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Depolarizing Innovation: Dynamic Policy Implications for Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
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Abstract

Entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) research has mainly focused on metropolitan regions and neglected second-tier (European)
regions. I use a comparative case study approach with a focus on regional public policy to analyze two second-tier European
regions: Uppsala and Galway. The results show that EEs can emerge as a by-product of attracting foreign direct investment
or investment in higher education and research. In both cases, the R&D activities of multinational enterprises (MNEs) and
universities contribute to the emergence and growth of EEs by enabling the creation of spin-offs. Given the limited resources
in second-tier regions, EE initially focus on specific industry clusters to maximize resource efficiency. Later diversification
increases ecosystem resilience and mitigates cluster risks. However, limited access to growth capital in second-tier EEs leads
to increased acquisition activity by MNEs or the relocation of high-growth ventures to metropolitan areas. Policy measures that
support second-tier regions’ efforts to create local EEs initially focus on promoting R&D, knowledge spillovers, and research
commercialization, later include the creation of supportive infrastructure, and finally enable the attraction of growth capital
to the region.

Keywords: economic geography; entrepreneurial ecosystems; public policy; second-tier regions; spatial context

1. Introduction

This article focuses on the evolution of entrepreneurial
ecosystems in second-tier European regions. Section 1 in-
troduces the context of the article and defines the research
question that forms the basis for all subsequent sections.

1.1. Context
Entrepreneurial ecosystems (EEs) have recently gained

considerable attention in the academic literature and among
policymakers (Roundy, 2017). The interest is motivated
by the argument that entrepreneurship can drive economic
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for his advice, which contributed significantly to the success of this work.

development, employment levels, and productivity growth
(Isenberg, 2010; Szerb et al., 2015). Many studies on EEs
tend to focus on the national level (Audretsch et al., 2015).
Yet, the regional spatial context of entrepreneurship within a
country influences the outcome of entrepreneurial activities
due to different social, institutional, and economic factors
(Müller & Korsgaard, 2018; Roundy, 2017). Indeed, Glaeser
et al. (2011) note that regional economic development can
differ greatly from national economic development. There-
fore, regional differences that determine the context of en-
trepreneurial activity should be considered when analyzing
EEs (Audretsch et al., 2015).

Certain cities and regions around the world have become
hubs for startups and innovation-driven companies. Most of
these hubs are located in larger "superstar" metropolitan ar-
eas (e.g., Kemeny and Storper, 2020; Atkinson et al., 2019).
But when it comes to entrepreneurial activity, smaller cities
and regions should not be neglected. On the one hand, grow-
ing territorial inequality due to a polarization of innovation
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(Atkinson et al., 2019; Muro & Whiton, 2018), which can be
observed, for example, when looking at the spatial distribu-
tion of venture capital investments (Florida & King, 2016;
Florida & Mellander, 2016), could lead to growing social
tensions and the rise of political populism (Rodríguez-Pose,
2018). On the other hand, given the positive impact of en-
trepreneurial activity on economic performance (Isenberg,
2010; Szerb et al., 2015), dynamic and resilient EEs could be
a means for smaller regions to close the gap with superstar
regions in terms of job attractiveness, which could prevent
phenomena such as brain drain, i.e., the outflow of human
capital (see Alston, 2004). Since productive entrepreneurial
activity in second-tier regions is likely to improve socioeco-
nomic factors (Robinson et al., 2004), it may also have a
positive impact on urban development efforts. Therefore, at-
tempting to establish, grow, and sustain a local EE is a plau-
sible strategy for improving the socioeconomic conditions of
a second-tier region. Indeed, there are a growing number
of thriving EEs in second-tier regions. Examples that have
been analyzed in the literature include the U.S. cities of Chat-
tanooga (Motoyama et al., 2016), Boise (Mayer, 2011), and
Newton Falls (Roundy, 2019), and the Canadian cities of Wa-
terloo and Calgary (Spigel, 2017).

Research on EEs often takes a static approach (Borissenko
& Boschma, 2016). However, as EEs go through different
stages of development (see Mack and Mayer, 2016), the ef-
fectiveness of specific support mechanisms depends on the
state of an EE. Therefore, it is important to take a dynamic
rather than a static approach to EE support and related public
policy.

1.2. Research Question
This article addresses the impact of policies on the devel-

opment of EEs in second-tier European regions. Thriving EEs
can lead to improvements in socioeconomic factors, which is
one reason why policymakers are increasingly interested in
the concept (Roundy, 2017). At the same time, crafting and
implementing policies that effectively contribute to a vibrant
local EE can be challenging. Hence, the research question
that forms the basis for the subsequent literature review and
qualitative primary research is as follows:

What policies can second-tier European regions adopt,
consistent with their stage of development, to effectively fos-
ter a local entrepreneurial ecosystem?

The research question consists of three main components
that influence the scope of the research: the focus on Europe,
the focus on second-tier regions, and the dynamics of policy
measures in relation to the evolutionary development of an
EE. The literature review in section 2 considers these three
components in detail.

2. Literature Review

The second section provides a literature review of vari-
ous aspects of an EE, including its foundations, relationship
to economic and urban development, and the importance of

spatial features. After developing the theoretical foundations
of an EE, the literature review highlights the specific facets of
the research question, i.e., the focus on Europe, the focus on
second-tier regions, and the dynamics of an EE.

2.1. Foundations of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
According to Roundy et al. (2018), Bahrami and Evans

(1995) were the first to compare the Silicon Valley tech-
nology cluster to a natural ecosystem. Two years earlier,
Moore (1993) stated more generally that firms are embed-
ded in an ecosystem and do not develop in a vacuum. Early
work introducing the term "entrepreneurial ecosystem" by
Cohen (2006) and practical suggestions for developing an
EE by Isenberg (2010) have contributed to the concept of EEs
(Kuckertz, 2019) becoming known and attracting interest in
both academia and practice (Roundy, 2017). While there are
several definitions of the term "entrepreneurial ecosystem" in
the literature (for an overview, see Cavallo et al., 2019), ac-
cording to Cavallo et al. (2019, p. 1300), Stam’s (2015) def-
inition "[...] has been widely endorsed in literature [...]" and
encompasses essential characteristics of an EE:

"The entrepreneurial ecosystem as a set of inter-
dependent actors and factors coordinated in such
a way that they enable productive entrepreneur-
ship within a particular territory" (Stam, 2015, p.
1765).

A second definition that emphasizes dynamic processes
within an EE by mentioning both the creation and growth of
startups comes from (Spigel, 2017):

"[An entrepreneurial ecosystem is] a combina-
tion of social, political, economic, and cultural
elements within a region that support the devel-
opment and growth of innovative startups and
encourage nascent entrepreneurs and other actors
to take the risks of starting, funding, and otherwise
assisting high-risk ventures" (p. 50).

Isenberg (2011a, 2011b) highlights that an EE consists
of hundreds of specific elements that can be grouped into
six larger areas: Culture, Policy, Finance, Human Capital,
Support, and Markets. Isenberg also mentions that the com-
bination of elements varies from EE to EE, indicating the
uniqueness of each ecosystem, which in turn requires a spe-
cific rather than a generic approach to analyzing EEs. Fur-
thermore, Isenberg (2011b) argues that the interaction of el-
ements is highly complex and idiosyncratic, which limits the
value of identifying generic causal relationships. An illus-
tration of Isenberg’s understanding of an EE can be found in
Figure 1, and a more detailed elaboration of the domains can
be found in Appendix 1.

According to Mack and Mayer (2016), it is necessary to
consider the evolutionary dynamics of the components of an
EE as well as its developmental stages. Several other au-
thors share this view (e.g., Isenberg, 2011b; Kuckertz, 2019;
Mason and Brown, 2014). Mack and Mayer (2016) divided
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the development of an EE into four stages: Birth, Growth,
Sustainment, and Decline. Each of these phases has differ-
ences in the number of firm entries and firm exits. Mack and
Mayer’s development model can be seen in Figure 2. The full
figure with some of the effects of the phases can be found in
Appendix 2.

Based on the two definitions presented in combination
with Isenberg’s (2011b) understanding of EE domains and
Mack and Mayer’s (2016) evolutionary development phases,
EEs share some common characteristics, including:

• the interdependence of actors and factors,

• the need for coordination and processes to enable pro-
ductive entrepreneurship,

• the focus on a particular territory, and

• the need for an evolutionary and dynamic perspective.

After discussing the definition and characteristics of an
EE, its major areas and phases of development, section 2.2
focuses on the impact of an EE on the economic development
of the area in which it is located.

