criterion was discussed only three times. The partner prospect’s customer 

base was the one discussed the most, and it emphasizes the importance of understanding the 



 

business potential and reach between customers of both companies. The interviewee 3 noted 

that evaluating the customer base of potential partners helps to estimate the benefit of the 

partnership for both parties. The existing research agrees with this notion by giving emphasis 

to the partner’s existing customer base, offering the orchestrator a way of serving its current 

customers better, and also accessing new ones (Das & He 2006). 

Access to markets and market coverage were also important for a couple of interviewees. 

The ability to address multiple markets the orchestrator operates in, and serving each 

market’s customers with one partnership solution underscores the advantage of partnerships 

that are scalable. Both of these criteria, access to markets (Doherty 2009) and market 

coverage (Wu et al. 2009) were identified in the literature review, and the interviewees’ 

opinions are aligned with the existing research. Market share was also brought up by two of 

the interviewees, and it was viewed as a useful indicator of a partner’s competitiveness. 

Similar statements can also be found from the existing research (Wu et al. 2009). 

Finally, sales experience was considered valuable by one of the interviewees. It was viewed 

as important that the partner is capable of selling its solutions, since it’s one of the factors 

ensuring that the joint venture gains traction and achieves success. The literature review 

supports this view and notes that if a partner prospect hasn’t got the skills to sell, it can be 

viewed as a risk for the collaboration (Das & He 2006). The discussed criteria from this 

category emphasize the importance of customer base alignment and benefiting of the 

partner’s customers, market access, competitiveness and sales expertise. These factors 

ensure that the partnership can effectively leverage market opportunities and enhance 

competitiveness. 

4.3.6  Orchestrator perspective 

Orchestrator perspective category criteria came up in all interviews. The category was 

exceptional compared to others, as two of the criteria from it were discussed by all 

interviewees. The existing literature identified 8 different criteria, and five of those were 

discussed in detail in the literature review. The interviewees discussed four of these criteria. 

The criteria were as follows from the most mentioned to the least mentioned: Portfolio 

complementarity (8), Partnership ROI (8), Recommended by others (3) and Loose 

connections with competitors (2).  



 

 

“What fascinated us the most about the partnership was the customer's need 
that had gone unnoticed by us and their top-notch solution to meet the need. It 

was a perfect addition to our product portfolio and a clear driver for the 
partnership.” Interviewee 3 

“Of course, the primary task of all companies is to generate value for 
shareholders, so new income streams are seen as interesting. Then you 
always have to compare the resources that need to be invested in the 

partnership and the income streams that can be obtained from it.” 

“Of course, testimonials are an important element. The closer the 
recommendation comes from, the more important it is considered.” 

Interviewee 5 

“We usually look at who else this partner prospect does business with. There is 
always a risk that valuable information will be given to other partners. 

Especially if these other partners are our competitors, that's not a particularly 
good thing.” Interviewee 2 

 

Portfolio complementarity and partnership ROI were a couple of the most discussed 

partnership criteria in this study. Portfolio complementarity was frequently mentioned, and 

it was viewed as very important, that partners are able to provide new and meaningful value 

to the SECO. The entire ecosystem strategy is based on the idea that a single company is 

unable to meet the needs of the market, which is why it gathers a network of products and 

services that complement it, (Bosch 2009) and therefore it’s not surprising, that the category 

was mentioned by all interviewees. Portfolio complementarity itself was a criterion 

presented in the literature review and as the literature points out, orchestrators prioritize 

partnerships that increase the number of services and products the SECO is capable of 

offering to its customers (Schreieck et al. 2016). 

On the other hand, partnership ROI is an important factor when an orchestrator evaluates 

new solutions to its ecosystem. The solutions need to provide new value, but also offer new 

areas of business. As the interviewee 1 highlighted, balancing investment with potential 

income streams is a fundamental aspect of ensuring the partnership’s viability and aligning 

with shareholder value creation. The existing research agrees with this notion and gives 

emphasis to the fact that there is almost infinite number of new ventures an orchestrator 



 

could pursue, and it’s important that the orchestrator chooses to move forward with the ones 

not only providing value for customers, but also to the orchestrator itself (Chen et al. 2008). 

Recommended by others was a criterion discussed by three interviewees. It was seen as an 

important factor affecting partnership decision making, and the interviewee 5 stated that it 

is also important who gives the recommendation. The closer to your own network and from 

a more reliable person the recommendation comes, the more influence it has on decision-

making. This criterion was also identified in the existing research and viewed as an important 

factor in partner evaluation (Keung & Griffiths 2008). 

