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In perspective

A manifesto for researching
entrepreneurial ecosystems

Ben Spigel and Fumi Kitagawa
University of Edinburgh Business School, Scotland, UK

Colin Mason
Adam Smith Business School, University of Glasgow, Scotland, UK

Abstract

Entrepreneurial ecosystems are the focus of government economic policies around the world for

their potential to generate entrepreneur-led economic development. The paper identifies key

research questions and challenges to building effective public policy: (i) the limitations of existing

data sources, (ii) the need to balance findings from quantitative and qualitative studies, (iii) the

danger that entrepreneurial ecosystems will be just a policy fad, (iv) the narrow focus of policy

and research on high tech firms and scale-ups, and (v) the need to balance research approaches

between simplified models and a complex systems approach. There is a need for a better under-

standing of the diversity of policy contexts (level of government, country context) and model of

ecosystem governance. A more granulated understanding of ecosystem thinking is required, with

greater consideration of the diversity of actors and the institutional context, with more attention

given to the heterogeneous nature of places and complex interactions between actors and net-

works. Looking to the future, the potential of new data sources and methodologies is identified.

Future research should give greater consideration to the institutional context to understand how

policy can better support entrepreneurial activity and the extent to which specific policies can be

replicated elsewhere.
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The landscape

Entrepreneurial ecosystems have emerged

as one of the most popular new economic

development policies of the decade.

Governments in developed and developing
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economies have turned to the development
of ecosystems as a way in which to create

jobs, boost innovation, and, in turn, gener-
ate economic prosperity. There has been a
substantial growth in interest in topics such

as entrepreneurial and start-up ecosystems
over the past 15 years (Figure 1). Major
international NGOs such as the Kauffman

Foundation (Motoyama and Watkins,
2014), the World Economic Forum
(2013, 2014), and the OECD (Mason and

Brown, 2014) have all advanced ideas on
the development of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems. They have been joined by a growing

collection of economic development policy
advisors, gurus, practitioners, and research-

ers who are implementing ecosystem ideas
on the ground.

The popularity of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem concept emerged at a time of
profound austerity, economic stagnation,

and a widening of geographical disparities
in economic development in many econo-
mies. Harnessing the potential of local

entrepreneurs is seen as a way in which to
transform the economic trajectory of eco-
nomically lagging regions, potentially

helping to reverse the declines caused by
de-industrialization, and automation. In
the most successful cases, small nudges

from public servants and local business
communities create a self-sustaining cycle

of entrepreneurial innovation, growth, and
re-investment. These shifts make entrepre-

neurial ecosystems an attractive idea for
policymakers and researchers (Mason and
Brown, 2014; Spigel, 2017, 2020). Unlike

clusters and innovation systems, it is
argued, ecosystem approaches do not call
for major investments in new physical infra-

structure. Rather, they seek to build an
engaged community of entrepreneurial
actors who can co-create the support

required to help innovative new firms start
and scale (Feld, 2012). Ecosystem
approaches seek to harness local skills and

specialties to create new value rather than
depending on tax incentives or grants to

attract in footloose global players who
may leave as quickly as they come.
Nevertheless, much like older ideas of clus-

ter and innovation systems, ecosystem con-
cepts are easy to promote but hard to
implement.

Acs et al. (2014) defined the system of
entrepreneurship as ‘dynamic, institutional-

ly embedded interaction between entrepre-
neurial attitudes, ability, and aspirations,
by individuals, which drives the allocation

of resources through the creation and oper-
ation of new ventures’ (479). According to
Stam (2015), the entrepreneurial ecosystem

