Emergence: Complexity and Organization. Emergence: Complexity and Organization.

Coordination in a tourism ecosystem
Methods to tackle wicked problems
March 31, 2016 · Academic
Dr Robert Ogulin1, Prof Willem Selen1, Dr Luke Houghton2
1 University of the Sunshine Coast, 2 Griffith University

Ogulin R, Selen W, Houghton L. Coordination in a tourism ecosystem: Methods to tackle wicked problems. Emergence:
Complexity and Organization. 2016 Mar 31 [last modified: 2016 Jun 25]. Edition 1. doi:
10.emerg/10.17357.1f1e70d186bad562e656d3e1d25c3887.

Abstract
Integrating complex business networks in Tourism is a wicked problem. Many different business owners have various goals and
management approaches. A tourist network is often managed through coordination and partnerships because the sheer
complexity of trying to be competitive makes little sense when so many businesses have a common goal. In this paper we
explore how thinking in network terms in tourist business networks actually sheds light on how to manage wicked problems in
general. In particular, we focus on how the network approach to managing complex networks in business may produce leverage
points for synthesising managerial tension points between partners and thereby facilitate innovation systems. We argue that the
network approach may shed light on how to build platforms for gaining traction and synthesis in wicked problems. We conclude
with suggestions for future research.

Introduction
Organizations in tourism increasingly compete through tightly integrated tourism supply networks, rather than between separate
firms and supply chains1. This has been evident in the Tourism Destination2,3,4 and the Tourism Supply Chain literature5,6.
Network partners of such tourism network are defined beyond traditional supply chain boundaries and consist of a range of
entities such as tourists, companies that act as service providers and intermediaries, government agencies, regulators,
technology providers; communities; and consultants.
Enabled by emerging technology, process innovation and new management approaches, partners in tourism supply chain
networks engage in new ways to achieve their commercial and non-commercial objectives. Several authors find evidence that
the business network view ins being extended and they introduce concepts such as the Tourism Value Ecology or Tourism
Business Ecosystem (TBE)7. In a TBE the competition is complemented by an increased cooperation in order to boost agility,
flexibility and efficiency, often leading to an environment of co-opetition8. A business ecosystem is a networked system which
comprises the buyers, suppliers and makers of certain products or services, the socio-economic environment, including the
institutional and regulatory framework (the business ecosystem defined by 9,10. It can be complemented by a process and
technological infrastructure (platform) aimed at creating a business ecosystem environment for the networked organizations that
supports the cooperation, the knowledge sharing, the development of open and adaptive technologies and evolutionary
business models 11,12 introduce the platform ecosystem concept and post that these provide new governance mechanisms
through shared standards, formats, and rules to support value co-creation in the network.
We adopt the view that tourism involves networked orderings of people, natures, materials, mobilities and cultures; production
as well as consumption of those different elements 13. In a business ecosystem service is provided through a complex
combination of organizational resources of many business partners 14,15 and increasingly through networks, that allow for
flexibly restructuring and re-aligning resources of many partners (e.g. through outsourcing) toward common objectives16.
A tourism destination may be considered as a cluster of interrelated stakeholders (both public and private) embedded in a social
network (Baggio et al., 2010b). In such a network, an individual company’s performance depends also on the behavior of other
companies and vice versa17,18. The performance of a tourism destination as a whole depends on the web of connections
between the various players and not only on the intrinsic characteristics of the destination19. Drawing the precise boundaries of
an ecosystem is an impossible task. Rather, in a business ecosystem organizations whose futures are closely intertwined must
determine the dependencies that are most critical. For example, a healthy TBE is shown by the network’s ability to consistently
align all required resources (technologies, accommodation, restaurants, entertainment, and nature) to transform them into a
tourism experience and into innovation and lower costs and new products/services. Such alignment across multiple
stakeholders is vital for the TBE’s success, as it poses a range of challenges akin to a wicked problem.
A number of characteristics must be highlighted that differentiate a TBE from other governance models in business. Hearn20
states that a viable paradigm shift under the value ecology system includes a transition from customer to co-creator, from
product value to network value, and from simple cooperation and competition to co-opetition. .
Such a characterization of a TBE implies that stakeholders may not always be in agreement about goals and objectives, let
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alone the processes to reach and implement them. Mutual understanding may not always be the case. The opposite may arise,
where the implementation of tourism destination objectives may present themselves as ‘messy’, or indeed as a wicked problem.
A wicked problem is often classified as a complex interaction of perceptions that intertwine to form a mess21. It’s considered
wicked because it has: no definite solution that is likely to work, no shape or structure that be adequately justified or defended22
and it has no real way of being finished 23 or said to be completely solved. In TBE the notions of mutual understanding and
multiple objectives are a case in point. How can so many structures that intertwine create a stable platform for problem solving?
That is, if so many viewpoints exist and they need to be resolved into a contiguous structure, how can that be possible in such a
complex environment? Seeing wicked problems as a web of possible connections is a starting point. In other words, if the
problem situation is ‘wicked’ then it may be better to suggest a network perspective to gain some kind of traction24. This is
because it is easier to see the interconnections between parties, how they relate or are connected, as opposed to having a
unified structure that can never been realised. The TBE presents an opportunity to manage a wicked problem by thinking about
connections and tensions25. By seeing the connections between parties, the ways in which they relate to each other, the
influence of the problem can be revealed.
In fact, the TBE is a way of making sense (Weick 1995) of a complex problem environment through the theoretical lens of the
network. It sidesteps the structure of the problem and instead structures it as a TBE concept. In this paper we explore why this
may be useful for analysis. In particular, we are interested to see how the TBE creates a meaningful platform for making sense
of wicked problems, such as coordinating a business network.
The paper is structured as follows: We first examine the characteristics of the business ecosystem. Then we discuss inherent
coordination and decision making issues and challenges, and identify them as wicked problems. Next, we develop an approach
for tackling wicked coordination problems, and illustrate this in the context of the Sunshine Coast Tourism Business Ecosystem.
Finally we highlight areas for further research.
In the following section we describe the characteristics of the TBE and related issues of coordination.