2.2. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and Economic Develop-
ment

A positive relationship between entrepreneurial activity
and economic prosperity has been noted by several schol-
ars (e.g., Audretsch et al., 2015; Feldman, 2014; Isenberg,
2011b). In contrast to some authors who focus predomi-
nantly on the impact of high-growth startups (e.g., Mason
and Brown, 2014), Stam (2015) argues that this focus is too
exclusive, as other innovative startups and entrepreneurial
workers can also contribute to positive welfare outcomes to
some extent. Stam refers to an article by Baumol (1990)
that distinguishes between productive, unproductive, and de-
structive entrepreneurial activities and their respective ef-
fects on an economy’s productivity growth. Several factors
influence the extent to which entrepreneurship contributes
to the economy of a given area, with some scholars empha-
sizing that not all entrepreneurial activities contribute pos-
itively to its development (e.g., Mason and Brown, 2014;
Nightingale and Coad, 2014). Rather, there are a small num-
ber of high-growth startups that contribute positively to over-
all economic growth and many underperforming firms that
"[...] have low productivity and low levels of innovation, and
generate churn rather than economic growth" (Nightingale
& Coad, 2014, p. 130). In addition, N. Lee and Rodríguez-
Pose (2021) found that entrepreneurship can lead to regional
poverty reduction when it occurs in tradable sectors, increas-
ing the likelihood of positive regional multiplier effects. En-
trepreneurship in non-tradable sectors still has some eco-
nomic benefits despite the likelihood of local market satu-
ration, but is not sufficient to contribute significantly to re-
gional poverty reduction (N. Lee & Rodríguez-Pose, 2021).
Aparicio et al. (2020) emphasize that entrepreneurship, if
indeed productive, can be a vehicle for inclusive growth that
includes a region’s vulnerable communities.

Policymakers can achieve better outcomes by distinguish-
ing between different forms of entrepreneurial activity and
taking a systems-based, holistic approach rather than focus-
ing on firm-specific interventions (Mason & Brown, 2014).
EEs represent one such systemsbased approach. Several
scholars have linked EEs to economic growth (e.g., Isen-
berg, 2011b; Mason and Brown, 2014). This is driven by
the emergence of high-growth startups that are enabled by
a supportive ecosystem and contribute disproportionately
to the economic development of a region (Mason & Brown,
2014; Nightingale & Coad, 2014), e.g., by creating a signif-
icant share of new jobs compared to non-high-growth firms
(Coad et al., 2014; Henrekson & Johansson, 2010) and by
contributing to the growth of other firms in the same area
through knowledge spillovers (Acs et al., 2009; Mason &
Brown, 2014). However, this growth takes time, so policy-
makers need to take a long-term perspective (Nightingale &
Coad, 2014).

The arguments presented in this subsection seem to moti-
vate policymakers to promote entrepreneurial activities and
establish local EEs. However, an EE may also have impli-
cations for urban development efforts in each area, touch-
ing on a domain that is generally not directly related to en-
trepreneurship. The following subsection analyses this rela-
tionship.

2.3. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and Urban Development
Some scholars argue that Jane Jacobs, one of the world’s

most influential urbanists, was quick to emphasize that cities’
ability to attract diverse people provides fertile ground for
creativity and innovation, which are key to entrepreneurial
activity (Hospers, 2006; S. Y. Lee et al., 2004), economic
growth (Florida, 2003, p. 43), and vitality (Auerswald,
2015). Because of the density of labor, capital, knowledge,
and other resources, cities enable the creation of young firms,
a concept Jacobs calls "new work" (Jacobs, 1969, p. 49ff.).
Her concept of new work in the context of urban devel-
opment therefore created some of the frameworks for EEs
found in the modern literature. Moreover, she also described
the importance of knowledge spillovers between different
industries for the economic growth of cities (Desrochers &
Hospers, 2007; Qian, 2018). Indeed, Florida et al. (2017,
p. 92) state that "[c]ities [...] are the enabling infrastruc-
ture where connections take place, networks are built[,] and
innovative communications are consummated." In line with
Jacobs’ observations, Richard Florida’s theory of the creative
class suggests that creativity and an open culture are "[...] a
spur to societal innovation, entrepreneurship, and economic
development" (Florida, 2005a, p. 6). Combining Jacobs’
argument of the attractiveness of cities to a variety of peo-
ple and the availability of resources in cities with Florida’s
theory of the creative class illustrates the link between EEs
and urban development. Florida et al. (2017) summarize
this finding by stating that innovation, entrepreneurship,
and creativity are essentially spatial rather than individual
or firm-level processes.
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Figure 1: Domains of an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. Source: adapted from Isenberg (2011b).

Figure 2: Evolution of an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. Source: adapted from Mack and Mayer (2016).

As discussed in section 2.2, establishing a thriving EE can
contribute to local economic development. This, in turn, has
the potential to both increase tax revenues and improve the
availability of private capital in a region. As Jacobs (1969,
pp. 290-317) noted, urban development in each area re-
quires financial resources, which can come from public or
private sources. Therefore, the establishment of a local EE
could be part of a broader urban development strategy if
an increase in public and/or private funding is anticipated.
Similarly, Welter et al. (2008) suggest that promoting en-
trepreneurship in distressed urban areas, if certain barriers
can be overcome, may contribute to their regeneration. As
Isenberg (2011b) has noted, each EE is embedded in the con-
text of a particular area and is therefore made up of a unique
combination of different elements that interact in complex
and idiosyncratic ways. Thus, when attempting to create a
local EE, spatial characteristics must be considered.

The section 2.4 highlights the differences between these
features and analyzes some of their implications. This sets
the stage for the main concern of this article: the unique
context and configuration of EEs in second-tier European re-
gions, and the corresponding implications for policy effec-
tiveness throughout the life cycle of an EE.

2.4. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and Spatial Differences
In this subsection, spatial differences are introduced into

the discussion of EEs. First, a phenomenon that affects the
geographic inequality of EEs is explained: the polarization of
innovation. Then, the focus shifts from a more general con-
sideration of EEs to EEs specifically in second-tier regions. A

brief analysis of the uniqueness of the contemporary Euro-
pean context is also provided. This subsection thus intro-
duces the focus of the article: the development of EEs in
second-tier European regions.

2.4.1. Polarization of Innovation
In 2005, Richard Florida pointed out in an article in The

Atlantic Monthly that contrary to the widespread belief that
technology and globalization are leveling the global eco-
nomic playing field, the world has only a few centers where
innovation is concentrated, and that this divide is also ev-
ident at the national level (Florida, 2005b). He notes that
"[p]opulation and economic activity are both spiky, but it’s
innovation - the engine of economic growth - that most con-
centrated" (p. 49). Analysis of venture capital investment
(VC) in U.S. metropolitan regions, European metropolitan
regions, and metropolitan regions around the world (Florida
& King, 2016) confirms Florida’s original observation of in-
novation concentration. Florida and King (2016, pp. 6-7)
note that only ten metropolitan regions worldwide account
for more than half of total global VC investment. Areas in the
U.S. accumulated 68.6% of global VC investment, with Sili-
con Valley alone attracting 25.3% (Florida & King, 2016, pp.
6-11). In the following, this phenomenon is referred to as
the polarization of innovation. Figure 3 illustrates the distri-
bution of VC investments worldwide. Appendix 3 illustrates
the distribution within the U.S. and Europe in detail.

According to Atkinson et al. (2019), the polarization
of innovation leads to a growing gap between superstar
metropolitan areas and non-superstar areas, as well as a
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Figure 3: Venture Capital Investments across Metropolitan Areas Worldwide in 2012. Source: Florida and King (2016, p. 10).

concentration of jobs in the innovation sector. This leads to,
among other things, higher housing prices and more traffic in
superstar areas and out-migration, territorial underdevelop-
ment, and economic exclusion in second-tier and rural areas
(Atkinson et al., 2019). Rodríguez-Pose (2018) suggests
that such regional disparities even lead to social tensions
and political populism based on territorial rather than social
foundations.

As discussed in section 2.2, EEs can contribute to the eco-
nomic development of an area. While most thriving EEs are
located in superstar areas, some second-tier regions around
the world have managed to build thriving EEs despite innova-
tion polarization. section 2.4.2 focuses on EEs in second-tier
regions, while section 2.4.3 highlights the uniqueness of the
contemporary European context, which has not yet received
much attention in the entrepreneurship literature (Audretsch
et al., 2015).

2.4.2. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems in Second-Tier Regions
There are numerous definitions of second-tier cities or re-

gions in both academic and practitioner literature (see Fig-
ure 4 for a non-exhaustive overview). In this article, second-
tier regions are defined as regions "[...] that are smaller than
the large metropolises that dominate regional or national
economies [...]" (Wachsmuth, 2008, p. 1), although no mini-
mum or maximum population size is specified, as second-tier
regions should "[...] be defined in relation to the first-tier
cities with which they coexist" (Wachsmuth, 2008, p. 2).

As Isenberg (2011b) has noted, the design of an EE de-
pends on the local context and conditions. Therefore, it is
neither advisable nor feasible to emulate superstar EEs like
Silicon Valley, especially for second-tier regions. Instead, it
should be recognized that each EE is different and has unique

characteristics (Xu & Dobson, 2019). Peripheral places face
certain challenges related to their spatial context and avail-
ability of resources as opposed to superstar areas (Xu & Dob-
son, 2019). These challenges may include more difficult ac-
cess to financial resources and skilled human capital, a less
supportive sociocultural environment, lack of certain infras-
tructure components (such as transportation infrastructure
or high-speed internet), limited markets and market access,
and ineffective policies (Xu & Dobson, 2019).