is ‘a set of interdependent actors and factors
coordinated in such a way that they enable
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productive entrepreneurship’ (1765).
Building on these definitions (Acs et al.,
2014; Autio and Levie, 2017; Stam, 2015),
we define entrepreneurial ecosystems here
as the regional collection of actors (such
as entrepreneurs, advisors, workers, men-
tors, and workers) and factors (cultural out-
looks, policies, R&D systems, and
networks) that all contribute to the creation
and survival of high-growth ventures. We
focus on high-growth entrepreneurship
because it is seen as a major driver of job
creation and economic growth in both
advanced and emerging economies (Brown
et al., 2014; OECD, 2010). Governments
have a keen interest in identifying barriers
to this kind of innovative entrepreneurship
and are looking for new avenues to support
it. Whereas in the past many regions have
looked to attract new investment from
multi-national companies, local entrepre-
neurship is now seen as a leading engine
for economic development (Auerswald,
2015). At the same time, throughout the
world, economic development powers are
being devolved to city-regions so they can
build new policies that reflect their unique
resources, capabilities, and strengths, creat-
ing a new urgency for localized, contextual-
ly sensitive policies (Katz and Bradley,
2013).

Given this, there is a need to bring
together stakeholders to investigate what
we know about entrepreneurial ecosystems,
what we don’t know, and what is needed to
create the best environment for innovative
entrepreneurship. This public policy interest
demands critical inquiry by scholars. More
research is necessary to understand not only
what entrepreneurial ecosystems are – the
types of actors and factors most associated
with high-growth entrepreneurship – but
also if, how, and why ecosystems can
increase the performance and survival of
innovative firms. More research is needed
on how entrepreneurial ecosystems develop
and what types of events or conditions can

constrain their growth. Critical perspectives
are needed to identify what best practices
can be transferred from place to place,
and to question the validity of the connec-
tions between high-growth entrepreneur-
ship and overall social prosperity. Such
insights will not only help policymakers
and entrepreneurial communities under-
stand how to overcome common challenges
in the quest to build stronger ecosystems
but will also provide insights into funda-
mental questions about how entrepreneur-
ship works and how it is affected by its
environment.

To address these research and policy
needs, supported through the UK-Japan
Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities
Connections grants under the Economic
and Social Research Council and the Arts
and Humanities Research Council, we
organized two international workshops in
the UK and Japan in 2019 to help create
a community of interested researchers and
practitioners with the objective of identify-
ing the most salient research questions and
identify the challenges to building effective
public policy and entrepreneurial support.
This Manifesto is designed to synthesize
the major themes and discussions from
these workshops and sketch out a research
agenda that will produce both engaged
scholarship to move forward debates in
entrepreneurship and innovation research
and identify actionable insights and ideas
that can be applied to help strengthen entre-
preneurial ecosystems around the world.

At the first workshop in Glasgow (7 May
2019) – ‘Measuring entrepreneurial and
innovation ecosystems’ – we identified sev-
eral issues facing research on entrepreneur-
ship ecosystems. At the second workshop
in Tokyo (24 June 2019) – ‘Place-Based
Ecosystems: Making Connections between
Entrepreneurship and Innovation’, we came
to realize the very different contexts and
challenges facing the two different nations
and regions within them, requiring different
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approaches to ecosystem policy. Identifying
the problems is a first step to addressing
them. Below, we summarize the problems
that limit the policy-relevance of ecosystem
research as well as its ability to grow as a
self-sustaining field. We then discuss the
diverse and evolving nature of policy
needs, with different initiatives taken by
governments at both national and local
levels. We conclude with some suggestions
for future research agendas.

The problems

Problems with existing data

One of the major topics of discussion in the
first workshop was the limitations of exist-
ing data sources such as government cen-
suses, business surveys, and economic data
and existing research data such as the
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM).
The first issue is one of scale: much of the
most important data are only available at
national levels,1 while ecosystems function
predominantly at the sub-national (e.g. city,
city-region, regional) scale. National-level
data hide a great deal of variation between
and within city-regions, which makes it dif-
ficult to understand the reality of the situa-
tion on the ground.

The more pernicious problem is the dif-
ficulty of gathering quantitative data on
how entrepreneurial ecosystems work.
This begins with the challenges of identify-
ing ‘high-growth’ firms – the firms that
ecosystems are, in principle, designed to
support. For instance, the Eurostat-
OECD’s (2007) definition of ‘high-growth
firms’ is ‘All enterprises with average
annualised growth greater than 20% per
annum, over a three year period’ measured
by the number of employees or by turnover
(OECD, 2007, p. 61), is overly restrictive
and excludes many job-creating innovative
firms (Daunfeldt et al., 2015). Corporate
registries provide very few details on the

growth patterns of early stage or small
firms, making it hard to identify firms
beginning their scaling phase. Although
some business intelligence companies are
developing methods to identify these firms,
such data are restricted, expensive, and
rarely is available across multiple countries.