Key characteristics of TBE
Emerging from consumption to co-creation
Consumers in tourism are seen as networked, active, informed, and involved in consumer communities, and co-creating their
tourism experience; being transformed from “passive audiences” to “active players”26 in consumer-driven value co-creation27.
The tourism experience is evaluated by a visitor at a holistic level, and is comprised of a multiplicity of service encounters28
and the tourist’s own decisions. A visitor’s evaluation is thereby a complex assessment as to whether the tourism experience
has generated perceived value from visiting a destination29.
In today’s knowledge-based economy, the notion of value is inherently varied and multi-faceted. The customer becomes
primarily a co-producer or co-creator, rather than a sales target, and tends to be involved in the entire value chain14. In tourism,
value as a construct resides within an evaluation framework, in terms of time, space, and costs 30, whereby each of the value
drivers do not originate from one single company’s supply chain, but is composed of the contribution a number of ecosystem
partners. Consequently, the value of a visitor’s journey or experience resides in the sum of these experiences. Sheth31 suggest
that consumers buy or use a certain product, service or experience rather than another, by integrating their sense of cost and
benefits into their value concept. In a tourism sense, 32 found similar outcomes in that visitors assess the notion of value for
money, as a cost, into a functional value component.
The fact that the consumer takes the role of a co-creator amongst a network of business ecosystem partners creates challenges
in the coordination of activities. The role of the consumer, the businesses and the governing structures like council, create an
interrelated network of interests. The problem of interacting through these different perceptions of what is important, creates
tension between different parties, thus resulting in a wicked problem. The consumer view makes the problem even more
complicated because it creates a problem of value co-creation. This means that businesses not only have goals to provide a
service or deliver a product, but must be able to accommodate this emerging view of business. Such value co-creation within a
TBE framework is illustrated in the recent research contribution of 26, who investigated how a platform (in this case IT-based)
enabled value co-creation in its TSC on the island of Sardinia. Portale Sardegna, an Italian online tour operator, launched a new
product, Open Voucher, with the objective to prolong the tourist season on the island, that is, to create a Sardinian tourism
product capable of attracting tourists to the island during the low season (October to May) 33. The new product allowed tourists
to book the entire trip (including hotel and car rental) in real time and to plan a personalized itinerary allowing them to change
hotels each day if desired. In particular, Portale Sardegna orchestrated resources (airlines, car rental companies, and
participating hotels) to co-create value with customers who designed their itinerant vacation package.
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Emerging from competition to co-opetition
Hearn20 states that a viable paradigm shift under the value ecology system is an act of transition from simple cooperation or
competition to co-opetition. Developing and managing networks presents considerable challenges for firms and organizations34
in a network. Capabilities and corresponding relationships are not owned and controlled by individual actors, though some may
exert considerable influence. Rather, they are co-produced by the actors involved and developed in productive ways (or not),
based on the interactions taking place over time, including both economic and social dimensions 19. The role of collaborative
relations has been the subject of much research interest in management and marketing of late, as attention has focused on
collaborative advantage as a key determinant of a firm’s competitive advantage35,36,37. Tourism networks are complex and
mutable entities that develop and evolve over time in response to environmental and organizational developments and demands
37.
A limitation of current tourism network studies is the assumption that individual enterprises in the network have the same status
and power. However, some hotels and tour operators have more market power than others38. Tejada39 observes the
emergence of networks as a predominant form of governance between firms in the tourism value chain, and distinguish three
types of network relationships. Focal organizations may play a crucial role in business ecosystems. They can improve the
overall health of their ecosystems by providing a stable and predictable set of common assets. Focal organizations increase
ecosystem productivity by simplifying the complex task of connecting network participants to one another, or by making the
creation of new products by third parties more efficient. They can enhance ecosystem robustness by consistently incorporating
technological innovations, and by providing a reliable point of reference that helps participants respond to new and uncertain
conditions. Furthermore, they can encourage ecosystem niche creation by offering innovative technologies to a variety of thirdparty organizations.
As the movement of structure goes from a neat formation, as in typical business designs, to a loosely coupled network (see
below), the problem of the TBE can be analyzed through the connections that are created. For example, when considering
union action or large scale political problems in a war torn country, there is no single cause that can neatly explain the problem.
However, stepping back and looking at the problem from the network perspective, one begins to understand that several key
things are emergent. Firstly, that structuring what can’t be structured results in a very simple pragmatic choice. One must look
towards the connections that sustain the wickedness, instead of relying solely on a linear style of analysis. That is, an effective
platform for understanding must be reached40. Further, because the problem situation is unstructured, the platform, in this case
the TBE, may create a broader view of the problem when considering how these actors are connected. The TBE perspectives
offer a unique opportunity to build a platform for understanding how actors relate in wicked problems. In the following section we
take this idea further by discussing how loosely coupled networks give rise to important relationships.

