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Abstract: This conceptual paper explores how collaborative innovation spaces (CIS) enable collective leadership in catalysing
ecosystem emergence. Responding to current shifts in innovation management driven by digitalisation and platform
ecosystems, this study builds on the recognition that cross-sector collaboration in ecosystems is essential to tackle complex
societal challenges, from sustainability transitions to digital transformation for sustainable value creation. Although CIS, such
as living labs, makerspaces, innovation hubs, virtual collaboration spaces, and communities, have been widely studied as
promising arenas for open innovation and experimentation, their role in enabling collective leadership for ecosystem
emergence remains undertheorised. To address this shortcoming, this study reviews literature on CIS and collective
leadership, offering a novel synthesis of spatial, relational, and processual perspectives to explore the role of CIS as an
enabler of collective leadership. In this paper, | define CIS as liminal: temporary, transitional spaces of being and becoming,
where actors’ relation(ship)s and interactions are deeply situated in a particular setting. Such in-between, transitional states
where established roles, norms, and boundaries are suspended foster alternative ways of thinking, learning, and relational
dynamics. Building on relational and processual perspectives, | introduce the concept of situational embeddedness to
describe how it emphasises the context-dependent nature of CIS and underscores the importance of appreciating the
possibilities created by space and shared interests. It draws on the notion of the social field—the interior dimension of a
social system—to argue that leadership is not just enacted by individuals but co-created through collective attention,
intention, and relational presence within CIS. Consequently, CIS enables collective leadership by fostering conditions in which
individual decisions, interactions, and actions within a specific context become sources of emergence, reflecting individuals'
transformative potential. As a result, | develop a conceptual overview of CIS as an enabler for collective leadership in
catalysing ecosystem emergence. Rather than presenting new empirical data, this study advances theoretical understanding
with several theoretical contributions and provides practical implications for innovation managers, ecosystem actors, and
policymakers seeking to foster collaborative approaches.
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1. Introduction

The ongoing shift in innovation management, driven by platform ecosystems and grand challenges, has
extended the perspective on open innovation models to a broader ecosystemic understanding (Ferrigno et al.,
2023; Ritala, 2023). This evolution necessitates multifaceted and sustained cross-sector collaboration as an
imperative for value co-creation and problem-solving in complex environments (Autio & Thomas, 2022; Ritala,
2023). As collaborative innovation spaces (CIS) are characterised by less formal structures, routines, and
practices, they allow actors to collectively navigate inter-organisational politics (Caccamo, 2020; Ollila & Ystrom,
2021) to initiate collaborations (e.g., Adibe et al., 2024). Accordingly, CIS provide an ideal setting for creating
conditions for ecosystem emergence (Thompson et al., 2018; Daymond et al., 2023)—a process in which actors
collectively discover, negotiate, and develop the structures, roles, and shared value propositions that constitute
a functioning ecosystem (Autio et al., 2014; Thomas, Autio & Gann, 2022; Daymond et al., 2023). This processual,
socially constructed view of ecosystem emergence aligns well with the concept of collective leadership,
understood as a property of a social system that arises when individuals engage in collaborative thinking and
action (Drath, 2001). However, although collective leadership and CIS have been widely studied, the intersection
between these theoretical perspectives (Barney, 2018), particularly in the context of enabling ecosystem
emergence, remains underexplored.