But as hard as it is to define high-growth
firms, it is even harder to measure many of
the actors and factors that make up strong
entrepreneurial ecosystems. While a few
measures such as highly educated talent (if
we define this people with university
degrees) and innovation (if we define this
as patents or R&D investment) can be
easily counted, other aspects of ecosystems
such as the presence of entrepreneurial cul-
tures, the density of social networks, and
the size of communities of angel investors
are much harder to measure. Existing proxy
measures and expert surveys are limited in
what they can tell us. We are also missing
dynamic data that show the underlying pro-
cesses of how ecosystems develop and deliv-
er benefits to entrepreneurs within them.

At the Glasgow meeting, we discussed
different measurement approaches, both
qualitative and quantitative. There are
already different forms of ‘ecosystem rank-
ings’ and a set of comparative measures has
been developed and adopted internationally
(e.g. MIT REAP Framework).2 Here the
risk is that the easy and convenient things
get measured rather than the things that
matter. The challenge is understanding
what to measure: Feld and Hathaway
(2020) argue that the focus should be on
the interactions rather than the parts of
the ecosystem. There is a need for new
and innovative metrics that can measure
aspects of ecosystems that have so far
been obscured. We discussed new techni-
ques for using data from digital platforms
(e.g. Meetup.com and LinkedIn) to quanti-
fy ecosystem attributes such as entrepre-
neurial culture and the movement of
people and ideas between firms, and new
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ways to use data from firm websites to sys-
tematically identify innovative, high-growth
firms (discussed further in the ‘New direc-
tions of travel’ section).

The challenge of combining qualitative
and quantitative insights

One of the most common themes discussed
by policymakers at our workshops was the
importance of bringing together findings
from quantitative case studies of ecosystems
with qualitative insights from discussions
with key stakeholders within ecosystems.
These stakeholders range from those in
the public sector who are charged with sup-
porting entrepreneurial activity to members
of the business and investment community
to the entrepreneurs themselves. This reflects
the core arguments of practitioners like Dan
Isenberg (2010) and Brad Feld (2012) that
the ecosystem must be focused on the
needs of the entrepreneurs themselves.

One particular issue that was discussed
at both the Glasgow and Tokyo meetings
was the tendency amongst both researchers
and policymakers to focus on formal sup-
port rather than the informal support net-
works between entrepreneurs. This is often
a consequence of visibility: support pro-
grammes funded by the government are
easy to identify and have known directors
and missions, making them easier to study.
WhatsApp groups of local founders, small
informal meetups for Chief Technology
Officers, and conversations between invest-
ors are invisible to those outside. Although
studying formal support programmes is
important, this misses out on the complex-
ity of what entrepreneurial ecosystems are
and how they work.

But whereas an idealized view of ecosys-
tems may have entrepreneurs as the main
leaders and organizers, the reality is that
they often lack the time, resources, and abil-
ity to take on this role. Possible leaders of
entrepreneurial ecosystems may not be

necessarily currently engaged in entrepre-
neurship. They may be, for example,
cashed out and exited entrepreneurs, or
‘hands-off’ entrepreneurs who have brought
in senior management people to enable
them to step aside from day-to-day involve-
ment. Other actors must take the lead by
creating buy-in about the needs of entrepre-
neurs and the wider community and to
develop short-term interventions and long-
term plans. This requires more than just
surveys to measure existing actors, factors,
and resources in an ecosystem; it also neces-
sitates a deep engagement with the needs of
many different groups to identify and plan
the best path forward. New research and
engagement approaches are required to
bring these groups together to build consen-
sus and a shared vision of how the ecosys-
tem should progress.