In contrast to the innovation polarization phenomenon,
and despite the above challenges, there are some examples
in the literature of second-tier regions that have successfully
built thriving EEs. Such examples include Boise, Portland,
and Kansas City (Mayer, 2011), Chattanooga (Motoyama
et al., 2016), Newton Falls and Geneva (Roundy, 2019),
and Calgary and Waterloo (Spigel, 2017). Summaries of the
above case studies can be found in Appendix 4.

2.4.3. European Context
Compared to North America, the contemporary urban

context in Europe has been less studied in the academic lit-
erature (Audretsch et al., 2015). However, Europe has many
small and medium-sized cities, highlighting its unique poly-
centric urban structure (Dijkstra et al., 2013). Dijkstra et al.
(2013) argue that stylized analytical frameworks, assump-
tions, and policy conclusions derived from them are mostly
based on the contexts of North America or the developing
world and therefore have limited relevance to the contempo-
rary European context. This in turn hinders the process of
policy development in European regions based on textbook
models (Dijkstra et al., 2013). Given the importance of spa-
tial context in discussing EEs and the focus of the academic
literature on North America and developing countries, this
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Figure 4: Selection of Definitions of Second-Tier Regions.

article considers the unique European context as well as the
individual contexts of regions within Europe.

Audretsch et al. (2002, p. 4) argue that the U.S. inter-
nalized the virtues of entrepreneurship more quickly than
Europe and that European countries were relatively slow to
adopt a similar mindset. European attitudes toward the en-
trepreneurial economy developed in five phases (for a sum-
mary, see Audretsch et al., 2002, pp. 4-6). Toward the end
of the 1990s, European policymakers reached a consensus on
the superiority of the entrepreneurial economy in the United
States over the old managerial economy in Europe, leading
to a commitment to create a new European entrepreneurial
economy (see European Commission, 2000, pp. 249-286).
In 2013, in response to the 2008 financial crisis, the Euro-
pean Commission presented an action plan to reignite en-
trepreneurship in Europe through governance mechanisms
(European Commission, 2013, p. 3). Szerb et al. (2020) ex-
plain that since then, a policy priority setting framework, the
Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialization
(RIS3) agenda, has emerged in the EU. The RIS3 agenda aims
to tailor R&D and innovation-related policies to the capabili-
ties, strengths, and potential of a given region. According to
some scholars, RIS3 is an innovative policy approach (Foray
& Goenaga, 2013) that is part of a broader regional and
place-specific growth policy framework (OECD, 2013; Pugh,
2014). Morgan (2017, p. 569) even describes it as "[...] the
most ambitious innovation program ever introduced in the
European Union [...]". Szerb et al. (2020) emphasize that
the RIS3 agenda recognizes the spatial differences between
regions within the EU, resulting in individual contexts that re-

quire tailored governance and policy approaches. The same
authors then compare RIS3 with the EE approach. While
both approaches respect spatial differences, EEs consider a
broader range of individual and institutional factors and the
interconnectedness of actors within an ecosystem (Acs et al.,
2016; Szerb et al., 2020). Nevertheless, Szerb et al.’s (2020)
analysis shows that spatial differences are increasingly con-
sidered by policymakers in Europe, both at supranational and
national levels. Regarding the development of EEs and to
fully understand the framework conditions of each region,
identify institutional and individual weaknesses, understand
the harmonization of the components of an EE, and simulate
policies that could alleviate bottlenecks of the regional EE,
Szerb et al. (2020) argue that the use of the Regional En-
trepreneurship and Innovation Index (REDI) is appropriate
(Szerb et al., 2020; see also Figures 5 and 6). For more in-
formation on the REDI, see section 2.5, which also highlights
the identified research gap.

2.5. Research Gap
Since the early work of scholars such as Cohen (2006),

Isenberg (2010), and Feld (2020), many aspects of EEs have
been explored in the academic literature. However, research
on EEs has mostly focused on nations (Audretsch et al.,
2015) or on established ecosystems in large superstar re-
gions (Roundy, 2019). As a result, there are still a wealth
of areas that can be further explored in academic research
(Cavallo et al., 2019). This article aims to outline policy im-
plications for second-tier European regions that aim to build,
grow, and sustain a resilient EE. The importance of a dynamic



J. Keim / Junior Management Science 9(1) (2024) 1211-1240 1217

Figure 5: Joint Potential of RIS3- and EE-Based Regional Entrepreneurship Policy. Source: adapted from Szerb et al. (2020, p. 7).

Figure 6: Structure of the Sub-Indices and Pillars of the REDI. Source: adapted from Szerb et al. (2020, p. 9).

approach to research EEs and its underdevelopment in the
scientific literature has been noted by several researchers.
Both Borissenko and Boschma (2016) and Mack and Mayer
(2016) emphasize the need for further research on the dy-
namics of EEs. Cavallo et al. (2019) emphasize the need to
explore the role of policymakers in the dynamic evolution
of an EE and how to promote "natural" and self-regulating
rather than artificial mechanisms. A call for papers for En-
trepreneurship & Regional Development by Audretsch et al.
(2018) identified the need for papers that address policy
issues, such as analyzing how policy influences elements of
an EE and how elements of an EE influence policy. Shwetzer
et al. (2019, p. 89) additionally articulated two research
directions that align with the above pathways for further
research, namely "[p]olicymakers’ interventions and support
to enable and grow EEs" and "EEs creation, growth and how
can they be sustained". By elaborating policy implications
for European second-tier regions while considering the dy-
namics of an EE, this article aims to contribute to filling the
research gaps mentioned before. By focusing specifically on
second-tier European regions, this article also considers the
uniqueness of the European context (Audretsch et al., 2015).

After an introduction to the context and challenges Eu-

ropean second-tier European regions in establishing an EE,
a comparative case study is provided of two second-tier
European regions that, contrary to expectations, have man-
aged to establish and develop thriving EEs. The selection
of cases is based on the REDI, as it is comparable for all EU
regions (Szerb et al., 2013; Szerb et al., 2015). The REDI
was constructed to "[...] capture the contextual features of
entrepreneurship across EU regions" (Szerb et al., 2015, p.
1) and combines three sub-indices, 14 pillars, and both in-
dividual and institutional variables (see Figure 6). Based on
these criteria, Szerb et al. (2015, p. 14) created a ranking
of regional entrepreneurship that includes the 125 regions
of the European Union. The ranking of the top 25 regions
can be seen in Figure 7, the original full ranking table from
Appendix 5.

Using the REDI, it is possible to identify the second-tier
regions that have succeeded in establishing competitive EEs.
The regions ranked first through fourth are all superstar re-
gions. However, there are also some regions in the top ten
that are not major cities (defined as regions with more than
250,000 inhabitants, according to Audretsch et al., 2015),
including:

• 5th place: East Middle Sweden (largest city: Uppsala)
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Figure 7: REDI Ranking and REDI Scores of the Top 25 European Union Regions. Source: adapted from Szerb et al. (2015, p. 14).

• 7th–8th place: Denmark’s North Jutland Region (largest
city: Aalborg)

• 9th place: Great Britain’s South East (largest city:
Brighton and Hove)

When looking at cities with less than 100,000 inhabitants,
i.e., small cities (in line with Audretsch et al., 2015), the fol-
lowing regions ranked in the first quarter also seem promis-
ing for a more detailed analysis:

• 14th place: Sweden’s Upper Norrland (largest city:
Umeå)

• 18th place: Ireland’s Border, Midland and Western
(largest city: Galway)

• 23rd–25th place: Denmark’s Zealand Region (largest
city: Roskilde)

The author of this article decided to examine the cases of
East Middle Sweden and Border, Midland and Western (Ire-
land) to identify specific factors that contribute to the regions’
entrepreneurial success. East Middle Sweden is an interest-
ing case because the region is near Stockholm, the capital
of Sweden, yet has been able to develop its own EE, which
has produced prominent companies such as Skype and Klarna
(see section 4.1 for the detailed analysis). The case of Border,
Midland and Western is interesting because it is in a rather
rural region on the west coast of Ireland, with an underdevel-
oped transport infrastructure hampering domestic and inter-
national travel (see section 4.2 for a detailed analysis). For
linguistic and readability purposes, East Middle Sweden will
be referred to as

"Uppsala" and Border, Midland, and Western as "Galway"
in the following; however, the surrounding areas as integral
parts of the respective EE remain included in the analysis.

After defining the research gap and the two regional EEs
that will be analyzed in depth, section 3 describes the re-
search methodology used to analyze the development of the
EEs in Uppsala and Galway.

3. Research Method

This section describes the research method chosen for this
article, including the research approach, the process of data
collection, and the analysis of the data. A more detailed ex-
planation can be found in Appendix 6.