Lastly, loose connections with competitors was a criterion discussed by two interviewees. It 

was seen as a risk, if a potential partner was associated with competitors. Both of the 

interviewees gave emphasis to the need to protect proprietary information and maintain 

competitive advantage. This aligns with the existing literature that warns against 

partnerships that might inadvertently benefit competitors (Giessmann & Stanoevska-Slabeva 

2012). Overall, the criteria from the orchestrator perspective category highlight the 

importance of strategic alignment, financial benefit, trusted recommendations, and 

competitive considerations in partnership decisions. 

4.4  Key criteria for application-centric SECO partnerships 

As stated earlier, the existing literature pointed out 62 possible criteria that application-

centric SECO orchestrators have for evaluating and choosing partners. The interviewees 

mentioned 32 of them. In total, there were 122 mentions of criteria that orchestrators use in 

partner selection. All of the six criteria categories were discussed, and the categories were 

as follows from the most mentioned to the least mentioned: Partner’s characteristics (36), 

Partner’s product (28), Orchestrator perspective (21), Partner’s capabilities (15), Partner’s 

knowledge assets (12) and Partner’s sales capabilities (10). Of the 32 mentioned criteria, 11 

were mentioned five or more times. The 11 most mentioned, and therefore the most 

important criteria based on the interviews can be seen in Table 5. 

 

 



 

Rank Criteria Category Mentions 

1 Customer happiness 

& customer 

satisfaction 

Partner’s 

characteristics 

8 

2 Portfolio 

complementarity 

Orchestrator 

perspective  

8 

3 Partnership ROI Orchestrator 

perspective 

8 

4 Quality Partner’s product 7 

5 Pricing Partner’s product 7 

6 Reliability Partner’s product 6 

7 Chemistry in 

relationship 

Partner’s 

characteristics 

6 

8 Availability of 

technical & business 

in-house knowledge 

of their own and 

orchestrator’s 

product 

Partner’s knowledge 

assets 

6 

9 Continuous focus on 

innovation 

Partner’s 

capabilities 

5 

10 Commitment to 

partnership 

Partner’s 

characteristics 

5 

11 Effective API 

integration 

Partner’s product 5 

Table 4. Key criteria in partner selection from orchestrators perspective 

 

By combining existing research and the findings from the interviews, the research question 

of the thesis; What criteria do application-centric software ecosystem orchestrators prioritize 

when forming partnerships? can be answered. The most important criteria application-

centric SECO orchestrators have for partner selection are: Customer happiness and customer 

Satisfaction, Portfolio complementarity, Partnership ROI, Quality, Pricing, Reliability, 



 

Chemistry in relationship, Availability of technical & business in-house knowledge of their 

own and orchestrator’s product, Continuous focus on innovation, Commitment to 

partnership and Effective API integration. Each of these criteria reflects different aspects of 

what SECO orchestrators consider necessary for successful partnerships. The criteria are 

diverse and range from strategic alignment to operational effectiveness and interpersonal 

dynamics of the orchestrator and possible ecosystem partner. 

Customer happiness and customer satisfaction, Portfolio complementarity and 

Partnership ROI highlight the need for strategic alignment between the orchestrator and 

partner. All of these three criteria ensure that the possible partnership enhances the SECOs 

offering, and also align with the orchestrator’s long term business goals. This alignment 

between the orchestrator and ecosystem partner drives mutual benefits, enhances the SECOs 

health and ensure that both parties are interested in investing in the partnership. (Bosch 2009; 

Schreieck et al. 2016) 

Quality, pricing and reliability can be seen as fundamental operational criteria. The 

customers demand high-quality and reliable solutions, and they are essential for maintaining 

the SECOs reputation and ensuring that the customers are happy and satisfied. Competitive, 

aligned and clear pricing is also important to make the SECOs solutions accessible and 

attractive to the end-customers. (Xia & Wu 2007; Solesvik & Westhead 2010; Kannan & 

Haq 2007) 

Effective API integration and Continuous focus on innovation are both important criteria 

for the SECO to be at the forefront of technological advancements. Both of these criteria 

give emphasis on the need of adapting to market changes and continuously providing new 

value for the end-customers. Focusing on innovation and providing customers with new 

solutions is a crucial task for a competitive SECO, and the effectiveness of API integration 

ensures that the new solutions are scalable through the ecosystem. (Chen et al. 2008; Benlian 

et al. 2015) 

Commitment to partnership and Chemistry in relationship underscore the need of 

interpersonal dynamics and cultural fit between the SECO orchestrator and ecosystem 

partner. These criteria can be categorized as “soft criteria”, which are harder to measure than, 

for example, Partnership ROI. Both of these criteria are critical for smooth collaboration and 

long-term success of the partnership and ensure that the orchestrator and ecosystem partner 