From hierarchy to loosely coupled network relationships
Iansiti41 defines business ecosystems and assert that “[…] these loose networks—of suppliers, distributors, outsourcing firms,
makers of related products or services, technology providers, and a host of other organizations—affect, and are affected by, the
creation and delivery of a company’s own offerings”. Business ecosystems achieve this by creating “platforms”—services, tools,
or technologies – that other members of the ecosystem can use to enhance their own performance.
Ecosystem connectivity is recognized as a major benefit. Technology facilitates external collaboration with partners and
customers, which can lead to improvements in productivity and increased innovation. Cloud-based platforms can bring together
disparate groups of people who can collaborate and share resources, information and processes. This is illustrated through
HealthHiway as to how a cloud-enabled business model can enable ecosystem connectivity. HealthHiway, a cloud-based health
information network, enables the exchange of information and transactions among healthcare providers, employers, payers,
practitioners, third-party administrators, and patients in India. By connecting more than 1,100 hospitals and 10,000 doctors, the
company’s software-as-a-service solution facilitates better collaboration and information sharing, helping deliver improved care
at a low cost, which is of particular importance in growing markets, such as India.

From self-interest to shared objectives
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The defining characteristics of business ecosystems are “orchestration” and “mutuality.” Enterprises in ecosystems operate out
of mutual self-interest, rather than just individual self interest. By so doing, they are able to create more value within the
ecosystem by acting together than they could by acting alone. “Mutuality” describes how much the ecosystem’s formally or
informally shared ideals, standards or goals enhance coordination in the network. In the context of an ecosystem,
“orchestration” describes the degree of formal or informal coordination of interactions or collaborations among participants within
the system. Orchestration may be informal, exerting influence through cultural norms and imperatives, or it may be formal,
enforced by explicit rules or the presence of an actual orchestrator—a focal entity that facilitates and manages ecosystem
processes and interactions42, as depicted in Figure 1.

Fig. 1: Orchestration in toursim networks around a focal entity
The question then becomes how to manage the network of affiliated partners, operators, politicians, and government officials so
that they are all aligned to the general ‘ecosystem’ of the tourism industry. How do we divide the attention, allocate the
resources, and manage the infrastructure associated with such a complex group of partners? More to the point, how can the
ecosystem of the tourism industry effectively be coordinated and controlled? This ‘wicked problem’ needs an effective way of
management if it is to be harnessed. In this paper we explore how a council organized their approach to managing this problem
through use of a network approach to wicked problems. This involves learning to integrate seemingly unrelated perspectives25
and combining them into an aggregated network ecosystem model.
Next, a network approach is outlined as to how to tame such wicked problems, and illustrated in a a short case study
demonstrating how the council in question applied this thinking.