To address this shortcoming, | review literature on CIS and collective leadership to explore the role of CIS as an
enabler of relational, collective leadership. In doing so, | advance theoretical understanding by integrating and
extending existing research rather than presenting new empirical data (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015; Yadav, 2010).
In this conceptual paper, | define CIS as liminal—temporary, transitional spaces of being and becoming (Klpers,
2011), where actors’ relationships and interactions (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000) are deeply situated within a
particular setting (Scharmer & Pomeroy, 2024). In other words, drawing on Scharmer and Pomeroy’s (2024)
notion of the social field as the interior dimension of a social system, | propose that situational embeddedness
in CIS refers to how relational dynamics shape processes of being and becoming. These dynamics create a living
relational space of a social system as a property of collective leadership. In other words, by highlighting this
context-dependent nature of CIS (Leminen et al., 2024), | suggest that such embeddedness, shaped by the
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dynamic relations between being and becoming, is inherently alive. This insight invites a deeper appreciation
and evaluation of the possibilities that emerge from space (Caccamo, 2020) and from the situation through
shared interests (Thomas & Autio, 2014; Dzhengiz & Patala, 2023). Consequently, CIS enables collective
leadership by fostering conditions in which individual decisions, interactions, and actions within a specific
context become sources of emergence, reflecting individuals’ transformative potential (Ospina, 2017). As a
result, | develop a conceptual overview of CIS as an enabler for collective leadership in catalysing ecosystem
emergence.

With these insights, my study makes theoretical contributions to CIS, collective leadership, and ecosystem
literature. Through synthesising spatial, relational, and processual perspectives, | offer a conceptual foundation
for future research and suggest further explorations of how different relational and contextual conditions in CIS
interact to influence collective leadership within cross-sectoral collaborations and support broader ecosystem
transformation.

Below, | first review the existing literature on CIS, their diverse forms, liminality, and situational embeddedness.
Next, | elaborate on collective leadership and introduce relational perspectives on social interaction that clarify
situational embeddedness within CIS, enabling emergence in collective leadership. | then propose a new
conceptualisation of CIS as enablers of collective leadership, providing insights for innovation managers and
ecosystem actors seeking to initiate and catalyse ecosystem emergence. | conclude with the key contributions,
practical implications for innovation managers, policymakers, and ecosystem actors, and finally, with the
limitations and suggestions of directions for future research.

2. Collaborative Innovation Spaces (CIS)

Although innovation scholars have conducted profound research on inter-organisational collaboration and made
progress in analysing the relationship between collaboration, innovation, and the role of space (Boutillier et al.,
2020; Caccamo, 2020; Ollila & Ystrom, 2021; Doloreux et al., 2023), they have paid less attention to the role of
CIS—the context in which innovation takes place (e.g., Leminen et al., 2024)—as enablers of collective leadership
in the context of ecosystem emergence. As a result, the implications of CIS for collective leadership remain
largely unexplored in the ecosystem emergence literature.

CIS, such as cross-sector partnerships, living labs, innovation hubs, makerspaces, and virtual collaboration spaces
and communities (Leminen et al., 2024) are characterised by less formal structures, routines, and practices. For
example, living labs are open innovation ecosystems in real-life environments that foster co-creation and open
innovation through testing and experimentation among the key actors of the Quadruple Helix Model: citizens,
government, industry, and academia (ENoLL, 2025). In their recent article, Ollila and Ystrém (2025) examined
large-scale Triple Helix (academia, industry, and government) collaborations in Northern Europe, which were
combining public and private funding with the aim of organising collective activities to promote innovation and
support industrial or regional development and sustainability. They shared similar concerns about the conditions
for interaction and how members could relate to one another, expressing interest in learning more about multi-
stakeholder management to foster value creation.

According to Caccamo (2020), innovation spaces have a material dimension, such as physical or digital
infrastructure and objects, and a social dimension, which encompasses relationships and organisational culture.
In their study of collaborative innovation practices, Ystrom and Agogué (2020) introduced the concept of “in-
between spaces” as physical, cognitive, and virtual spaces between actors. These in-between spaces are
“relational spaces of becoming”, embracing disorder and ambiguity, “created through social relationships” (Ollila
& Ystrom, 2025, 2). What is noteworthy here are the dynamics shaping these recursive spaces “between actors
created by and simultaneously creating social interaction” (Ystrom & Agogué, 2020, 140).