 

can work together effectively despite possible challenges that may arise. (Doherty 2009; Che 

Mat et al. 2009) Availability of technical and business in-house knowledge highlights the 

importance of expertise and resource availability from the partner’s side. SECO partners 

need to possess the necessary technical and business skills to contribute positively to the 

SECO, and therefore ensure that they are able to develop and maintain the needed high-

quality solutions that meet the orchestrators and end-customers’ needs. (Dekker & Van den 

Abbeele 2007; Alves et al. 2017) 

As stated earlier, Beelen et al. (2022) conducted research aiming to find out the criteria 

SECO orchestrators prioritize in partner selection and developed a framework for 

orchestrators to use in the selection process. Their study used card sorting exercise in which 

the interviewees selected criteria from predefined categories and predefined criteria, rather 

than discussing their criteria freely, as in this thesis. Despite the difference in methodology, 

the findings of both studies largely align. Beelen et al. identified the three most important 

criteria per category within the six categories used also in this study: partner’s 

characteristics, partner’s product, partner’s knowledge assets, partner’s sales capabilities, 

and orchestrator perspective. Interestingly, all the criteria selected in their study was also 

mentioned by the interviewees of this thesis. 

When comparing these two studies and evaluating the new information produced by this 

thesis, one can notice a clear emphasis on certain categories. From the list of 11 key criteria, 

all of which were mentioned by at least five interviewees, partner's product was the most 

mentioned category (4). Next came partner's characteristics (3), orchestrator perspective (2), 

partner's knowledge assets (1) and partner's capabilities (1). Notably, no criteria from 

partner's sales capabilities made it to the list of top 11 criteria. The difference in emphasis 

suggests that although Beelen et al. approach to finding out the most important criteria 

provided a comprehensive view across all categories, the more open discussions of this thesis 

revealed a stronger focus on product quality and partner's characteristics. 

In summary, the findings of the research highlight the multidimensional and challenging 

nature of partner evaluation and selection in application-centric SECOs. Although it is 

clearly noticeable that certain criteria are repeated both in the existing literature and the 

views of the interviewees, there are still dozens of criteria that can all influence the decision-

making about the partnership. However, some of the criteria seem to be more important than 



 

others, which is why it can be stated that the study was able to find the key criteria for 

application-centric SECO partnerships.  



 

5  Conclusions and Recommendations 

The following chapter will be summarizing the key findings of this research, discussing its 

theoretical and practical implications, and outlining the limitations and future research 

directions. Insights from the research offer valuable contributions to the understanding of 

partnership evaluation and choosing the right partnerships in application-centric software 

ecosystems. Through comprehensive investigation of existing literature and in-depth 

interviews with SECO orchestrator representatives, this thesis identified the key criteria for 

successful partnerships that are profitable and enhance the SECOs health. 

5.1  Summary of Key Findings 

This thesis aimed to identify the key criteria that application-centric SECO orchestrators 

prioritize in partner selection. The research extensively used existing literature and eight 

people were interviewed whose backgrounds were suitable for the thesis. The findings 

derived from the existing literature and the interviews with SECO orchestrator 

representatives making partnership decisions show that partner choices are multidimensional 

and complex. The eight interviewees had a diverse background and in their roles as product 

development director, CEO, product director, managing director, head of product, 

commercial director and head of partnerships they were accustomed to selecting partners for 

their SECOs. The interviewees had no formal training on partner selection, but relied on 

strong experience and self-study, and they felt they were capable of selecting partnerships 

that would be most beneficial to their company, SECO and end-customers. All the 

interviewees emphasized the importance of partnerships and felt a large part of their SECOs 

competitiveness is formed through partnerships. 

From the perspective of all eight orchestrator companies, partnerships were seen as critical 

factors in developing their business and maintaining competitiveness. The companies 

recognized the fact that addressing all end-customer needs independently was nearly an 

impossible task and therefore partnerships are essential for their operations. The partnerships 

were seen as strategic decisions to leverage third-party knowledge and expertise to expand 

the product and service selection for the SECOs end-customers. This view is aligned with 



 

the existing literature, which emphasizes the strategic importance partnerships have for 

software ecosystems (Bosch 2009) 

The existing literature and interviews revealed several factors that either promote or hinder 

partnerships in software ecosystems. These factors, referred to as criteria, were categorized 

into six categories: partner’s characteristics, partner’s capabilities, partner’s product, 

partner’s knowledge assets, partner’s sales capabilities, and orchestrator perspective. All six 

categories identified in the literature review were discussed in the interviews when SECO 

orchestrator representatives explained their criteria for ecosystem partnerships. In total, the 

existing literature identified 62 possible criteria, of which 32 were mentioned by the 

interviewees. Of the 32 mentioned criteria, 11 were mentioned five or more times. These 11 

criteria were: customer happiness and customer satisfaction, portfolio complementarity, 

partnership ROI, quality, pricing, reliability, chemistry in relationship, availability of 

technical and business in-house knowledge, continuous focus on innovation, commitment to 

partnership and effective API integration. 