Tackling wicked problems in a TBE
Wicked problems are conceptualized as having no easy definition and are conceptually ill-defined. Coyne43 discusses wicked
problems as having loose definitions, no clear goals, multiple stakeholder involvement and an extreme amount of subjectivity.
Coyne43 argues that a wicked problem has no clear definition and relies on the actor’s interpretations of the problem to give it
meaning. Grint (2005) states that a wicked problem is complex, often intractable, with no stopping point (a place to say it’s
finished… see Eden 1987), no unilinear solution, no easy definition, no easy right or wrong answer, but only better or worse
explanations (Metcalfe 2005). Grint (2005) makes the point managers do not have the right not to make a decision. Wicked
problem-solving research of the 1970s stated that the planner has no right to be wrong 22 (Grint 2005) and has to act and invest
time and energy into resources needed to solve the problem.
Grint (2005) argues that the more wicked a problem is, the more collaborative the resolution should be. Further, Grint argued
that such complex problems require leadership and collaboration around possible points of agreement, which leads to exploring
together, rather than moving apart. This kind of leadership is implied by the TBE model. It is important to note that Grint is not
suggesting collaboration as a possibility, but rather stating that, without a collaborative resolution, it is impossible to get all of the
disparate parties to the table.
Earlier in the 1970s, the wicked problem-solving theorists Rittel and Webber22 realized that some problems escape easy
definition. Rosenhead44 argues that management problems, those that involve coordination and control, often do not come with
a clear definition. Further, he argues that when dealing with a management problem, the key issues of coordination and control
overshadow the actual problem definition. So those dealing with problems often asked the question, ‘what is the problem’? Rittel
and Webber22 highlighted this in their original study, further suggesting that wicked problems escape definition, have no easy
way to manage them, and are often further complicated by an interconnected social reality that reflects many different
stakeholder viewpoints. This was further confirmed by the work of 21, Checkland40 and many others (Mingers and Rosenhead,
2004, 45) who found that wicked problems occur in a social network, and are defined within the realities of multiple possible
actors and many different stakeholder interpretations.
Recently research has suggested that problem solving in such context can best be managed through understanding of networks
(Roberts 2000). Such insights emerged from political science literature, where the idea of solving a policy problem must take
place through different stakeholders. Van Bueren, Klijn and Koppenjan24 where amongst the first scholars to use a ‘network’
perspective to analyze wicked problems. Since this time, research about wicked problems has consistently drawn on the idea
that wicked problems can be assessed and discussed as a series of networks interactions. This views the wicked problem as a
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series of tension point 25 that make up a whole map of problem interactions. Put simply, in this view the problem is seen to be a
complex interaction of smaller problems that form a network of bigger problems. That is, the social environment is so complex
that it creates a network of related concerns that develop into a complex network of related issues.
Researchers have always contested two paradoxical points about wicked problems. Firstly, that a wicked problem has no linear
solution and no place at which stopping it makes sense23,22,44, but it still requires some kind of leadership in order for traction
to be made in the issue (Grint 2005). To make matters worse, most literature in Wicked Problems spreads from management
(see Ritchley 1979), to Operations Research (Mingers and Rosenhead 2004), to Design 43. There is a huge lack of consistency
in methods, ideas and concepts for approaching the problem. It makes sense that the concerns would be interdisciplinary, but
the paradox of the wicked problem remains: it can’t be managed but has to be managed.