3.1. Research Approach
An inductive research approach was adopted to analyze

the dynamic evolution of EEs in second-tier European re-
gions. This approach consists of guiding research questions
that determine data collection and analysis (Roundy, 2019).
Because there is little research on EEs in second-tier Euro-
pean regions (Roundy, 2019), an inductive, theory-building
approach was appropriate (Locke, 2007). Inductive theory
building allows the researcher to gain an understanding of
the unfolding of processes behind unusual phenomena and
explain surprising occurrences (Edmondson & McManus,
2007). The emergence and growth of an EE in a second-tier
European region represent such complex processes with mul-
tiple variables to consider, such as time, social interactions,
and feedback loops (Roundy, 2019).

By choosing a comparative case study approach, similar-
ities and differences in the context, developmental dynam-
ics, and composition of the two EEs in Uppsala and Galway
could be derived. While such a "small n" approach (Roundy,
2019) limits generalizability of findings, some scholars ar-
gue that comparative case studies generate some degree of
generalizability despite a small sample size (e.g., Eisenhardt
and Graebner, 2007; Roundy, 2019). However, given the ex-
ploratory nature of the research, the goal of this article is
particularization rather than generalization (Welch, 2011).

3.2. Data Collection
To gain a deeper understanding of the processes under-

lying the development of the EEs in Uppsala and Galway, in-
terviews were conducted with representatives from the two
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regions. Purposive sampling, a form of non-probability sam-
pling, was chosen to select the interviewees. Given the re-
search objectives and inductive research approach, the sam-
pling procedure did not aim to be statistically significant, but
rather to select information-rich cases to gain insight into
the nature, processes, and structure of the two EEs (Patton,
2005). Interviewees were selected to allow for the inclu-
sion of different perspectives, knowledge, and experiences
of the various stakeholders that comprise an EE (see Isen-
berg, 2011b; Palinkas et al., 2015). The respective inter-
viewees were identified through a combination of secondary
data highlighting key actors within each EE and snowballing
(see, e.g., Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981).

The predominant determinant of sample size in qualita-
tive research is information saturation (e.g., Fusch and Ness,
2015; Malterud et al., 2016; Morse, 1995). Because some
determinants of information saturation could not be defined
a priori, it was not possible to determine a final number of
interviews to be conducted at the beginning of the research
process. However, as Malterud et al. (2016) mention, a first
approximation of the sample size is necessary for research
design. Therefore, the author’s goal was to conduct at least
five interviews in each of the two regional EEs to include the
knowledge, views, and experiences of key stakeholders in the
EEs. However, the final sample size had to be continuously
evaluated throughout the research process and was based on
the informativeness of the interviews conducted in relation
to the research objectives (Malterud et al., 2016). The fi-
nal sample table can be found in Appendix 6. The interviews
conducted were semi-structured. While a semi-structured in-
terview is more conversational, a list of predetermined ques-
tions was used, which provided the opportunity to explore
topics in greater depth if deemed important for later anal-
ysis of each EE (Longhurst, 2003). The guide used for the
semi-structured interviews can be found in Appendix 9.

3.3. Data Analysis
The research for this article was divided into three phases

(see Figure 8). Interviews as part of the second phase were
conducted via video or phone call due to travel restrictions
resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. To facilitate effective
data analysis, verbal transcripts (Matheson, 2007; McLellan
et al., 2003; Wellard & McKenna, 2001) were prepared using
standard orthography (Kowal & O’Connell, 2004, pp. 249-
250). The transcripts can be found in Appendix 11.

The process of coding the interviews followed the sug-
gestions of Schmidt (2004, pp. 254-257). First, the com-
mon themes discussed during the interviews were identified
and summarized in an analytical guide (see Appendix 10).
Then, the interviews were coded accordingly. Based on the
coded interviews and by grouping the quotes according to
their codes, the relevance of each theme was assessed. De-
pending on the relevance of the themes, each interview was
iteratively analyzed again in depth to understand the mean-
ing of the different interviews and to reach a conclusion as
to why each of the two regions studied achieved the estab-
lishment of a thriving EE. In addition, following the example

of some researchers (e.g., Motoyama et al., 2016; P. Ryan et
al., 2021), timelines were used to analyze relevant innova-
tion pathways and the dynamics of each EE. By sequencing
secondary data points and adding a temporal layer to the
interview coding process, both the creation and subsequent
analysis and interpretation of timelines and relevant innova-
tion trajectories became possible.

Interpretive sensemaking was used to analyze the data
on Uppsala and Galway. Interpretive sensemaking avoids
generalizations and emphasizes the importance of individ-
ual context (Welch, 2011). By sequencing relevant innova-
tion trajectories, process-based interpretation, and explana-
tion of the evolutionary dynamics of the two EEs became pos-
sible (P. Ryan et al., 2021). The analysis was refined through
successive iterations between theory and data (G. W. Ryan
& Bernard, 2000, p. 783). By combining the viewpoints
and perspectives of the various interviewees, as well as data
obtained from secondary sources, "chain[s] of evidence and
narrative accounts" (P. Ryan et al., 2021, p. 7) emerged that
reveal the evolutionary processes of the two EEs in Uppsala
and Galway. The interpretation of the data always consid-
ered the spatial context of each case (Roundy, 2019). Fig-
ure 9 summarizes the data sources used and their analytical
use for this article. The next section presents the results.

4. Findings

This section summarizes the results of the primary and
secondary data collected on the EEs in Uppsala and Galway.
It also summarizes the similarities and differences between
the two EEs. The underlying data structures are presented
towards the end of each stage of development; the exemplary
quotes can be found in Appendix 8.

4.1. Analysis of Uppsala’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem
Due to its extensive academic history dating back to 1477,

Uppsala is primarily known as a university town, and re-
search on Uppsala’s economy has focused primarily on the
life sciences cluster (e.g., Teigland et al., 2004, 2007; Wax-
ell and Malmberg, 2007). The local EE has not received
much attention in scientific research. Therefore, informa-
tion about Uppsala’s EE comes primarily from qualitative in-
terviews with stakeholders within the EE unless otherwise
noted. The context of Uppsala is summarized in Figure 10.

4.1.1. Birth: Research Breakthroughs at Uppsala University
The roots of entrepreneurial activity in Uppsala can be

traced to significant research findings in biotechnology at Up-
psala University in the 1920s and 1930s (Waxell & Malm-
berg, 2007). These findings led to a growing interest in
university-industry collaboration in the life sciences. In 1950,
the large Swedish pharmaceutical company Pharmacia de-
cided to move its core business from Stockholm to Uppsala
(Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006; Waxell & Malmberg, 2007). The
reason for this was the successful R&D collaboration with Up-
psala University (Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006), which mainly
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Figure 8: Research Phases. Source: own illustration.

Figure 9: Data Sources and Analytical Use. Source: own illustration.

revolved around two Nobel Prize winners in chemistry (Wax-
ell & Malmberg, 2007). Pharmacia then gradually became
one of the most important employers in the region and con-
tributed to the growth of the Uppsala life science cluster.

After Pharmacia moved its headquarters to Uppsala, the
company continuously engaged in significant M&A activity
(Dahlgren & Valentin, 2007). Then, in the mid-1990s, Phar-
macia began spinning off, selling, and restructuring various
parts of the company (Waxell & Malmberg, 2007), which at-

tracted two large multinationals to the region (Eliasson &
Eliasson, 2006): Pfizer and Cytiva (formerly GE Healthcare).
Uppsala’s attractiveness to life science companies can also be
attributed in part to the increased availability of scientifically
trained and industrially experienced people following the dis-
solution of Pharmacia (Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006), support-
ing Mayer’s (2011, p. 205) observation that MNEs act as
"surrogate universities".

The presence of Pharmacia, and later other multina-
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Figure 10: Case Context of Uppsala. Source: own illustration.

Figure 11: Pharmacia Spin-offs between 1985-1996. Source: own illustration based on Eliasson and Eliasson (2006) and data from
Nilsson and Norell (1996).

tionals, in Uppsala has encouraged the creation of spin-offs
by former employees of these firms ((Eliasson & Eliasson,
2006); see also Appendix 7 for a non-exhaustive overview
of Pharmacia’s Swedish genealogy). For example, Pharma-
cia established 70 companies between 1985 and 1996 (see
Figure 11), 56 of which were located in the Uppsala region
and 14 in the Stockholm region (Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006),
again underscoring Uppsala’s attractiveness to the life sci-

ences industry. Even when Pfizer, which acquired parts of
Pharmacia during the breakup period, later phased out the
research activities started by Pharmacia in Uppsala, former
Pharmacia employees continued to establish new companies
in the region that were not based on technologies developed
at Pharmacia (Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006). For a detailed
recapitulation of Pharmacia’s history and its aftermath, see
Eliasson and Eliasson (2006).
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However, the entrepreneurs in Uppsala did not only
emerge from the local multinationals during the birth of
the EE. The importance of the academic sector in the city
ensured a steady influx of domestic and foreign students, as
well as professors and researchers. These groups of people
were of great importance for the emergence of Uppsala’s EE.
It is noteworthy that the Swedish legal framework provides
university researchers with rights to their results, which is
known as "professor’s privilege" (see, e.g., Färnstrand Dams-
gaard and Thursby, 2013). Thus, unlike other countries,
researchers at Swedish universities are allowed to commer-
cialize their results without having to deal with legal issues
related to intellectual property (IP). According to several
interviewees, this mechanism, combined with an emerg-
ing support system focused primarily on the life sciences
cluster, encouraged professors and researchers to pursue en-
trepreneurial ventures. Interestingly, most professors and
researchers remained employed part-time at the university,
resulting in hybrid entrepreneurship (Folta et al., 2010).