From the partner's characteristics category, criteria such as customer happiness and customer 

satisfaction, chemistry in the relationship, and commitment to partnership were ones that 

several interviewees emphasized in the evaluation of partnerships. These criteria align with 

the existing literature and highlight the importance of strategic alignment and people 

compatibility between the orchestrator and ecosystem partner (Kannan & Haq 2007; Doherty 

2009). From the partner’s capabilities category, criteria such as continuous focus on 

innovation and unique competencies were emphasized. Also, innovation capabilities and 

resource availability were viewed as crucial, which reflects the need for partners to 

contribute to the SECOs growth and health. (Chen et al. 2008; Alves et al. 2017) 

Partner’s product was one of the most discussed categories, and criteria such as quality, 

pricing, and reliability were mentioned several times. All of these criteria emphasize the 

need for high standards and clear and competitive pricing structure offered to end-customers. 

In addition, effective API integration and high-quality customer support were also viewed 

as important factors in partner selection. (Xia & Wu 2007; Solesvik & Westhead 2010) From 

the category partner’s knowledge assets, availability of technical and business in-house 

knowledge was crucial, along with technical expertise and investment in R&D. These three 

criteria ensure that a possible partner is able to maintain and develop high-quality solutions 

both now and in the future. (Dekker & Van den Abbeele 2007; Büyüközkan et al. 2008) 



 

The category partner’s sales capabilities were the least discussed category in all interviews. 

Although the criteria from this category were mentioned the least, customer base, access to 

markets and market share were noted as important factors. These three criteria help the 

orchestrator evaluate a partner’s business potential and reach of product or service (Das & 

He 2006; Wu et al. 2009). The category orchestrator perspective included two criteria that 

were viewed as very important in partner selection: portfolio complementarity and 

partnership ROI. These criteria highlight the need for strategic alignment and financial 

benefit of possible partnership. Recommendations from others and loose connections with 

competitors were also considered important but were mentioned significantly less than the 

previous two. (Schreieck et al. 2016; Chen et al. 2008) 

In conclusion, the findings of the thesis simultaneously emphasize the complex nature and 

importance of choosing the right partnerships to enhance SECOs value creation. For the 

SECO orchestrators partnerships are a key driver in value generation for its own business, 

for the SECO and to the end customers. There are multiple factors that promote or hinder 

partnership decision making, and this thesis was able to point out the most important criteria. 

5.2  Theoretical Implications 

This thesis contributes to the existing literature of application-centric software ecosystems. 

The study provides an in-depth analysis of partner selection criteria that SECO orchestrators 

prioritize when evaluating and selecting suitable partners to enhance their ecosystems. The 

thesis builds on the foundational research by Beelen et al. (2022) and others and offers a 

more comprehensive understanding of the key criteria, as well as what criteria are the most 

important ones for the orchestrators. The findings of the thesis reinforce and expand upon 

the theoretical frameworks proposed by Jansen & Cusumano (2012) and Bosch (2009) and 

highlight the complexity of partnerships within software ecosystems. 

As stated earlier, the findings of this thesis are largely aligned with the research by Beelen 

et al. (2022). The most significant difference between these two studies is the difference in 

the emphasis of different categories in partner selection. Whereas Beelen et al. did not study 

the importance of different categories in relation to each other, this study found clear 

indicators that some categories are more important than others. This new understanding of 

the ranking of the criteria shows that although existing research provides a comprehensive 



 

framework for partner evaluation and selection, there is a need to prioritize specific criteria 

based on the context and strategic goals of the SECO orchestrator. This insight helps refine 

theoretical models to meet the real needs of orchestrators. 

5.3  Practical implications 

The thesis provides SECO orchestrators with a clear understanding of the criteria that should 

be used to evaluate and select the right partnerships. By focusing on customer satisfaction, 

portfolio complementarity, partnership ROI, quality, pricing, reliability, chemistry in 

relationship, availability of technical and business expertise, continuous focus on innovation, 

commitment to partnership and effective API integration, the orchestrators can be confident 

that the evaluated partnership supports their and SECOs goals. This also means that software 

companies that strive to become ecosystem partners should look at their own business and 

consider whether their solution meets these criteria. In addition, the criteria found in the 

research can be used not only for new partners, but also for analysing existing partnerships. 

