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Abstract

As a result of the rapid advancements in digital and sustainability trends, businesses are
becoming more and more reliant on outside expertise (Thalenhorst et al., 2022, p. 72; Just et
al., 2023, pp. 1-2; Wallo et al., 2024, p. 1). Business ecosystems as external sources of
competitive advantage and innovation have therefore proven to be a successful strategy (Adner,
2017, pp. 49-53; Tsujimoto et al., 2018, p. 49). Despite their strengths, business ecosystem
failure is a quite common phenomenon (Reeves et al., 2019, p. 1), which is often due to an
insufficient care in the initial selection of partners (Cummings & Holmberg, 2012, p. 137; Pidun
et al., 2020b). Several authors thus highlight the importance and challenge of a thorough and
systematic partner selection process (Meckl & Kengelbach, 2020, p. 139; Wei etal., 2020, p. 1).
Despite its high relevance, partner selection in business ecosystems is a topic which is largely
unexplored in the scientific literature (Wei et al., 2020, p. 1). This doctoral thesis therefore

investigates the systematic partner selection in business ecosystems.

As scientific rigor and the building of a strong theory is at the core of this doctoral thesis
(Eisenhardt, 1989b, p. 547; Morse et al., 2002, p. 14; Sutton & Staw, 1995, p. 378), this topic
is addressed through originality and its fundamental contribution to both, theory and practice
(Stokes, 1997 and Corley & Gioia, 2011 in Nenonen et al., 2017, p. 1131). Based on a
constructivist-pragmatist research paradigm (Nonhoff, 2011, p. 91), this study builds a strong
theory for a systematic framework for partner selection in business ecosystems in the major
part of this investigation in applying a novel rigorous scientific research method (Morse et al.,
2002, p. 14; Prager et al., 2019, p. 377; Sutton & Staw, 1995, p. 378) proposed by this doctoral
thesis: the Inferential Pattern Matching Approach — a qualitative research approach based
on an extension of the flexible pattern matching approach by the inferential process of
abduction: patterns of abduction, deduction, and induction are flexibly and inferentially
matched to provide rich evidence (Sinkovics, 2018 in Bouncken, Qiu, Sinkovics, & Kiirsten,
2021, p.252; Minnameier, 2010, pp. 241-242; Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019, p.264;
Timmermans & Tavory, 2012, pp. 179-180). Together with theoretical-conceptual and
analytical frameworks developed throughout the investigation, this approach forms the
Inferential Pattern Matching Framework proposed by this thesis, which builds the research
framework of the investigation. The iterative design of the Inferential Pattern Matching
Framework involves the constant redirection of the research question based on the new
insights discovered with new data collection and data analysis (Jacobsson & Akerstrom, 2013
and Nairn et al., 2005 in CohenMiller et al., 2020, p. 5; Dewey, 1938, p. 142 in Casula et al.,
2021, p. 1709; Tecuci et al., 2018, p. 10) applied within the three major steps, abduction,
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deduction, and induction and the evidencing among at least two of the three approaches. The
Inferential Pattern Matching Approach and Framework thus provide useful tools for this
study, as multiple data collection and analysis techniques, which are iteratively developed, and
perspectives from other disciplines as for instance based on systems theory are employed,
leading to a holistic framework for systematic partner selection in business ecosystems. Several
qualitative data collection and data analysis methods inform this thesis and lead to rich evidence

(Eisenhardt, 1989b, p. 538).

To achieve high contribution to managerial practice alike, this thesis is enriched by further
inductive insights with single evidence arising during the investigation. These insights are
generated, but not fully confirmed by the Inferential Pattern Matching Approach, and
propose strategic decision heuristics for best fit partner selection based on decision-making
methods and a partner configuration function, as well as an Abductive Taxonomy (Sinkovics,
2018, pp. 6-8; Minnameier, 2010, pp. 241-242; Nickersen et al., 2013, p. 336), a research
approach invented by this study dedicated to highlight differences in characteristics among
digital-, innovation-, sustainability-, and circular-oriented business ecosystems to provide a

holistic framework for systematic partner selection in business ecosystems.

Besides the strong contribution to theory and practice due to the depth and holisticness of the
main topic validated by a strong theory, this doctoral thesis provides an innovative and rich
methodological contribution with the novel scientific research approaches invented by this
doctoral thesis: the Inferemtial Pattern Matching Approach, the Inferential Pattern

Matching Framework, and the Abductive Taxonomy.

Keywords: framework, abduction, deduction, induction, inferential process of abduction,
inference to the best explanation, flexible pattern matching, theory, taxonomy, multi-criteria
decision making, partner selection, business ecosystem, digital business ecosystem, innovation

ecosystem, sustainability innovation ecosystem, circular ecosystem
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