4.1.2. Growth: Emergence of an Entrepreneurial Support
System

Interviewees attributed the growth of Uppsala’s EE to
many aspects revolving around activities and initiatives ei-
ther initiated or supported by government officials. Due to
high tax rates and the general importance of the public sector
in Sweden, several interviewees stated that the activities of
entrepreneurial support organizations in Uppsala have been
and continue to be at least partially dependent on public
funding. Among government officials, successful university-
industry collaboration in research and development has grad-
ually awakened interest in the shared potential of academia,
business, and the public sector, as well as in the potential of
entrepreneurial activities. One of the major initiatives aimed
at harnessing this potential was the creation of STUNS, an in-
dependent nonprofit organization dedicated to orchestrating
the now emerging local EE. STUNS’s founding in 1983 was
based on a plan by the governor at the time to create a local
science park modeled on Silicon Valley.

Third-level funding and the initiation of STUNS are just
two examples of the emerging public interest in local en-
trepreneurship. As Uppsala grew, other public and semi-
public organizations and actors gradually emerged. Exam-
ples include Almi, a regional development office that pro-
vides financial capital to companies; Connect, an organiza-
tion that connects entrepreneurs with domestic and foreign
investors; Drivhuset, a support organization for student en-
trepreneurs; and the Uppsala Innovation Centre, a leading
international business incubator.

Although many different organizations are involved in
Uppsala’s EE, there has been no sign of competition between
actors within the ecosystem during the growth phase, which
has been and continues to be an important regional success
factor. Close collaboration between actors within the ecosys-
tem is a major strength of Uppsala, according to several in-
terviewees. Because the city of Uppsala is spatially compact,
there are certain geographic locations where entrepreneurial

activities are concentrated. The resulting density of the EE fa-
cilitates knowledge exchange between different actors within
the ecosystem and catalyzes entrepreneurial activity in the
region. As one interviewee from STUNS noted:

"[...] since [...] Uppsala is a fairly small city, we
try to have [...] a no-wrong-door policy. [...] we
are a lot of actors within the innovation ecosystem
that try to refer people depending on how mature
their idea is [...]."

Due to the above factors and processes that influenced the
growth of Uppsala’s EE, the region gained some notoriety as
the birthplace of companies such as Skype, Klarna, MySQL
and Orexo. Such success stories, several interviewees said,
were fundamental to Uppsala’s EE, e.g., by inspiring and mo-
tivating students to become entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurial
role models are certainly crucial to the ecosystem even today.

The growth of Uppsala’s EE is partly due to its spatial lo-
cation. The city is close to Sweden’s largest international
airport, Arlanda, which has been particularly important to
the local life science cluster given its global reach. The star-
tups that emerged in the growth phase of the Uppsala in-
dustrial cluster, after serving regional markets in the initial
phase of the EE, were therefore usually "born globals", i.e.,
they served several international markets early in their de-
velopment (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). In addition, public
transportation between Uppsala and Stockholm allows resi-
dents to commute to Stockholm in about 30 minutes.

Because real estate prices in Uppsala have historically
been lower compared to Stockholm, the capital of Sweden,
the transportation infrastructure continues to make it attrac-
tive to live and do business in Uppsala today.

4.1.3. Sustainment: Acquisition, Relocation, or Early Initial
Public Offering

Several interviewees emphasized that Uppsala’s EE has
gradually diversified and become less dependent on the life
sciences industry, although the cluster is still critical to the
region’s success. The continued importance of life sciences
in Uppsala is supported by the number of people employed
in the cluster. In 2012, Uppsala had the highest density of
employees in the life sciences industry in Sweden (see Fig-
ure 12). In 2016, life science cluster companies in Uppsala
employed more than 5,300 people (full-time equivalents),
making it the most labor-intensive sector in Uppsala (City of
Uppsala, 2015). For a list of the ten life science companies
with the most employees in Uppsala, see Table 3.

Despite the importance of the regional life sciences clus-
ter, some of the entrepreneurial success stories mentioned
above did not originate in the life sciences industry, but in
unrelated fields such as finance (Klarna) and ICT (Skype,
MySQL). The entrepreneurs behind such successful indige-
nous ventures not only inspire the local Uppsala population
to also engage in entrepreneurial activities, but according
to several interviewees, often engage in other activities that
later contribute to strengthening the local EE. These activi-
ties include further entrepreneurial endeavors, i.e., becoming
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Table 1: Data Structure of Uppsala’s Ecosystem Birth.

Table 2: Data Structure of Uppsala’s Ecosystem Growth.

Table 3: Employment by Top 10 Life Science Companies in Uppsala in 2016. Source: STUNS Life Science (2016).

serial entrepreneurs, taking advisory positions in local star-
tups, or becoming investors in regional businesses. In the
interviews, these processes, combined with the collaborative
mentality prevalent in the region, were described as a kind of

pay-it-forward culture that has gradually developed through-
out Uppsala’s EE.

However, there are certain trends that pose a challenge
to maintaining the local EE in Uppsala. It was highlighted
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Figure 12: Proportion of Population Employed in Swedish Life Sciences in 2012. Source: adapted from Sandström (2014, p. 117).

in the interviews that despite some successful startups that
have emerged from the EE in Uppsala, these companies
tend to move either to Stockholm or to other international
metropolises during their scale-up phase. This is at least
partly due to the lack of availability of financial capital for
regional scale-up companies, which limits their growth po-
tential within Uppsala’s EE. This was also noted by Eliasson
and Eliasson (2006) when they analyzed the aftermath of
Pharmacia’s dissolution. Therefore, Uppsala may initially
benefit from promising startups, but loses them at some
point in their growth phase. Moreover, the lack of growth
capital also leads to an increase in acquisition activity by local
multinational subsidiaries (Eliasson & Eliasson, 2006). How-
ever, such acquisitions prevent Uppsala’s EE from becoming
less dependent on foreign multinationals and strengthen the
domestic part of the local EE, as was also pointed out in
the interviews. On the contrary, as Eliasson and Eliasson
(2006) point out, a lack of qualified venture capitalists with
sufficient industry knowledge increases the risk of regional
activities retreating to other locations within or outside the
country of origin, as well as missing out on technologies
with significant economic potential. To date, Uppsala has
been successful in retaining local MNE subsidiaries primar-
ily due to university-industry collaboration, availability of
skilled human capital, and relatively low wages (Eliasson
& Eliasson, 2006). However, the continued dependence on
foreign MNE subsidiaries, although less pronounced than at
the beginning of the EE, poses a risk to Uppsala’s economy,
as one interviewee pointed out:

"Our main issue is that they [foreign-owned MNE
subsidiaries] are all owned by American risk cap-
ital firms, so we are just a little dot. If they say,
we do not want this little dot in this little town

anymore because it is far away up north, then our
whole ecosystem probably falls."

However, there is a notable alternative to VC investing in
Sweden in the form of a small-cap venture exchange called
First North (see Carpentier et al., 2010). This specialized ex-
change allows young companies to go public at an early stage
and raise money through an initial public offering (IPO).
While some regional companies make use of this alternative,
according to several interviewees, Uppsala-based startups in
their growth phase still largely aim for a takeover by a multi-
national company or relocate to a metropolis.

4.1.4. Summary
In summary, the analysis of Uppsala’s EE shows that an EE

depends on different actors and can emerge from processes
that are not directly aimed at promoting local entrepreneur-
ship. The emergence of Uppsala’s EE can be attributed to
Uppsala University’s strength in life science research. This
strength has led large life science companies, particularly
Pharmacia, to locate in Uppsala and collaborate with the uni-
versity on research and development. Through the creation
of spin-off companies, these processes have led to the emer-
gence of a strong life science cluster that continues to play an
important role today, distinguishing the ecosystem from that
of nearby Stockholm.

Through mergers and acquisitions, the subsequent breakup
of Pharmacia has attracted other multinational companies
operating in Uppsala, predominantly R&D. In addition, for-
mer employees, usually highly qualified and experienced,
have contributed to Uppsala’s EE growth by establishing spin-
off companies. Government initiatives to support startups in
Uppsala, both financial and non-financial, have enabled the
emergence of such companies.
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Table 4: Data Structure of Uppsala’s Ecosystem Sustainment.