In this vein research recently conducted suggested that a possible methodology for managing wicked problems was to build a
platform based on the notions of tensions 25, leading to the possibility of synthesis 21. That is, to dissolve a wicked problem, a
transcendental approach must be undertaken, which we define as a network approach that visualizes and maps the tensions,
tries to create elements of synthesis (new connections or new realities) that can dissolve the old, and aggregates or synthesizes
a new model or models. In this way, the network approach to wicked problems sees the connections to a problem not as a
synchronized ‘machine’, but as an asynchronous phenomenon. A tourism network may comprise a close relationship of
operators, governments and business ‘systems’, but the people who make the decisions socially construct and develop a
platform for integration and problem solving. To this end, this paper will illustrate how tensions can be explored and synthesized
in a TBE. So far, the general approach to a wicked problem has been to identify it, but very little effort has gone into
understanding how to facilitate it.
This research adds to our understanding and facilitating of wicked problems in networked business ecosystems by firstly, further
exploring the idea of mapping tensions into a network and then systematically search for points of synthesis. This will be
illustrated through a case study where we demonstrate how a network approach to wicked problems can create a sustainable
control process that can be developed and enhanced. The case study shows how a wicked problem can be tamed by looking at
connections in a business ecosystem. Secondly, this paper introduces the conceptual idea of developing a platform for
managing wicked problems through network interactions. Both ideas are illustrated next in a case study of the Sunshine Coast
Tourist Business Ecosystem in Australia.

Case study: Taming coordination problems in the Sunshine Coast business ecosystem
We are using an illustrative case study (Stake 1995) to demonstrate the application of a concept with the express purpose of
gaining insights into phenomena and sharing concepts without the need for formal generalization (Yin 2008). The findings are
induced from reading qualitative data from planning documents and from a few cursory interviews with key personnel in the
council. The aim of these interviews was to understand how this plan was created. Such case study method allows for induced
themes for further discussion and analysis, with the aim of building theoretical insights into these difficult phenomena. Taming
wicked problems in the Sunshine Coast strategic plan implementation, we provide a practical example of how the Sunshine
Coast-region in Australia as a business ecosystem is faced with the challenge of taming coordination problems in the
implementation of its 20-year regional strategic plan. The plan highlights actors, suggested networked relationships, envisioned
capabilities, and re-positioning of the region.
The Greater Sunshine Coast is a tourism destination, located 115 km north of Brisbane. With its natural features it is one of the
top preferred tourist destinations in Queensland. In 2012/13, total tourism and hospitality sales were $2.78 billion, or 11% of
total value for the region and 13.5% of full time employment, as stated by the Australian Bureau of Statistics46.
Recently, the Sunshine Coast (SSC) as a region established a 20-year Regional Economic Development Strategy for 20132033 that manifests itself on a business ecosystem-level; comprising development and collaboration across regional business,
industry, and council; informed through contributions by SSC residents and community organisations. It is driven by a strategic
vision for development of a “New Economy” for the region, expanding and re-focusing existing industries such as tourism and
leisure to include seven highly relevant sectors with a possibility to contribute significant value to the destination. The seven
sectors are health; education and research; tourism, sport and leisure; knowledge industries and professional services;
agribusiness; aviation and aerospace; and clean technologies (Sunshine Coast-The Natural Advantage 2013). The following
wicked problems are identified, and ways suggested to tame them, as we explore the implementation of the strategic plan for
the region.