Similarly, Oldenburg’s (2001) "third places" are informal venues for social interaction beyond primary work
activities that foster substantial innovation in community involvement activities. Furnari (2014) builds on the
concept of third places, using it as a metaphorical and analytical anchor to characterise interstitial spaces as
experimental, occasional, and transitory settings. Individuals interacting in these settings are more attentive to
the immediate situation and the context, can experiment more easily, and are likely to experience liminality.
Indeed, instances of interstitial spaces are common in contemporary cases of emerging practices (Furnari, 2014),
catalysing interaction in the initiation of cross-field collaboration (Villani & Phillips, 2020) and innovation
activities of collaborating groups and organisations (Powell et al., 1996; Greer & Lei, 2012; Ollila & Ystrom, 2016;
Heil & Bornemann, 2018).
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2.1 Liminality—a Transitional State of Becoming

Despite their diverse forms, CIS share core characteristics: They are socially constructed, experimentally
oriented, and inherently liminal spaces (Caccamo, 2020). In organisational space literature, liminal spaces are
studied as, e.g., physical corridors, university-industry centres, incubators, or social networks (Stephenson et al.,
2020). Liminality denotes a transitional state of becoming, being on the threshold or boundary—no longer in the
previous state, yet not fully in the next (Kipers, 2011; Tagliaventi, 2019; Piironen, 2024; Popova et al., 2025).
This is an in-between, transitional state in which established roles, norms, and boundaries are suspended
(Turner, 1974).

As individuals or groups inhabit this liminal space—no longer bound by former identities or structures yet not
entirely redefined (e.g., Tagliaventi, 2019)—they become more open to alternative ways of thinking, relating,
and acting. This can foster the potential for innovation, collective sensemaking, and the reconfiguration of social
or organisational arrangements. As such, liminality often entails intense learning and development, and the
ambiguity of liminal space blurs boundaries between actors. This may also cause confusion and hinder navigation
in the complexity of relationships (Ollila & Ystrom, 2025). Despite the “strangeness” of the liminality, it embraces
endings and new beginnings so that it can offer a transformational outcome. Popova et al. (2025, 40) describe
liminoid transition processes as situations in which individuals “step out of their old world, generate new ideas,
and experiment and innovate to initiate change.” Similarly, Cartel, Boxenbaum, and Aggeri (2019) conceptualise
experimental spaces as transitory social settings where actors test alternative action models within
institutionalised fields.

2.2 Situational Embeddedness of CIS

Scharmer and Pomeroy (2024) denote these spaces of collaboration, relationships, and interactions as the social
field—the interior dimension of a system—where the “whole is viewed as an emergent entity worthy of attention
and its own specific forms of inquiry” (2024, p. 26). Understanding the collective interior dimensions of social
systems, beyond visible relational patterns, highlights the social field where these patterns originate and
potential futures are sensed (ibid). Drawing on this conceptualisation in combination with liminality, | define CIS
as temporary, transitional spaces of being and becoming, where actors’ relation(ship)s and interactions are
deeply situated in a particular setting (Scharmer and Pomeroy, 2024). This situatedness emphasises the context-
dependent nature of CIS (Leminen et al., 2024) and underscores the importance of appreciating the possibilities
created by space (Caccamo, 2020) and shared interests (Furnari, 2014; Thomas & Autio, 2014; Dzhengiz & Patala,
2023).

To sum up, situational embeddedness in CIS refers to how interactions, decisions, and innovations are shaped
by the dynamic, relational, and contextual conditions of a specific moment in space and time. This approach
recognises space as an essential catalyst in co-shaping encounters and emphasises the social field and full
presence in the moment (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Scharmer & Pomeroy, 2024) as crucial for sensing and
presencing emerging opportunities— “to see the coming-into-being of the new” (Scharmer, 2001, p. 137).
Scharmer (2001) refers to this capacity as a form of tacit knowledge that precedes its embodiment in everyday
practice. Such knowledge arises from the interplay between individual and collective intention and attention
(Scharmer & Pomeroy, 2024), where alignment between the two can create conditions for emergence. In this
article, | extend this perspective to the realm of collective leadership enabled by CIS.