Uppsala has also benefited from its size and spatial con-
text, which has resulted in a high density of highly skilled hu-
man capital, geographic proximity of relevant actors within
the EE, and proximity to relevant infrastructure. This has
facilitated collaboration, for which Uppsala’s inherent pay-it-
forward culture has played an important role by minimizing
competition within the system.

The case of Uppsala furthermore sheds light on problems
that other second-tier regions may also face. Because Upp-
sala has a strong academic past, the city’s reputation depends
largely on its two local universities. As a result, Uppsala is
perceived primarily as a university town, which to some ex-
tent discourages people from considering the region for their
careers. In addition, the size of the region, combined with
its proximity to Stockholm, makes it easier for both compa-
nies and individuals to relocate, making it difficult to retain
companies and talent attracted by the allure of such a global
metropolis. Another contributing factor is that Uppsala does
not have access to growth capital, which would be important
for startups looking to scale up. As a result, it is difficult for
Uppsala to both convince thriving companies that have orig-
inated in Uppsala to stay in the region rather than move to
a larger city, and to convince non-local startups and aspiring
entrepreneurs to choose Uppsala as a location for their en-
trepreneurial endeavors. Figure 13 provides an overview of
the development of Uppsala’s EE.

4.2. Analysis of Galway’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem
Various aspects of Galway’s medical technology cluster

have been analyzed in the academic literature (Evers & Gib-
lin, 2017; Giblin & Ryan, 2012; P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012; P.
Ryan et al., 2020, 2021). The analysis of Galway’s EE there-
fore combines secondary data with information obtained
through qualitative interviews with actors within the Gal-
way EE. The context of the Galway case is summarized in
Figure 14.

4.2.1. Birth: Monetary Incentives Attract MNEs to Galway
As highlighted both in the literature and by interviewees,

Galway’s EE has grown rather organically (see, e.g., Evers

and Giblin, 2017, p. 112). While the first foreign-owned
medical technology company in Galway was established in
Galway in 1973 (P. Ryan et al., 2021), the first pivotal event
occurred in 1982 when CR Bard (acquired by Medtronic in
1999, hereafter referred to as Medtronic for simplicity) es-
tablished a manufacturing facility in Galway (P. Ryan et al.,
2021; P. Ryan et al., 2020; Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 112;
P. Ryan and Giblin, 2012). After CR Bard filed the first med-
ical technology patent in the region in 1991 (P. Ryan et al.,
2020), Boston Scientific, the second major MNE in the re-
gion, established a manufacturing site in 1994 (P. Ryan et al.,
2021; Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 112; P. Ryan and Giblin,
2012; Giblin and Ryan, 2012). Both multinationals were at-
tracted to the region by IDA Ireland initiatives such as a low
corporate tax rate, grants, and research incentives (P. Ryan
et al., 2021; Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 110; P. Ryan and Gib-
lin, 2012; Giblin and Ryan, 2012), access to European mar-
kets, English-speaking labor, and a relatively low cost base (P.
Ryan & Giblin, 2012). With the aforementioned incentives,
IDA Ireland aimed to attract foreign direct investment (FDI)
to benefit from the knowledge spillover from abroad (Evers
& Giblin, 2017, p. 111; see also Figure 15).

Some interviewees have also linked IDA Ireland’s efforts
to attract foreign multinationals to a series of events related
to Digital Equipment Corporation, a major player in the mini-
computer industry. In 1971, the company opened an assem-
bly plant in Galway (Van Egeraat & Jacobson, 2004). The
assembly plant closed in 1993, and although Digital Equip-
ment Corporation maintained a software development func-
tion in Galway (Van Egeraat & Jacobson, 2004), the plant’s
closure resulted in the loss of over 700 jobs in the region
(Coughlan, 2017). As some interviewees pointed out, and
although some of those laid off later became entrepreneurs
in the region out of necessity, a local task force in collabora-
tion with IDA Ireland worked to attract large new employ-
ers to the region after the closure (Coughlan, 2017), eventu-
ally succeeding with the arrival of Boston Scientific. Boston
Scientific, which was also attracted by Medtronic’s success-
ful operations in Galway, then took over the empty premises
previously occupied by Digital Equipment Corporation.
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Figure 13: Development of Uppsala’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. Source: own illustration, format adapted from Mack and Mayer (2016).

While the two multinationals initially established only
manufacturing facilities in Galway, Medtronic established an
R&D center in 1996, followed by Boston Scientific’s product
development center in 1997 (P. Ryan et al., 2021). The es-
tablishment of innovation-oriented facilities was critical both
to the survival of the multinationals’ subsidiaries and to the
development of Galway’s EE as a whole, as one researcher in-
terviewed pointed out. While early local start-up activity in
the 1980s and 1990s focused predominantly on supplying the
two multinationals (Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 114; P. Ryan
and Giblin, 2012), it was indigenous firms founded by former
employees of the multinationals that designed and developed
their own ideas in areas unrelated to the industry (P. Ryan &
Giblin, 2012; P. Ryan et al., 2021). The former Medtronic

and Boston Scientific employees benefited from the connec-
tions they made and the management skills they developed
while working for the MNEs (P. Ryan et al., 2021; Evers and
Giblin, 2017, p. 118; P. Ryan and Giblin, 2012). These con-
nections and skills, along with the international exposure,
quality compliance experience, and credibility they built as
business professionals, enabled them to identify business op-
portunities leading to spin-off activities in Galway (P. Ryan et
al., 2021; Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 118; P. Ryan and Giblin,
2012). Because the medical technology market is global, in-
ternational connections were critical to commercial success
(Evers and Giblin, 2017, p. 118; Giblin and Ryan, 2012).
However, spin-off activities were not limited to former MNE
employees. As mentioned by interviewees, researchers from
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Figure 14: Case Context of Galway. Source: own illustration.

Figure 15: Medical Technology-Related Companies in Galway from 1973-2009. Source: Giblin and Ryan (2012, p. 251); the typing error
in the figure’s legend ("total number of") has been noted.

local universities also began to participate in the start-up pro-
cesses. This then accelerated during the growth phase of the
EE when local universities began to establish specialized re-

search centers that began to attract highly qualified students
and researchers to the Galway region.
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Table 5: Data Structure of Galway’s Ecosystem Birth.

4.2.2. Growth: NUI Galway Adapts to Emerging MedTech
Cluster

While the main local university, NUI Galway, did not ini-
tially function as an anchor within the EE, it has continually
responded to economic developments in Galway. Since the
establishment of an engineering department in 1980 (P. Ryan
et al., 2021), NUI Galway has become a major research part-
ner and a provider of specialized human capital. In 1998,
the university introduced a biomedical engineering degree
program (Giblin & Ryan, 2012; P. Ryan et al., 2021), and in
1999, the National Centre for Biomedical Engineering Sci-
ence (NCBES) was established to foster university-industry
collaboration (Giblin & Ryan, 2012; P. Ryan et al., 2021).
In 2003, NUI Galway established the Regenerative Medicine
Institute (REMEDI) to further enhance public-private collab-
oration, and in 2009, a dedicated postgraduate diploma in
medical device science was introduced (Giblin & Ryan, 2012;
P. Ryan et al., 2021). Shortly thereafter, in 2010, the univer-
sity initiated the Biolnnovate Ireland training program aimed
at producing indigenous medical device startups (P. Ryan et
al., 2021). Since then, NUI Galway has continued to increase
its importance to the local EE, for example, by introduc-
ing a master’s degree program in biomedical engineering in
2013 and establishing the Irish Centre for Cell Manufacturing
(ICCM) and the Centre for Research in Medical Devices (CU-
RAM) in 2014 (P. Ryan et al., 2020, 2021). Overall, the two
local universities, NUI Galway, and the Galway-Mayo Insti-
tute of Technology (GMIT), were important sources of skilled
human capital and frequently collaborated with both foreign
and local companies, for example, through research, student
placements, or the provision of office space (Giblin & Ryan,
2012; P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012). These activities were not lim-
ited to the medical technology industry. As noted by several
interviewees, both NUIG and GMIT contributed to the devel-
opment and subsequent diversification of the EE by attracting
financial resources, establishing research centers, attracting
graduate students and high-level researchers, and providing
startups with the infrastructure they needed to develop.

Following the establishment of subsidiaries by CR Bard
/ Medtronic and Boston Scientific, Galway’s EE has devel-

oped rather organically and naturally. While the two multi-
nationals were initially attracted by incentives from IDA Ire-
land aimed at attracting and retaining FDI, the availability
of skilled human capital, research collaboration with local
universities, and a growing medical technology cluster have
contributed to the growth of the EE. Former employees of
multinationals have started their own businesses, first in re-
lated and later in unrelated industries, which has enabled
the gradual diversification of the region and the growing in-
dependence from multinationals. This has also been enabled
by several local support organizations that have formed, as
well as other relevant actors, such as investors, who began to
get involved in the growth phase of Galway’s EE. However, as
several interviewees emphasized, the growth of the local sup-
port system for startups and future entrepreneurs has been
driven more by initiatives of key private individuals than by
larger local government initiatives. Nevertheless, the impor-
tance of public funding that contributed to the growth of EE
should not be underestimated, particularly the funding pro-
vided by actors such as Enterprise Ireland, IDA Ireland, and
the Local Development Office, especially in the early stages
of venture development.