Ecosystems as a policy buzzword

There is a long tradition of ‘policy fads’ that
are positioned as cure-alls for ailing econo-
mies. Examples include clusters, regional
innovation systems, creative cities, and the
attraction of mobile investment though
grants and tax subsidies. Entire consulting
industries have developed to sell such solu-
tions. However well-meaning the research
and practice community is, entrepreneurial
ecosystems risk falling into this category. If
this were to happen, we would lose the
focus on building entrepreneur-focused
communities that aid the scaling and inno-
vation processes in favour of quick check-
lists of standard approaches.

At this point in time, research interest in
ecosystems is driven by its intense popular-
ity in policy circles rather than more funda-
mental research questions. This interest can
be seen at large events such as the Global
Entrepreneurship Congress which feature
multiple sessions on ecosystem building,
the creation of ecosystem rankings (e.g.
Start Up Genome; Startup Blink),
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and investments by organizations such as the
Kauffman Foundation in creating
‘Ecosystem Playbooks’. These activities
have contributed to a deep cynicism within
research communities whether ecosystems is
a useful term or if it is just a new buzzword
with a limited lifespan before the community
moves on to the next economic development
fad (Martin and Sunley, 2003).

Moving ecosystems from a buzzword to
a reliable, robust policy idea requires more
systematic research. Critical, independent
research is needed to both aid regions in
building effective entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems, but also to identify when such devel-
opments might not be feasible. Ideas about
how ecosystems work cannot simply be
transferred from one place, such as Silicon
Valley, and applied to a different context
such as Tokyo or Glasgow. There is a
need for nuanced understanding of how
the nature of a place, its people, and its pol-
itics affects how strong ecosystems can
develop and become embedded in a society.

Inclusion and exclusion in ecosystems

Both policy and research on entrepreneurial
ecosystems have focused on a small segment
of firms: digital start-ups and scale-ups.
This reflects both the interest of the major
practitioners who helped establish its pop-
ularity3 as well as a broader bias in the
research literature towards high-tech firms
(Aldrich and Ruef, 2018). To be sure, tech-
nology firms have the potential to scale by
developing new digital products that can be
sold globally for comparatively little upfront
investment. However, this focus ignores the
evidence that HGFs are not predominantly
high tech (Brown et al., 2017) and excludes
the large number of potential entrepreneurs
who are not in technology sectors.

Entrepreneurship, including high-growth
entrepreneurship, occurs in multiple sec-
tors, ranging from food and drink to tour-
ism to fashion to creative industries. This is

particularly true in emerging economies in
general where technology entrepreneurship
is limited by a number of intractable macro-
economic factors that cannot be overcome
by ecosystem policies alone. A hotel that
draws upon its home region’s cultural her-
itage to attract tourists is likely to have a
greater economic impact than an app devel-
opment start-up. There is also a bias
towards large cities in the ecosystem litera-
ture. In smaller cities and towns and rural
areas, there are a different range of entre-
preneurial practices, challenges, and oppor-
tunities (Roundy, 2017). Instead of building
a technology entrepreneurial ecosystem in a
rural area, it may be possible to build an
ecosystem of food, travel, or leisure entre-
preneurs. If we focus too much on creating
and building ecosystems aimed at large city
technology entrepreneurship, we are implic-
itly excluding entrepreneurial activities in
these other geographies.

Different demographic groups of entre-
preneurs (e.g. women, minority, migrant,
indigenous groups, the Third age, and
other types of entrepreneurs) may find dif-
ferent approaches to ecosystem support
appropriate with a diverse range of their
entrepreneurial activities. They may be
implicitly or explicitly excluded from dis-
cussions of high-growth entrepreneurship.
Consequently, these groups may fall outside
a stereotypical view of who is a ‘legitimate’
or ‘mainstream’ entrepreneur.

Research must move beyond the limited
scope of technology entrepreneurship
to embrace a broader view of what
(high-growth) entrepreneurship is and who
it is for.

