
 

 

 
 
 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Edinburgh's entrepreneurial and support ecosystem

Citation for published version:
Spigel, B 2015 'Edinburgh's entrepreneurial and support ecosystem'.

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 18. Dec. 2018

https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/edinburghs-entrepreneurial-and-support-ecosystem(c083d43c-3da7-4945-aa33-19b3a6d77651).html


EdinburghÕs Entrepreneurial and Support Ecosystem 

Ben Spigel, PhD 
ChancellorÕs Fellow  
University of Edinburgh Business School & Centre for Entrepreneurship Research 
ben.spigel@ed.ac.uk 
@ben_spigel 

!

 1



Executive Summary 
¥ Entrepreneurial ecosystems are a new way of understanding how the knowledge, 

networks, and culture of a place support high-growth entrepreneurship.  
¥ Entrepreneurship support programs are a key component of an e!ective entrepreneurial 

ecosystem by helping to inspire and train new entrepreneurs and providing resources like 
mentorship, "nancing, and networking that they could not otherwise obtain.  

¥ Edinburgh has one of EuropeÕs strongest entrepreneurial ecosystems, propelled by the 
number of ÔunicornÕ startups, world leading universities, highly skilled workers, and the 
availability of early stage investors and mentors.  

¥ #ere are many support programs aimed at technology entrepreneurs in Edinburgh, more 
than 40 in total encompassing both publicly supported programs funded by Scottish 
Enterprise, university-led programs, and as well as private organizations and small, 
entrepreneur-led groups. #ese programs provide a variety of resources to entrepreneurs 
and help strengthen the existing entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

¥ While there is duplication in the functions of di!erent programs, the diversity of di!erent 
programs allow individual organizations to specialize in particular niches and then refer 
clients on to other programs as their needs change. #ough many programs informally 
refer their clients to di!erent programs, more can be done to ensure that program leaders 
are aware of the di!erent programs available so that entrepreneurs can be referred to other 
programs that are relevant to their needs.  

¥ Some coordination in the ecosystem is necessary to ensure that programs do not con$ict 
with one another, such as by holding events or competitions in too close proximity. At the 
same time however, a light touch is needed to ensure that programs are allowed to retain 
their individual distinctiveness and possess their own entrepreneurial drive to expand their 
o!erings to new groups and areas.  !
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What are entrepreneurial ecosystems? 
 Entrepreneurial ecosystems are the economic and social environment of a region that 
support high-growth, innovative entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurs are not isolated business 
heroes: even the most independent minded entrepreneur draws on resources from their local 
community. #ese resources include things such as investment from angel investors and 
venture capitalists, but successful businesses also required skilled employees, early adopting 
customers, specialized support services like IP lawyers, mentors and advisors, and early-stage 
support like grants, business plan competitions, and incubators.   
 However, successful entrepreneurial ecosystems require more than resources. #ere 
must be a collective cultural that encourages innovation and risk-taking. #ere must be a 
community of entrepreneurs who help each other and learn from each othersÕ experiences. 
Brad FeldÕs book Startup Communities lists 9 requirements of a successful entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, based on his experiences as an entrepreneur and investor in Denver, Colorado (see 
table).   

What is the role of the public sector in entrepreneurial ecosystems? 
 Entrepreneurial ecosystems di!er from similar ideas like clusters in one key aspect: 
entrepreneurial ecosystems must be primarily organized and led by entrepreneurs themselves. 
#e role of the state should be to stand back and let entrepreneurs identify areas of strengths 
that can be built upon and weaknesses that should be addressed. Feld and other business 
authors like Dan Isenberg (2010) make this point because they have observed that 

Attribute Description

Leadership Strong group of entrepreneurs who are visible, accessible and committed to the 
region being a great place to start and grow a company

Intermediaries Many well-respected mentors and advisors giving back across all stages, sectors, 
demographics, and geographies as well as a solid presence of e!ective, visible, well-
integrated accelerators and incubators

Network density Deep, well-connected community of start-ups and entrepreneurs along with 
engaged and visible investors, advisors, mentors and supporters. Optimally, these 
people and organizations cut across sectors, demographics, and culture 
engagement. Everyone must be willing to give back to his community

Government Strong government support for and understanding of start-ups to economic 
growth. Additionally supportive policies should be in place covering economic 
development, tax, and investment vehicles.

Talent Broad, deep talent pool for all level of employees in all sectors and areas of 
expertise. Universities are an excellent resource for start-up talent and should be 
well connected to community

Support services Professional services (legal, accounting, real estate, insurance, consulting) are 
integrated, accessible, e!ective, and appropriately priced

Engagement Large number of events for entrepreneurs and community to connect, with highly 
visible and authentic participants (e.g. meet-ups, pitch days, startup weekends, 
boot camps, hackatons, and competitions)

Companies Large companies that are the anchor of a city should create speci"c departments 
and programs to encourage cooperation with high-growth start-ups

Capital Strong, dense, and supportive community of VCs, angels, seed investors, and other 
forms of "nancing should be available, visible, and accessible across sectors, 
demographics, and geography.