4.2.3. Sustainment: Acquisition as Favored Exit Strategy
Because an EE is made up of diverse actors engaged

in innovation, knowledge transfer, research, and other
entrepreneurial activities, multinational companies alone,
which in the case of Galway initially served as anchor orga-
nizations and surrogate universities, were not sufficient to
build an active ecosystem (Evers & Giblin, 2017, p. 120).
The EE in Galway, while initially focused on a subset of
the medical technology industry, has diversified over time,
preventing phenomena such as technological lock-in, clus-
ter hollowing-out, and overspecialization (Evers and Giblin,
2017, pp. 117-120; Clancy et al., 2013). Diversification
and capability development within Galway’s EE have also
contributed to growing independence from local MNE sub-
sidiaries (P. Ryan and Giblin, 2012; P. Ryan et al., 2020; see
also Figure 16) .

In particular, domestic global companies have developed
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Table 6: Data Structure of Galway’s Ecosystem Growth.

Figure 16: Activity of Indigenous Ventures in Galway’s Medical Cluster for Given Years. Source: P. Ryan and Giblin (2012, p. 1334).

products and services that target market niches and use novel
technologies (Evers & Giblin, 2017, p. 119) to avoid compe-
tition with local MNE subsidiaries. The creation of such com-
panies and the frequent mergers, acquisitions, and manage-
ment buyouts underscore the dynamic nature of the ecosys-
tem (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012). Evers and Giblin (2017, pp.
122-123) also find that the founders of born global firms in
Galway are more likely to seek the acquisition of developed
and commercialized technology by an MNE than to grow in-
dependently. According to several interviewees, this is at
least partly due to the difficulty of raising capital in Galway,
given the lack of local growth capital providers. In cases
where ventures do want to grow independently, there is a ten-
dency for these companies to relocate to metropolitan areas
during their scale-up phase. The founders of local startups

that nevertheless decide to stay in the region tend to later
either become serial entrepreneurs, participate in mentoring
programs, or engage in investment activities (Evers and Gib-
lin, 2017, pp. 115-116; P. Ryan and Giblin, 2012). In the
literature, such processes are referred to as entrepreneurial
recycling (Mason & Harrison, 2006).

4.2.4. Summary
The Galway case shows that an EE can emerge organically

and as a byproduct of more disjointed structured policy ap-
proaches (Evers & Giblin, 2017). The evolution of Galway’s
EE demonstrates that new businesses in the start-up and
early growth stages require structurally embedded support
and leadership programs to ensure their long-term survival,
which in turn directly impacts local employment security
(Evers & Giblin, 2017). However, in addition to public and
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Table 7: Data Structure of Galway’s Ecosystem Sustainment.

private support from volunteers and nonprofits, and due to
the importance of spinoff activities in Galway, corporate-
level initiatives are also needed to foster innovation and
entrepreneurship in the region, such as management and
commercialization training (Evers & Giblin, 2017). Fur-
thermore, when considering the role of NUI Galway and
the Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology in Galway’s EE,
university-industry collaboration in research and develop-
ment and the availability of specialized human capital are
critical to entrepreneurial activities, which can be ensured
through sufficient higher education training and research
funding.

When a government invests in the local EE, it must also
ensure that technology developed by indigenous startups ul-
timately leads to the creation of a new business in the region
that creates local jobs and reduces dependence on multina-
tional enterprises (Evers & Giblin, 2017, pp. 122-123). In
Galway, researchers have observed that after developing a
new technology, founders are more likely to seek an acqui-
sition by an MNE than to develop their businesses indepen-
dently (Evers & Giblin, 2017, p. 122). However, such ac-
quisitions do not help an EE becoming less dependent on
MNEs. Therefore, a government should provide incentives
to local entrepreneurs to build independent indigenous ven-
tures rather than selling technology early. Policymakers also
need to take a holistic approach. Instead of focusing only on
jobs created by existing companies at a given time, job cre-
ation by serial entrepreneurs must also be considered (Evers
& Giblin, 2017, p. 122). Therefore, policies should take a
multiyear perspective and focus on human capital develop-
ment over a longer period.

Interviewees also pointed out the weaknesses of Galway’s
EE. First, the geographic distance to a major international air-
port and the underdeveloped transit infrastructure are a ma-
jor disadvantage for entrepreneurs focused on international
markets, as the long travel times both domestically and in-
ternationally require large time and financial resources. Sec-
ond, the lack of financial growth capital in the region leads to
increased M&A activity by MNEs and relocation in the scale-
up phase, which prevents the emergence of large domestic
companies. Third, entrepreneurial support in Galway driven

by individuals and organizations is constrained, at least in
part, by other stakeholder commitments, as local EE support
is dependent on volunteer labor. Fourth, while there are sev-
eral public policies and strategies aimed at promoting eco-
nomic development in the Irish regions, some interviewees
feel that there is too much focus on Dublin, limiting public
funding and thus the development potential of the Galway
region.

The Galway case shows a development of technological
and intangible capabilities, such as expertise in management
and networking at the international level (P. Ryan & Giblin,
2012). Awareness of their own strengths, sufficient foresight,
and adequate knowledge were critical for local decision mak-
ers, private volunteers, and nonprofit organizations to enable
the emergence and growth of Galway’s EE (P. Ryan & Giblin,
2012), illustrating the complexity, long-term nature, holistic
nature, and spatial contextuality of such processes. Figure 17
provides an overview of the evolution of Galway’s EE.

4.3. Comparative Analysis of Uppsala and Galway
While there are some similarities in the analyzes of the

EEs in Uppsala and Galway, there are also relevant differ-
ences that have policy implications for other second-tier Eu-
ropean regions seeking to establish and grow an EE.

In terms of commonalities, both EEs initially revolved
around a specific industry cluster and later diversified into re-
lated and unrelated industries, mitigating cluster risks. The
two clusters, medical technology, and life sciences / biotech-
nology, both primarily serve international markets, so export-
enhancing spatial characteristics have been important in both
regions, and emerging new firms in these industries often
identify as "born globals." In addition, both regions demon-
strated the importance of anchor organizations in general,
even if the nature of these organizations differed. In both re-
gions, however, multinationals and large corporations played
an important role in the development of the local EE, at-
tracted skilled workers, and facilitated the creation of spin-
off companies by former employees. Both regions also ben-
efited from a quality of life perceived to be better compared
to their respective capitals, which provided an incentive for
skilled workers to stay and build a livelihood, e.g., by starting
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Figure 17: Development of Galway’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. Source: own illustration, format adapted from Mack and Mayer (2016).

their own businesses, despite job losses in the subsidiaries of
multinational enterprises. Moreover, the presence of large
companies accelerated the development of the respective in-
dustrial cluster and contributed to employment prospects in
the regions. In addition, university-industry partnerships, es-
pecially in R&D activities, proved to be crucial for the ecosys-
tems. Regarding the sustainment of the EEs, both regions
have struggled to attract growth capital, resulting in indige-
nous companies either being acquired early by larger compa-
nies or relocated after reaching the scale-up stage. In Upp-
sala, however, small companies can go public early through
a dedicated stock exchange, which provides an alternative to
raising venture capital.

A notable difference in the formation phase of the ecosys-
tems is that companies were attracted to Uppsala by signif-
icant scientific findings from Uppsala University, while Gal-
way attracted companies by monetary incentives provided
by a government agency, IDA Ireland. This is also the reason

why Uppsala companies moved R&D activities to the region
from the beginning, while Galway companies first moved
mainly production and only later R&D activities. There are
also differences in the companies that were relevant to the
emergence of each EE. Pharmacia was a domestic company,
while both CR Bard and Boston Scientific were large U.S. cor-
porations and thus foreign companies.

The later development of the two EEs revealed further
differences. The EE in Galway grew more organically, with
multinationals acting as anchors and incubators for new busi-
nesses. In Uppsala, growth was due to a combination of
government initiatives and processes within large companies
that also led to the creation of spin-off companies. The im-
portance of local universities in the different stages of devel-
opment also varied across the regions. In Uppsala, Uppsala
University was a key player in the early stages of the ecosys-
tem (action), while NUI Galway gradually gained importance
by specializing in areas relevant to the local industry cluster
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(reaction).
Even if both regions are considered second tier, there are

relevant differences in spatial characteristics that influence
both EEs. Uppsala’s proximity to Stockholm and Arlanda Air-
port has a predominantly positive impact on the ecosystem by
facilitating internationalization and increasing the available
labor pool, although there is some competition for skilled la-
bor between Uppsala and Stockholm. Galway’s geographic
location, on the other hand, limits competition for human
capital with Dublin, the Irish capital. However, due to its dis-
tance from a major airport and the lack of a high-speed train
connection, both domestic and international travel is longer
compared to Uppsala, which negatively impacts Galway’s at-
tractiveness to startups whose employees need to travel fre-
quently. An overview of the similarities and differences in the
development processes that characterize the EEs in Uppsala
and Galway can be found in Figure 18.