Parsimony or complexity

Research on ecosystems is caught between
two research traditions. The first, dominant
in economics and management theory, is
based around building parsimonious,
generalizable models of real-world
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phenomenon. The goal is to create a simpli-
fied model of the world that can explain
phenomena across a wide array of different
contexts. The second research tradition,
which is most often found in economic
geography but is also well represented in
entrepreneurship research, explores the
complexity of different situation and con-
texts, seeking to identify how these complex
systems operate. While these differences can
be portrayed as the divide between quanti-
tative and qualitative methods, they repre-
sent a more fundamental difference in how
researchers see the world. But this is not an
‘either/or’ situation: ecosystem research is
enriched by both approaches. We must
ensure that a variety of different perspec-
tives are embraced in order to build a
vibrant research domain that contributes
to both economic development policy and
our broader understanding of the entrepre-
neurship process.

Policy diversity

Diversity of policy contexts and actors

One question that immediately arises when
analysing ecosystem is what the proper unit
of analysis is. This may be the country, the
city, the region, or something smaller, like a
university, an incubator, or accelerator
(Miller and Acs, 2017). At both the
Glasgow and Tokyo workshops, we saw
evidence of strong buy-in from the highest
levels of government. Representatives from
national and local governments attended
both meetings and shared details of their
latest policy initiatives. This made the diver-
sity of policy and local governance mecha-
nisms readily apparent. The very diverse
contexts and challenges facing the two dif-
ferent nations have led to distinctive
approaches to ecosystem policy.

There are different roles for local govern-
ments: the importance of designing multi-
scalar support mechanisms for start-ups

and small and medium enterprise innova-
tion was pointed out. In the Japanese con-
text, growing roles are recognized for
municipalities (i.e. cities and towns) rather
than at the prefectural level (Okamuro
et al., 2019). Large metropolitan cities and
smaller towns and places need to collabo-
rate more to create and build larger ecosys-
tems and enhance cross/inter-sectoral
collaboration. However, challenges for
such horizontal collaboration are recog-
nized in terms of the complexity of ‘identi-
ties’ of places.4 The UK has had
asymmetrical processes of devolution and
decentralization over the last three decades.
Since the 1990s, the central government has
devolved policy-making responsibilities to
elected sub-national governments, and
devolution processes to Scotland, Wales,
and to Northern Ireland.5 Across the UK,
decentralization of governance has
occurred at a rapid and unprecedented
pace since the 2010s, where city-regions
are increasingly seen as arenas and actors
for enterprise and innovation policies.

In Scotland, recent entrepreneurial eco-
system policy challenges are found in terms
of scaling-up due to limited sources of ven-
ture capital and a small local market. In
Japan, ecosystem policies are forced to
engage with much larger societal issues:
how to deal with the implications of a
shrinking population and stagnant national
economy, and the need to promote an
entrepreneurial culture. The Scottish poli-
cies have been based on a diffuse network
of support organizations and stakeholders
brought together by both government effort
(such as the Scotland CanDo framework)
and entrepreneur-led organizations such as
Entrepreneurial Scotland. The Japanese
approach has been more top-down, led
from the central government – Cabinet
Office, and the Ministry of Economy,
Trade and Industry. Local governments,
including large ones such as Tokyo
Metropolitan Government and Osaka
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Prefectural Government also play active
roles. There are exemplars of strong place-
based leadership and significant local
efforts by cities of different size, such as
the ‘Startup City Fukuoka’6 initiative, and
technology-based local entrepreneurial ini-
tiatives as in the case of Tsuruoka City
(Nishizawa and Gibson, 2018).

The important roles played by the uni-
versities in the entrepreneurial ecosystem
are highlighted in both countries. These
include the creation of university spin-off
firms, attracting ‘star scientists’, investment
in infrastructures such as pre-accelerators,
accelerators, and incubators, and the devel-
opment of skills human capital including
exposure to entrepreneurial education and
alumni networking activities (Marzocchi
et al., 2019; Mason et al., 2020; Nagane
et al., 2018; Prokop et al., 2019).