3. Collective Leadership

In this paper, collective leadership is understood as relational leadership (Drath, 2001; UhI-Bien, 2006; Drath et
al., 2008; Ospina, 2017), which is enacted through social interactions that generate shared direction and
meaning (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2010; Denis et al., 2001, 2012; Raelin, 2016; Empson et al., 2023).
Consistent with Drath’s (2001) notion of relational dialogue, collective leadership is conceptualised not as an
individual's act but as a social system's property (Ospina, 2017). Thus, leadership becomes a collaborative
process in which individuals reflect and contribute to collective participation.

Collective leadership does not depend on hierarchical positions within the organisation or on followers (Uhl-
Bien, 2006). Instead, it focuses on the system of relationships (Ospina, 2017) that continuously evolve in relating
with oneself, others, and ‘world’ (Scharmer & Pomeroy, 2019). Here, ‘world’ denotes the situational context and
inter-organisational reality of individuals. Relating with others can be easily understood by establishing
connections, understanding, and/or engaging with them emotionally or socially. For example, how we relate to
each other shapes the group dynamic. Individual and cultural qualities of relating then affect the patterns of
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thinking, conversing, and organising (Scharmer & Pomeroy, 2019). Thus, relating with self and world matters,
too.

Leadership's relational dimensions are amplified when it is viewed as the outcome of shared sense-making,
emerging from the interdependencies among organisations and their members (Ospina et al., 2012; Foldy et al.,
2023). Similarly, Fletcher (2004) describes distributed leadership as fostering high-quality social interactions that
require relational skills such as self-awareness, empathy, vulnerability, and openness to learning. This highlights
the possibilities of encounters in specific situations and the importance of presencing—being fully present in the
moment.

Ospina (2017, 275) underscores the importance of space in collective leadership as “intentional work to create
spaces where participants can enact their leadership for the common good.” Relational leadership builds on this
by emphasising leadership’s collective and situated nature, focusing on how it is produced and performed in
specific contexts (Crevani et al., 2007; Denis et al., 2012; Shevchuk & Reuter, 2025). Individual actors (self), the
group or network (others), and the situational context (space) are all significant as they all contribute to the
processual dynamics in the in-between space. Therefore, the individual mindsets—including values, beliefs,
worldviews, and related cognitive, emotional, and relational capacities (often referred to as inner or personal
dimensions, e.g., Wamsler, 2020, or conditions, e.g. Hakio & Mattelmaki, 2023)—play a crucial role. Alongside
activities, they represent what Meadows (1999) calls 'deep leverage points' for enabling transformational
change. The importance of inner dimensions is highlighted by social movements such as the IDG Initiative, which
promotes Inner Development Goals (IDGs) as a means better to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) (IDG Foundation, 2023).

To summarise, Scharmer and Pomeroy’s (2024) conceptualisation of the social field—the interior dimension of
a system encompassing collaboration, relationships, and interactions (i.e., CIS in this paper)—can be understood
as central to collective leadership, which fundamentally revolves around relation(ship)s in social systems
(Ospina, 2017). This relational social system is alive, continuously engaged in being and becoming through
relationships and interactions (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000) with oneself, others, and world. Thus,
acknowledging the inner and outer dimensions of individuals’ relational experiences is critically important for
the transformational potential to emerge in CIS.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

In this article, | have examined how CIS can be understood as enablers of relational, collective leadership,
catalysing ecosystem emergence. | have expanded existing conceptions of CIS and collective leadership beyond
the social interactions and interconnections between individuals to include the significance of situational
embeddedness in the constant process of being and becoming. To address liminality as an inherent quality of
CIS, I defined CIS as temporary, transitional spaces of being and becoming, where individuals’ relation(ship)s and
interactions are deeply embedded in specific contexts. Drawing on Scharmer and Pomeroy’s (2024) concept of
the social field as the interior of a social system, | proposed that situational embeddedness in CIS and the
dynamics shaping the process of being and becoming—how individuals relate with themselves, others, and
world—create a living relational space of a social system as a property of collective leadership.