In this way, it is possible to find out which partnerships are worth investing more resources 

in and which partnerships should possibly be terminated. 

The findings of the thesis point out the lack of formal education in partner selection. 

Orchestrator companies can take this into account and plan and implement training that 

support personnel to evaluate and choose the partnerships that truly have a positive impact 

on the SECO. Although one can become excellent in this process through experience and 

self-study, formal training can be helpful in finding the right partnerships to pursue. 

The thesis also highlights the need for a partnership evaluation approach that considers both 

quantitative and qualitative metrics. Quantitative metrics include, for example, financial 

KPIs and market share, and the qualitative metrics include cultural fit and interpersonal 

chemistry. Based on the findings, both of these factors are crucial in a successful partnership, 

and therefore SECO orchestrators should develop comprehensive evaluation frameworks 

that include both types of criteria. By considering all relevant criteria, it can be ensured that 

the partnership is profitable, long-lasting and supports the SECO's development. 



 

5.4  Limitations and Future Research Directions 

One of the primary limitations of this thesis is the sample size. Eight representatives of 

application-centric SECO orchestrators were interviewed, and even though the findings 

provide valuable insights that are aligned with the existing literature, the limited number of 

participants may affect the results. (Bell & Bryman 2022) The study is also focused on 

application-centric SECOs within a specific geographical context and therefore the results 

cannot necessarily be generalized to similar ecosystems operating in other countries (Adams 

et al. 2014). However, the research results are supported by the similarity between the study 

by Beelen et al. (2022), where the interviewees represented Dutch application-centric SECO 

orchestrators. Thus, it can be stated that, at least to some extent, country-specific differences 

are not significant. 

This research utilized semi-structured interviews which are a great tool to provide in-depth 

qualitative data, but also possess a risk of interviewer bias and subjectivity. Future research 

could benefit from using a mixed-methods approach, which combines qualitative interviews 

with quantitative surveys to validate and triangulate the research findings. (Sreekumar 2023) 

In addition, the results of this study represent the time when the interviews were carried out. 

In 2024, application-centric SECO orchestrators viewed the criteria presented in the study 

as the most important, but their importance may change in the future. As stated in the study, 

the software landscape is constantly changing, which means that the criteria are also 

susceptible to changes. (Robson & McCartan 2016) 

There are several phenomena that future research could explore based on this study and its 

results. This thesis focused on application-centric software ecosystems, and no other types 

of software ecosystems were studied. In addition, the research focused on privately owned 

ecosystems, and not on open-source ecosystems, where the criteria can be completely 

different. Examining these would increase the understanding of criteria in different software 

ecosystems. 

Currently, technology development is progressing at a fast pace and artificial intelligence, 

for example, is believed to have a strong impact on the software industry. By understanding 

more precisely the effects of the development of artificial intelligence on software 

ecosystems and thus on partnerships within ecosystems, the results of this research could be 

enriched. Furthermore, this kind of research would help SECO orchestrators create new 



 

strategies to improve their ecosystems. It could also be interesting to study partnerships that 

have progressed through the evaluation process but failed at a later stage. Lessons could be 

learned from these failed partnerships so that orchestrators could do a better screening of 

potential partnerships beforehand. Analysing failed partnerships could also determine which 

criteria help in the long run to achieve partnerships that last and generate the most value.  
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Appendix 1. The interview questions in Finnish 

1. Kertoisitko taustastasi ja roolistasi yrityksessäsi? 

2. Kuinka monta vuotta olet ollut mukana kumppaneiden valintaprosesseissa ja 

kuvailisitko ymmärrystäsi ohjelmistoekosysteemi-kumppanuuksista? 

3. Miten tärkeitä yhteistyökumppanuudet ovat yrityksellesi? 

4. Voitko kuvailla kumppanuuden arviointiprosessia, joka päätyi myönteiseen 

päätökseen? 

5. Voitko kuvailla kumppanuuden arviointiprosessia, joka päätyi kielteiseen 

päätökseen? 

6. Ovatko mainitsemasi kriteerit yleisiä tällaisille arviointiprosesseille? 

7. Tuleeko sinulla mieleen muita kriteerejä, jotka mahdollisten 

yhteistyökumppaneiden tulee täyttää, jotta kumppanuus etenee? 