New models of ecosystem policies and
governance

It is appropriate to recall the ecological and
biological perspective of the ecosystem con-
cept (Isenberg, 2016). Here the ecosystem is
defined as ‘a biological community of inter-
acting organisms and their physical envi-
ronment’. Ecosystems cannot be created
top-down, but emerge through collective
and individual action. Questions remain
about the roles of government and policies:
What is the feasible and appropriate role of
government – is it as ‘curators’ rather than
‘builders’? Picking and choosing ‘good prac-
tices’ in the ecosystem at a particular point
in time may not work – in the long term,
different elements of the ecosystem influence
each other, and particular policy measures
will have unintended consequences.

Existing studies on governance point out
that large-scale social change comes from
better cross-sector coordination rather
than from the isolated intervention of indi-
vidual organizations (Kania and Kramer,
2011). The ecosystem approach needs to

include experimental governance from a
systemic point of view – with goals, metrics,
and decision making that involve a widen-
ing circle of actors (Brooks et al., 2019).
Balancing policy measures for both short-
term growth (i.e. gazelles) and more locally
embedded, long-term growth is needed.
This raises the question: what might be
effective policies and who is the appropriate
actor for implementing them? The impor-
tance of longitudinal data and collabora-
tion between academic, private, and
government sectors for the setup of data
collection and management is imperative.
More explicit start-up and entrepreneurial
ecosystem models for non-metropolitan
towns, older industrial towns (Beatty and
Fothergill, 2018), and rural areas are
required across different national contexts.

What this suggests is that there is a need
to build a typology of ecosystems and eco-
system policies and governance. This typol-
ogy should be built from the ground-up by
studying ecosystems in places throughout
Asia, Eastern and Western Europe, North
and South America, and Africa, in both
developed and emerging economies, and
advanced and lagging regions (Potter and
Lawton Smith, 2019). Asia offers the poten-
tial to ask new questions of entrepreneurial
ecosystems. For example, does a mega-city
like Tokyo have a single ecosystem or mul-
tiple, distinctive district-based ecosystems?
In reality, ecosystems operate as a nested
system, with innovation districts operating
within city ecosystems which, in turn, oper-
ate within national ecosystems – what Feld
and Hathaway (2020) have described as a
‘Russian dolls’ perspective. Further research
is required also to investigate entrepreneurial
ecosystems in non-metropolitan areas.

New directions of travel

There have been several recent develop-
ments in entrepreneurship research both in
terms of new data sources through the use
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of social media and also in terms of inno-
vative research methodologies, where entre-
preneurial ecosystem approaches are
influencing the state of the art in entrepre-
neurship research and policy. When com-
bined with novel data sources, these new
methodological approaches represent a
way to overcome some of the empirical
and policy challenges discussed earlier,
and have the potential not only to direct
policy efforts but also to understand the
complex interrelationship between elements
of an ecosystem and thereby help develop
the research domain of entrepreneurial
ecosystems.

New data sources

As discussed earlier, there are significant
limitations in what existing data can tell
us about how entrepreneurial ecosystems
work and their impact on the broader econ-
omy and society. But new data sources are
being developed by researchers to better
understand these processes. These include
work to create alternative data sources
from internet sources such as social media
and company webpages. This has been
demonstrated in the TechNation reports
(2016) on the UK’s digital economy,
which uses data from sources such as
Meetup.com, GitHub, and Glassdoor to
show trends in jobs, skills, and networks.
Other researchers have built machine learn-
ing tools to create new classifications of
firms to better identify scale-up firms and
technological innovation (Nathan and
Rosso, 2015). These new data will provide
valuable insights into how entrepreneurs
engage with, and are impacted by, their eco-
systems in ways not previously possible,
where the challenge still remains in measur-
ing what is important – the ‘interactions’
rather than the ‘parts’ of the ecosystem.