Recognising the inner and outer dimensions of relational experiences in this process to align individual and
collective intention and attention around, e.g., a shared vision and purpose, can enable transformative potential
to emerge. Consequently, CIS enables collective leadership to catalyse ecosystem emergence (Figure 1).

aligning individual and collective
intention and attention

Collaborative

| Collective

Innovation 4
| Leadership

Figure 1: A conceptual overview of collaborative innovation space as an enabler for collective leadership in
catalysing ecosystem emergence
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4.1 Theoretical Contributions

This paper makes several theoretical contributions to the literature of CIS, collective leadership, and ecosystem
research. First, it offers a novel synthesis of spatial, relational, and processual perspectives by conceptualising
collaborative innovation spaces (CIS) as temporary, transitional spaces of being and becoming. This integration
advances relational collective leadership theory (e.g., Uhl-Bien, 2006; Ospina, 2017) by demonstrating how the
spatial (and temporal) dimensions of CIS shape the emergence of leadership through situated interactions and
relation(ship)s. Second, by framing CIS as liminal, the study deepens the understanding of leadership as a state
of becoming, rather than a fixed role, thereby extending the literature on liminality in organisations (Kipers,
2011; Tagliaventi, 2019) and connecting it to processual ontology (cf. Chia, 1995) of relational leadership
(Crevani et al., 2010; Ospina, 2017). Finally, the concept of situational embeddedness—highlighting how
relational and contextual dynamics shape leadership emergence in space and time—adds conceptual clarity to
the role of recursive spaces in collaborative innovation (Ystrom & Agogué, 2020), offering a more nuanced
understanding of how individuals’ relational experiences influence systemic transformation.

4.2 Practical Implications

The study also provides practical implications for innovation managers, policymakers, and ecosystem actors.
First, it reframes CIS not only as spaces for collaborative innovation but also as active enablers of relational,
collective leadership. This perspective encourages managers to design CIS with intentionality, fostering
environments where individual and collective intention and attention support emergent leadership practices
and create enabling conditions. Second, the study emphasises recognising the inner dimensions of individuals
as ‘deep leverage points’ (Meadows, 1999) that managers and facilitators should invest in developing practices
and processes. Lastly, the paper highlights the potential of CIS to enable collective leadership in catalysing
ecosystem emergence, e.g., in complex cross-sector partnerships. CIS can help actors transcend organisational
and institutional boundaries and co-create shared visions by providing a liminal, temporarily non-hierarchical
environment for experimentation and dialogue to nurture relationships and to create conditions for catalysing
emergence. These insights can inform not only the design of CIS but also broader approaches to fostering
innovation in ecosystems through relational and context-sensitive practices.

4.3 Limitations and Future Research

A key limitation of this work is the focus on the CIS’s enabling side of collective leadership. As widely
acknowledged, the innovation barriers and collaboration challenges may include, e.g., inherent tensions or
paradoxical ones that can easily lead to conflict or an early failure of collaboration (e.g., Adibe et al., 2024; Ollila
& Ystrom, 2025). However, recognising this limitation as a potential bias, my paper is purposely focused on
integrating theoretical perspectives (Barney, 2018) for conceptual exploration rather than explicitly seeking
solutions to innovation challenges addressed by the literature. Despite its limitations, my paper offers novel
insights and a conceptual overview into how CIS can be understood as enablers of relational, collective
leadership, catalysing ecosystem emergence.

Future research could benefit from empirically exploring the theoretical insights of this study. For example,
examining the role of CIS and collective leadership in cross-sector partnerships could provide valuable insights
for broader ecosystem transformation. Longitudinal research with theoretical lenses of process studies could be
particularly useful in studying the ecosystem emergence and evolution phases and clarifying the dynamic nature
of interconnectedness and the relational dimensions in the process. Closer attention to the qualities of relations
and leadership emerging from the social field could shed light on the processes of being and becoming within
CIS. More philosophical exploration of CIS’s different forms and dimensions (e.g., virtual, cognitive, mental) in
relation to collective leadership could further explicate the nuances in the underlying dynamics of emergence.
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