 3



entrepreneurs are better positioned than anyone else to know what types of resources and 
support are needed  and have the ability and talent to quickly build organizations that can 
provide these types of support.  
 However, entrepreneurs canÕt do everything. ItÕs unreasonable to expect that "rm 
founders who are already working long hours at a startup should also be expected to run 
organizations to help train and support other entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs do not necessarily 
have the capital or expertise to run e!ective training programs or to build the social and 
physical infrastructure that successful entrepreneurial ecosystems require. #ere is also the free 
rider problem: other entrepreneurs who do not contribute to the community still reap the 
rewards, which can discourage others from putting their limited time and resources to 
building a strong ecosystem (see Pitelis, 2012).  
  Given this, programs run by the public sector, third sector philanthropic 
organizations, and for-pro"t "rms play an important role in helping to support strong 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. #ese programs help provide resources that are not otherwise 
available in the region, train new entrepreneurs in the basics of opportunity recognition and 
business management, and help growing "rms connect with new customers, markets, and 
investors. Researchers from the Kau!man Foundation have identi"ed two key categories of 
support these programs provide: broad and functional (Motoyama and Watkins, 2014).   

Source: Adapted from Motoyama and Watkins (2014) 

Types of Entrepreneurial Support Activities

Support Type De!nition

Broad

Ecosystem 
Coordination

Creating community of entrepreneurial actors within a region; 
helping to bring together di!erent parties to develop new 
programs and agendas

People "nding
Identifying relationships between entrepreneurs and important 
actors with unique skillets and backgrounds (e.g. technologists, 
investors, customers)

Networking
Providing venues and events for entrepreneurs to build their 
own social networks

Financial advising
Providing general "nancial advice for entrepreneurs as they 
build their new ventures

Inspiring
Disseminating stories of successful entrepreneurs to encourage 
entrepreneurs and help build a supportive entrepreneurial 
culture

Functional

Business model advisingProfessional advising on "rm business models

Training Entrepreneurial training (e.g. opportunity recognition)

Business plan 
competitions

Awards (monetary or otherwise) for "rms based on their 
business plan or business plan pitch

Market research
Professional market research and due diligence to identify 
competitors and customers

Space and incubation Subsidized o#ce space in an incubator or accelerator

Awards
Any award, monetary or otherwise, for a "rm that does not 
include a business plan component

Direct "nancing Investment or loans to a startup "rm
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 Broad support help strengthen the overall ecosystem by helping to encourage 
entrepreneurship, creating opportunities for entrepreneurs to network and learn from each 
other, and brokering relationships between entrepreneurs and people they need to know such 
as investors and in$uencers. Functional support is direct training, advising, and "nancial 
investment in startups themselves. #is includes training entrepreneurs in business 
management skills, giving advice on business plans, awards and competitions to help new 
ventures build legitimacy, and incubators and accelerators that give new startups a launchpad 
to grow. 
 In the past, most analysis of entrepreneurship support programs have concentrated on 
individual programs. However, an ecosystem perspective requires a broader approach to 
understand the role of support programs in thriving entrepreneurial ecosystems. Few if any 
programs provide support to entrepreneurs as all stages, from the creation of a new 
entrepreneurial idea to scale-up, growth, and exit. Rather, there is a multitude of di!erent 
programs each providing specialized support services to a small proportion of di!erent 
ventures, such as programs aimed at inspiring entrepreneurial outlooks in university students 
to programs aimed at helping quick growing startups with high turnover expand into 
international markets. #ese programs work in concert with each other, referring clients to 
new programs as they progress in their entrepreneurial journey. #is requires a holistic view of 
the types of support provided by di!erent entrepreneurship programs in order to ensure that 
all types of support required by entrepreneurs. However, at the same time this complicated 
landscape can make it di%cult for entrepreneurs to identify the programs most relevant and 
important. In this environment it can also be di%cult for support program directors to 
identify the speci"c needs of local entrepreneurs and create an environment in which 
entrepreneurs, rather than the state, leads the ecosystem.  

EdinburghÕs entrepreneurial ecosystem 
Edinburgh has one of the strongest entrepreneurial ecosystems in the United Kingdom. It has 

two ÔunicornsÕ startups valued 
at over 1 billion USD, world 
leading research universities 
and a strong investment 
environment. Indeed, on a per 
capita basis, Edinburgh has 
the third highest rate of 
unicorns in the world, behind 
Silicon Valley but ahead of 
places like London, New York, 
and Beijing.  
#is ecosystem did not 
develop overnight. Long-term 
investments in the research 
infrastructure at the University 
of Edinburgh, Napier 
University, and Hariot-Watt 
University have contributed to 
a highly skilled labour force. A 
series of highly successful 
technology ventures in the 
1970s and 1980s has helped 

create a population of experienced entrepreneurs and angel investors with deep contacts 
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Unicorn Startups per Capita

Silicon Valley
Provo, UT
Edinburgh

Luxemboug
New York City

Boston
Stockholm

Berlin
Bejing

Tel Aviv
Singapore

Hong Kong
Amsterdam
Vancouver

London
Bangalore

Los Angelas
Sydney

Shenghai
Washington D.C.

Hangzhou
New Delhi

Moscow
Seoul

Mumbai
San Paulo

Unicorns per 100,000 residents

0.35 0.70 1.05 1.40