One of the most promising new direc-
tions for data is the use of social media
and other non-governmental data

(Feldman and Lowe, 2015). New business
directories like Crunchbase and AngelList
provide immediate, up-to-date information
on new entrepreneurial firms, investment
trends, and product introductions.
Nevertheless, Crunchbase and AngelList
only capture what is visible, and there is a
considerable amount of invisible activity
that is not captured by these data sources.7

Social media sites like Twitter, LinkedIn,
and Instagram have the potential to shine
new light on not just who entrepreneurs are,
but also what they are doing and how they
interact both with each other and other eco-
system actors. Platforms such as Meetup.
com and Slack allow new perspective on
the networks within and between ecosys-
tems, with the potential to understand the
flow of knowledge and insight in ways that
were previously not possible. There is a
need to build new innovative research meth-
odologies by using these new data and
newly available analytical tools and data
infrastructures, but at the same time recog-
nizing the limitations of such new
approaches.

The meetings also highlighted a new
direction of open data source development
based on collaborative links between the
government initiative, commercial business
database, and academic research in Japan.
A large firm-level open database has been
constructed between Teikoku Databank
Ltd and the Graduate School of
Economics, Hitotsubashi University that
enables micro-level analysis of firm behav-
iours and local ecosystems.8 The central
government launched the Regional
Economy Society Analysing System in 2018
as an open digital data platform aggregat-
ing and charting public and private data on
industrial structure and population dynam-
ics. This is known as ‘the world’s largest
visualization system for a nation’s econom-
ic big data’9 and would appear to have a
potential for ecosystem policy analyses
especially for those working at local
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government and open new opportunities
for collaboration between the government
and academia as well as citizens.

New methodologies

Along with new data sources, researchers
have been applying novel research method-
ologies to better understand entrepreneurial
ecosystems. The bottleneck methodology, a
statistical way to understand the relation-
ship between different ecosystem elements
and identify which attributes need the
most development in order to improve
overall scaling efforts, has been used by
the EU to better understand the strengths
and weaknesses of regional ecosystems
(Szerb et al., 2014, 2018). New qualitative
methods such as Qualitative Comparative
Analysis (QCA) show great promise in
helping to reveal the diversity of different
types of ecosystems (Coduras et al., 2016).
QCA methods allow researchers to explore
how different configurations of elements
can lead to the same outcomes, allowing
for more explanatory space that encom-
passes the variety of different ecosystem
types. This approach is useful for establish-
ing what types of regional attributes are
required to achieve higher rates of scale-
up entrepreneurship and what types of indi-
vidual and firm attributes are required to
successfully engage in local entrepreneurial
communities. In order to better capture
regional ecosystem attributes than the exist-
ing national-focused approach (e.g. the
GEM national survey), new data collection
and subnational indices have been imple-
mented in a limited number of cities and
regions around the world (Sternberg et al.,
2019).

More methodological innovation is
required to better capture the subtle ways
in which ecosystems work. Ecosystems
inherently involve a complex interplay
between a variety of different localized eco-
nomic, social, policy, and cultural factors

along with the individual attributes of
entrepreneurs and firms. Revealing this
interplay is crucial to understand how eco-
systems work. There is also a need for more
nuance in how we understand the connec-
tions between a region’s resources, culture,
and structure with outputs such as entrepre-
neurial action and firm growth. There may
not be clear lines of causality in ecosystems,
particularly when thinking about the
impacts of individual policies or support
programmes. It is this focus on the inter-
play between local and individual factors
that makes ecosystems a unique research
domain and a fertile area for methodologi-
cal innovation.

But above all, new approaches should
give voice to communities that have so far
been excluded from ecosystems research.
This should include a renewed focus on
women (McAdam et al., 2019), minority,
indigenous, disabled, and older entrepre-
neurs who are often implicitly or explicitly
excluded from discussions of high-growth
entrepreneurship. Their experiences may
be missed by existing methods that focus
on a narrowly defined band of so-called
‘high-tech firms’ or that use samples derived
from organizations that have inherently
exclusionary selection processes like venture
capital firm or accelerators.