Leadership, collaboration and identity
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The strategic plan stipulates that regional leaders be identified to champion the direction of the Sunshine Coast towards the
New Economy. It highlights that collaboration and partnerships between regional business and industry groups, and government
is critical. This includes ensuring the region’s planning frameworks and regulatory regimes are aligned with the strategy’s goals
and priorities.
Implicit in the plan is an intent to develop a new competitive and dynamic economic identity that will overcome perceptions of
the Sunshine Coast being solely a lifestyle or tourism destination. It is stated that such new regional identity needs to be aligned
with the vision for the New Economy. As such, the Sunshine Coast business ecosystem will have to adopt appropriate
governance structures, for example the establishment of a regional economic leadership board, to guide the transitions to, and
build the identity of, the future Sunshine Coast region.
Given that leadership is no longer reserved for the council or the representative parties of the tourism destination, we find a
wicked problem in that the coordination and prioritization of activities needs to be implemented using new, inclusive approaches.
Leadership becomes distributed between the connections of the nodes of the network. The TBE in fact manages the wicked
problem by not creating a new concept, but by allowing the connections to determine effective ways of managing the problem.
Leadership and problem solving is now distributed to smaller, or larger, parts of the ecosystem as required. As each connection
in the TBE makes another connection, a network hierarchy for the wicked problem emerges. Such an approach allows the
wicked problem of coordination to be shared and distributed through key partners. This is a wicked problem because various
members of the network will have different ideas of what type of leadership is required. The TBE, however, facilitates a
distributed form of leadership that requires cooperation, and not competition. A lot of time and effort will be needed to build
metrics around collaboration to ensure its success.

Capital investment
In order to implement the vision for the future of the region, all partners will have to work towards securing investment in
appropriate capabilities that include tourism, digital, transport and community infrastructure. Such challenges require that the
partners converge to develop relevant infrastructure through “game changer” projects that have transformational effects on
business, employment and investment growth, and the business ecosystem overall. For example, the aim of the plan is to
develop seven high value industries, focusing on addressing impediments to growth, workforce requirements, supply chains,
market opportunities and the identification of key investment targets. Other initiatives include the creation of an investmentfriendly regulatory environment and recognize that there is a defined Enterprise Corridor (EC) where high-value industries will
be established, expand, and mature; enhancing connectivity between urban centers; investing in niche tourism and leisure
experiences outside the EC; and promoting innovation, research, and digital participation.
Given that decisions related to attracting capital investment is no longer confined to a selected few partners, but needs to be
considered holistically in the ecosystem, we find a wicked problem. Traditionally, investment is related to a singular business
model that is presented from a financial point of view, is linear and relies heavily on the aspects of traditional ideas. Even in
today’s crowdfunding model, it is a difficult value proposition to sell the concept of an ‘ecosystem’. Instead, the actors within the
TBE will have to find ways to fund group initiatives where the value is clearly identified. Without this clarity around the pockets of
value in the network, it is unlikely that a clear value proposition will emerge. Put another way, this is a wicked problem because
the TBE creates an on-going source of value through its partnerships that is not immediately obvious to investors. For example,
a person who invests in Silicon Valley does so through clearly identified enterprises where a return is forecast and predicted.
For the TBE to work, there will need to be several key players that create value that can be easily distributed amongst key
partners. A likely scenario is that attracting investment to the region might have to be through a shared offering with multiple
partners. This creates a very complex legal model that is almost impossible to manage without serious expertise or financial,
legal and political ability. This wicked problem of attracting money and investment into the TBE will be very difficult and
cumbersome to manage.

