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The Role of the Innovation 
Ecosystem in the Competitive 

Advantage of A Higher Educational 
Institution

Nadtochii Iryna I.
Doctor of Economic Sciences, Professor, Kherson Educational-Scientific 

Institute of Admiral Makarov National University of  
Shipbuilding, Kherson, Ukraine

The innovation ecosystem of a higher education 
institution (HEI) is not just a set of laboratories, 

grants, and startup incubators. It is the interaction of 
people, institutions, processes, and rules that accelerate 
the creation and transfer of knowledge in partnership 
with business, the state, and society. Such an ecosystem 
directly fuels the competitive advantage of HEIs both in 
the educational services market and in the research and 
innovation space. Theories of the resource base (VRIN) 
and dynamic capabilities explain why intellectual 
capital, collaboration networks, and organizational 
structures are a source of sustainable advantage if they 
are valuable, rare, difficult to imitate, and supported by 
the institution’s ability to adapt and scale innovations [1].

The conceptual principles of forming an innovation 
ecosystem as a source of competitive advantage for a 
higher education institution are the model from the 
«triple helix» to the entrepreneurial university:
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1.	 Triple Helix – describes the effective interaction 
“university – industry – state”, within which the 
HEI acts not as a passive supplier of knowledge, 
but as a co-creator of innovation policy and the 
technology market. This transforms the role of 
universities in regional innovation systems [2].

2.	 Open Innovation reinforces this model by opening 
up organizational boundaries for two-way 
knowledge flows and joint commercialization 
of research results. For universities, this means 
flexible licensing models, shared labs, and 
corporate accelerators [3].

3.	 An entrepreneurial university (according to B. 
Clark) is an organization with a strengthened 
“leadership core”, diversified resources and an 
entrepreneurial culture that purposefully expands 
the “third mission”. This is a methodological 
framework for institutional transformation.

The European framework for self-assessment and 
capacity building is:

1.	 HEInnovate (EC & OECD) is a free self-assessment 
tool for HEIs’ innovativeness across 8 dimensions: 
(leadership, people, business collaboration, 
student entrepreneurship, etc.); the results help to 
identify priorities and create action plans [4].

2.	 EIT HEI Initiative (EIT, 2021–2027) is a program 
to develop the innovation capacity of universities: 
mentoring, access to the EIT ecosystem, and 
funding for the implementation of “Innovation 
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Vision Action Plans” [5].

3.	 European university alliances demonstrate 
how inter-university networks create shared 
“innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystems”, 
translating research results into practice more 
quickly [6].

The ecosystem becomes a competitive advantage for 
HEIs through:

1.	 Value creation mechanisms:

acceleration of R&D and commercialization: the 
presence of TTOs, incubators/accelerators, science parks 
and strong partnerships increases the speed of projects, 
reduces transaction costs and increases revenue from 
industrial contracts and IP. European studies record 
the evolution from linear “transfer” to co-creation with 
partners [7];

positioning and reputation: indicators of innovation, 
interaction with the industry, and impact on the 
development of territories are reflected in external 
benchmarks;

Dynamic capabilities: the ability to integrate/
reconfigure resources (e.g., quickly launch new 
collaboration platforms or joint programs with the 
business) provides a lasting advantage even in a 
turbulent environment [1].

2.	 KPIs of competitiveness of an innovative higher 
education institution:

KEF perspectives: research partnerships; working 
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with business; working with the public and third 
sectors; IP and commercialisation; CPD and student 
start-ups; local development and regeneration; public 
and community engagement;

SDG-9 (THE Impact): patents and spin-offs, industrial 
revenues, industrial and infrastructure research ;

EIT HEI: implementation of IVAP plans, number 
of innovation structures created/strengthened, teams 
incubated and partnerships with KICs.

Architecture of the innovation ecosystem of higher 
education institutions:

1.	 Leadership and strategy.

2.	 Infrastructure: science parks, shared laboratories, 
fablabs, testbeds, corporate campuses.

3.	 Interaction institutions: TTO/bridge offices, 
entrepreneurship centers, accelerators, “one-stop 
shop” for business [7].

4.	 Rules of the game: IP policies, joint roadmaps 
with regional authorities, joint research contracts 
and revenue sharing models [7].

5.	 Culture and talents: entrepreneurial tracks for 
students and NPP, interdisciplinary master’s 
programs, dual career tracks «scientist-
entrepreneur» [7].

When forming a strategy for building and scaling 
an ecosystem, there are certain risks: fragmentation 
of initiatives, slow IP procedures, and weak regional 
connectivity.
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The risk of fragmentation of initiatives can be 
reduced through portfolio management, PMO for 
innovation, shared KPIs with faculties [4]. Slow IP 
procedures can be mitigated by template agreements, 
framework contracts, clear revenue sharing policies 
[7]. Weak regional connectivity can be strengthened by 
participation in European Innovation Ecosystems and 
“connected regional innovation valleys” programs [8].

The innovation ecosystem is a strategic “engine” of 
competitive advantage of HEIs. It combines resources 
(talent, IP, partnerships) with dynamic capabilities 
(fast learning, scaling, co-creation with the market). 
The European HEInnovate framework, the EIT HEI 
program and EUA practices provide clear guidelines, 
and Ukrainian legislation provides an institutional basis 
for action. The advantage goes to those universities 
that measure their progress, professionalize interaction 
with partners and turn the “third mission” into the core 
of the strategy.
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