New questions and next steps

The purpose of these workshops was not
simply to define a new research agenda
but rather to bring together interested
researchers and policymakers to identify
the most pressing questions that policy-
makers need answers to. Throughout the
two workshops, it became apparent that
more granulated understanding of ecosys-
tem thinking is required, with greater con-
sideration of the institutional context given
the heterogeneous nature of places and
complex interactions between actors and
networks (Huggins et al., 2015). These
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questions help shed light on difficult policy
problems around how best to identify and
support productive, high-growth entrepre-
neurship and if and how successful policies
from one place can be replicated elsewhere.
This depends on specific contexts that
define the ‘success’ for a place-based ecosys-
tem. These questions also help provide a
deeper understanding of the entrepreneur-
ship process as a socially embedded phe-
nomenon that is affected by where it takes
place.

Beyond Japan and the UK, we recognize
the multiplicity of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem models across countries in East Asia,
North America, and Europe. There is a
dearth of evidence as to:

1. What are key drivers of the diversity of
entrepreneurial ecosystems?

2. How do different entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems vary in their performance?

We need to investigate the institutional
factors further that could help us explain
the differences between the different ecosys-
tems. Another interesting point of reflection
from cross-national perspectives is the time
dimension. For example, one of the speak-
ers at the Tokyo workshop made the fol-
lowing observation: ‘for both innovation
and entrepreneurship, it takes 10 years for
a firm to change their culture of the organi-
zation’. Can regional cultures, in which
firms are embedded, change within a similar
time span? Recent studies in Germany show
that regional entrepreneurship culture
remained almost unchanged over the last
century (Fritsch and Wyrwich, 2014). This
opens up a set of interesting policy ques-
tions: how does a regional culture of entre-
preneurship emerge and what can policy do
to stimulate the development of such a cul-
ture? Can governments sustain long-term
entrepreneurship cultures through changes
in economic conditions so that substantial
changes can be identified at both micro (e.g.

firm, individual) and macro levels (Fritsch

and Wyrwich, 2014)? How does learning

take place as part of the entrepreneurial

ecosystems (Pugh et al., 2019)? This may

suggest the need for research on those rare

places that have shifted from low level of

entrepreneurship to high levels of entrepre-

neurship10 and on ecosystems that have

exhibited resilience following the decline

or demise of the business(es) that drove

their growth.11 It is also important to

understand how different resources and

capabilities (e.g. human, financial, techno-

logical) are recycled in the ecosystem

(Mason and Brown, 2014; Mason and

Harrison, 2006), and move between ecosys-

tems (e.g. mobility of talents, graduate

start-ups). Local capability changes over

time, and support mechanisms need to

evolve accordingly.
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Notes

1. In addition to GEM, some other examples

may include: George Mason University’s

Global Entrepreneurship and Development

Index, the World Bank’s Doing Business

ranking, and the OECD’s Entrepreneurship

Measurement Framework.

2. Several cities and regions in the UK and

Japan, including Scotland, Wales, London,

and Tokyo, have participated in this pro-

gramme, www.reap.mit.edu.
3. Brad Feld founded the Techstars incubator,

www.techstars.com/brad-feld/.
4. Feld and Hathaway (2020) describe the

interactions between larger and smaller com-

munities (e.g. Denver and Boulder in the

US) as ‘binary stars’.
5. In Scotland, for example, the creation of

Scottish Enterprise and the Local

Enterprise Companies at the beginning of

the 1990s was intended to combine UK

and Scottish Government public sector ini-

tiatives for boosting local enterprise with

local private and third sector efforts, and

encourage local research institutes, colleges,

and universities to generate new economic

activity in local areas.
6. Startup City Fukuoka, www.startup.fukuo

ka.jp/.
7. For example, Crunchbase does not record

all of the investments made by Scottish

angel groups. See Mason et al. (2019).
8. The Centre for Advanced Empirical

Research on Enterprise and Economy was

launched in April 2018, www.hit-u.ac.jp/

news/2875.
9. www.apolitical.co/solution_article/japan-h

as-built-the-worlds-largest-national-econom

ic-data-viz-tool/ (accessed 4 October 2019).
10. For example, Washington DC (Feldman

and Francis, 2010) and Ottawa (Mason

et al., 2002).
11. For example, Kitchener-Waterloo following

the decline of Blackberry (Howitt, 2019;

Spigel and Vinodrai, 2020).
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