Local-to-global connections
The Sunshine Coast business ecosystem intends to create a regional network and inventory of existing international expertise
and relationships to help drive stronger commercial linkages outside the region and leverage new business models, including
new public and private investment. In order to achieve momentum, this will require the involvement of a larger number of
business and non-business partners, rather than a selected few.
While some activities may require an inclusive approach, others may be driven by a focal organisation. For example, the
establishment of an annual program of business excursions and export missions may be led by Council. The same may apply to
the promotion of distinct capabilities, as well as products and services of the region’s export-ready businesses and suppliers to
key foreign markets.
In another instance the Queensland Government Trade Commissioners may facilitate by providing access to up-to-date
information on the strengths, opportunities and competitiveness of the Sunshine Coast. Similarly, the utilization of government
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grants, and links with government agencies that can reach into target markets to assist Sunshine Coast businesses to enter
new markets nationally and globally, may be enabled.
Given that decisions related to building a network of relevant local, regional and global connections is initiated by a range of
different organizations, we find a wicked problem in the question how to focus seemingly disconnected networking activities
towards a common goal. In particular, the local environment is used to a cognition of competition that is perhaps collaborative
(as in the Scottish Knitwear Industry—see Porac, Thomas and Baden-Fuller 1989). The TBE relies on a partnership model
where a common metric or goal is pursued. Being in competition with someone usually negates cooperation. However, the
ecosystem idea usually requires that parties unite around a core concept like recycling (see Stewart, Gapp and Houghton
2014), in which the common goal architecture subsumes competitive behavior. This is a hard sell for a lot of businesses that are
still embedded within traditional ideas of competition. It is a wicked problem because it will require a change of mindset towards
a different metric about a greater (TBE) goal that transcends traditional competitive thinking if the TBE is to be effectively
implemented.

Investment in talent and skills
The Sunshine Coast strategic plan calls for the following investment in talent and skills:
Nurture and develop entrepreneurial talent through the Innovation Center Sunshine Coast and enable skills and mentoring
programs. Promote options to attract skilled migrants through federal and state government programs to attract specialist skills
and business expertise. Encourage government, industry and business to work collaboratively on innovative measures to retain
skills and talent within the region. Recalibrate aspects of the education and training sector’s offerings to ensure they are clearly
targeted to address critical gaps in the region’s workforce profile.
Decisions related to the above stated activities to build talent and skills, a wicked problem emerges in the question of how to
focus seemingly disconnected networking activities towards a common goal. This is a wicked problem because it is hard to
imagine how so many disparate actors, with a different set of intentions, can successfully manage such a huge operation. In
particular, the wicked problem of maintaining a common goal when competition is present, will provide a challenge. This is a
paradox for key actors in the network, but if the common goal is reached and managed through partnerships, the TBE will be
able to create lasting value for all involved. Yet, accomplishing this within an environment of fierce internal competition between
partners will be a massive challenge. It provides no real guarantee for actors that they may not lose out. Moving them from a
competitive environment to a cooperative environment with a different set of goals provides the entire project with a wicked
problem.

Further considerations around the strategy implementation in the Sunshine Coast business
ecosystem
Coordination will be key for the implementation and relates to inter-organizational linkages that are directed to a course of action
to achieve an intended set of goals in the TBE. Effective TBE coordination may help maximizing return on investment, achieving
competitive advantage, and providing direction and flexibility to react to challenges and opportunities.
The nature and number of stakeholders included in strategy processes varies depending on whether a political economy view or
a functionalist view of tourism development is adopted47. While the former view suggests that planning bodies will generally
make decisions about stakeholder engagement based on self-interest (instrumental stakeholder theory), the latter holds that all
interested stakeholders should contribute to strategies (normative theory) 48.
In terms of governance structure, a destination business ecosystem can either be market-led (tourist demand focused)49, or
product-led (destination resource based)48. Furthermore, in terms of dominance of stakeholders within the business ecosystem,
one can distinguish a community-driven approach, where no particular stakeholder is dominant; or a corporate approach where
the network of partners is dominated by either a powerful business or a corporatized government agency. A market-led mind
set, in which sustaining visitor numbers or market growth dominates, is in line with a corporate stakeholder style. On the other
hand, a product-led perspective, which focuses on sustaining the destination on economic, social, cultural and environmental
values, may be more closely aligned with a community-driven approach.
The example of the SSC displays a product-led perspective, with a community-driven approach to strategy making and
functionalist view to stakeholder engagement. Yet, one also notices that the Sunshine Coast Council seems to take a firm lead
(focal organization role) on many of the activities to be coordinated across numerous stakeholders, including the positioning of
the business ecosystem to the market. This raises an issue of whether the proposed approach to include relevant stakeholders
as part of the strategy making may be better served through a true community-driven approach, where such dominant structure
is absent. This could include the use of crowd-sourcing technologies to capture input from all stakeholders, as well as emerging
smaller innovators in the ecosystem. Furthermore, the ecological literature highlights that it is important for business
ecosystems to exhibit variety, and that they are able to absorb external shocks, and foster productive innovation41. This is best

Emergence: Complexity and Organization

7

facilitated in a business ecosystem that aims beyond sustaining visitor numbers or market growth, and instead extends the
focus to include sustaining the destination on economic, social, cultural and environmental criteria. As such, strategic alignment
in a destination business ecosystem manifests itself in a destination resource-based environment, without any dominant
stakeholders, and a functionalist view of stakeholder engagement that states that all stakeholders should strive to achieve such
joint strategic objectives.
It is envisioned that effective strategic alignment across partners of the business ecosystem may improve coordination,
communication and strategy setting across national/state/regional levels, particularly in the development stage. Furthermore, it
may make funding across the business ecosystem more identifiable, accessible and/or equitable; and facilitate a coordinated
economic approach to development and allocation of the use of facilities across public/private sector partnerships. Finally, a key
stakeholder database would need to be developed to build networks, clarify roles, and encourage coordinated activities. The
above highlights the preliminary stages and insights of strategic alignment across a business ecosystem, which will be further
empirically investigated in future research, which is ongoing.

Conclusion and areas for future research
Wicked coordination problems within a Tourism business ecosystem were explored, using a novel network approach that
tackles or tames the wicked problem as a complex interaction of smaller problems that form a network of bigger problems,
resulting in a network of related concerns that develop into a complex network of related issues. Such an approach was applied
to the implementation process of the regional strategic plan of the Sunshine Coast (SSC) as a region in Australia, which
manifests itself on a business ecosystem-level; comprising development and collaboration across regional business, industry,
and council; informed through contributions by SSC residents and community organizations. While suggested network
approaches for taming wicked problems were suggested, wider considerations concerning governance and alignment were
discussed that may further facilitate the wicked coordination problems into implementable action.
This opens up a number of areas for further research. First, a single case study was used in an exploratory phase to illustrate a
network approach for taming wicked problems. Future research may address comparative case study analyses across and
within business ecosystems to further validate our suggested approach for taming wicked problems within such ecosystems.
Second, another area of research may look into varying forms of governance of business ecosystems and how this impacts on
the taming of wicked problems within such systems. Finally, further research is needed to map wicked problems in business
ecosystems as a series of tension points that make up a whole map of problem interactions, which can subsequently be
analyzed for further taming strategies.
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