After analyzing and comparing the EEs in Uppsala and
Galway, and by combining the findings with the literature re-
view in section 2, the section 5 addresses the resulting policy
implications for second-tier European regions seeking to es-
tablish and grow a local EE.

5. Policy Implications

In an empirical analysis of the quality of EEs in the U.S.,
Vedula and Kim (2019) showed that the quality of an EE
affects the chances of firm survival. Nascent entrepreneurs
benefit significantly from high-quality EEs, while serial en-
trepreneurs are less dependent on the quality of an EE.
Vedula and Kim’s analysis implies that nascent entrepreneurs
in particular need to be strategic in their location decisions
to maximize the chances of firm survival. Even for en-
trepreneurs already located in a lower-quality EE, moving
to a higher-quality EE brings additional challenges, such as
acquiring knowledge about the new market, building a good
reputation, creating new networks, and mobilizing resources
(Vedula & Kim, 2019). Therefore, location decisions in the
early stages of venture development are particularly impor-
tant for nascent entrepreneurs. This underscores the need to
create and maintain a high-quality EE in regions that want
to leverage entrepreneurship for regional economic growth.

As highlighted in earlier sections, policymakers must
keep in mind that not all entrepreneurial activity contributes
positively to a region’s economic development (Acs et al.,
2016; Baumol, 1990; Mason & Brown, 2014; Nightingale
& Coad, 2014). While entrepreneurship in tradable sec-
tors increases the likelihood of positive local spillover effects
that benefit people not directly involved in entrepreneurial
activities, entrepreneurship in non-tradable sectors shows
a weaker impact on local economic growth and its effects,
such as poverty reduction (N. Lee & Rodríguez-Pose, 2021).
However, as Aparicio et al. (2020) have noted, innovation-
and opportunity-driven entrepreneurship has the potential to
contribute to social inclusion and inclusive growth, including
in vulnerable communities.

Policies should be embedded in a larger framework aimed
at encouraging local entrepreneurial activity. An EE, as ex-
plained in section 2.1, consists of several actors that influ-
ence its quality. Government actions therefore represent a
part of the larger ecosystem, which underscores the need to
synchronize government actions with incentives and support
from other actors (Spigel, 2017). As Acs et al. (2016) point
out, certain policies that can be highly effective in promoting
local entrepreneurial activity may not be immediately recog-
nizable as such, such as education policies or social security
(Acs et al., 2016). Therefore, policymakers should take a
holistic and systems-based approach to policy development
and implementation. Policymakers should also ensure that
policies are dynamic, as the ecosystem is constantly evolv-
ing and the sources of incentives for entrepreneurial activity
change over time.

Combining the literature review on EEs in section 2 and
the analysis of EEs in Uppsala and Galway in section 4 iden-
tified policy approaches that second-tier regions have used
to establish and promote local EEs. Although spatial differ-
ences and a region’s individual context must be considered,
the following policy approaches can help second-tier regions
develop a local policy framework and establish support sys-
tems that help create, grow, and sustain a thriving EE. The
implications are divided according to the stages of develop-
ment of an EE, which were presented in section 2.1 (Mack
& Mayer, 2016). The decline phase was excluded because
the policy implications for a declining EE are similar to those
of the previous phases and are aimed at either rebirth or re-
newed growth. Figure 19 provides a brief overview of the
key findings relevant for regional decision makers, while the
following subsections provide a more detailed elaboration of
the policy approaches and their respective implications.

5.1. Birth Phase
As the analysis of Uppsala and Galway, as well as the re-

gions described in Appendix 4, has shown, second-tier re-
gions tend to focus on a particular subset of an industry dur-
ing the birth phase to build a solid knowledge base and spe-
cialize their activities. Given limited resources such as finan-
cial and human capital, it is likely necessary to build an EE
around an existing industry cluster to benefit from compar-
ative advantages (Giblin & Ryan, 2012). In addition, policy-
makers need to understand local strengths and weaknesses
to recognize the region’s capabilities and identify areas for
smart specialization (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012; Szerb et al.,
2020). Furthermore, as Szerb et al. (2020) mention, poli-
cymakers should avoid focusing only on a region’s strengths.
Instead, mitigating weaknesses may be a necessary condition
for realizing the full potential of regional strengths. The REDI
presented in sections 2.4.3 and 2.5 can help regions in the EU
identify such constraining pillars and design policies that al-
leviate existing bottlenecks (Szerb et al., 2020).

Next, policymakers should take a long-term perspective
when attempting to establish an EE (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012).
Such ecosystems, as this article has repeatedly emphasized,
go through various stages of development, and it likely takes
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Figure 18: Comparison of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems in Uppsala and Galway. Source: own illustration.

several years for the effects of a local EE to become apparent
when analyzing regional economic and financial indicators.
Policy approaches should therefore be based on a long-term
commitment to ensure the viability and resilience of the local
EE, while also emphasizing the need for positive attitudes to-
ward entrepreneurship among government officials and the
public.

In the case of Galway, a low corporate tax rate, grant in-
centives, and research incentives motivated multinationals to
establish subsidiaries in the region. The attraction of anchor
organizations as a policy approach also worked in the cases
of Portland, Boise, and Kansas City, although these case stud-
ies are not subject to the European context (see Appendix
4), again underscoring the need for contextual sensitivity. In
any case, R&D activities in local affiliates of MNEs are partic-
ularly important to benefit from value-added spin-off activi-
ties. Moreover, trade policy enabled multinationals as well as
emerging born global startups in Galway to do business out-
side of Ireland and provided international networking that is
particularly important for small economies (P. Ryan & Gib-

lin, 2012). Furthermore, the importance of networking in
the birth phase, especially between existing and nascent en-
trepreneurs (Mack & Mayer, 2016), should not be underesti-
mated.

The attraction of a large organization has also spurred
entrepreneurial activity in Uppsala. The anchor in Uppsala’s
case, however, was its world-renowned university, which en-
gaged in university-industry collaboration in research and
development. Following the dissolution of Pharmacia, a
number of highly qualified former employees who wished to
remain in the region established their own entrepreneurial
ventures. These processes were supported by a solid en-
trepreneurial support network, driven by both private and
public actors. In addition, Uppsala encouraged spin-off activ-
ities and the commercialization of research results through
the establishment of technology transfer offices at local uni-
versities to assist researchers in commercializing research.
Although most researchers remain employed part-time at
the university, support for research commercialization has
produced hybrid entrepreneurs who work simultaneously in
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Figure 19: Overview of Policy Implications by Ecosystem Development Stage. Source: own illustration.

academia and business. The Swedish concept of professor’s
privilege has enabled these processes by preventing IP pro-
tection issues. A list of policy approaches to EE creation in
second-tier European regions is shown in Figure 20.

While the policy approaches listed in Figure 20 contribute
to the birth of an EE, the continuation of most of these
policies is necessary during subsequent phases of develop-
ment. In particular, sufficient third-level funding, university-
industry collaboration in R&D, and commercialization of
research results were also important for the growth and
sustainment of the EEs in Uppsala and Galway.

5.2. Growth Phase
By investing in higher education, policymakers in Galway

ensured that the medical technology cluster had access to
skilled human capital. Similar processes around local uni-
versities, as discussed in Appendix 4, were also observed in
Calgary (Spigel, 2017) and Chattanooga (Motoyama et al.,
2016). In addition, in both Galway and Chattanooga (Mo-
toyama et al., 2016), the gradual development of the local
university to serve and collaborate with the emerging cluster
of foreign and local companies was observed. Thus, not only
companies but also universities specialized in activities that
were aligned with the local cluster.

As the Galway and Uppsala cases have shown, policies
that create incentives for current employees of local MNE
subsidiaries, as well as for employees of local higher edu-
cation institutions, to engage in spin-off activities can con-
tribute to the growth of the EE (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012). Such

policies may relate, for example, to developing current pro-
duction capacity, facilitating the creation of new ventures,
training the necessary skills, regional, national, and interna-
tional networking (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012), and facilitating
the commercialization of research results.

As Giblin and Ryan (2012) note, policy can also focus
on attracting more FDI by promoting both the capacity and
capabilities of emerging domestic firms, thereby creating in-
centives for foreign investors to further exploit these local
capabilities. This also underscores the importance of geo-
graphically concentrated technological capabilities (P. Ryan
& Giblin, 2012). Policies aimed at further developing these
capabilities can therefore maximize the resulting external
economies (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012). Moreover, to ensure the
resilience of the developing EE, policymakers should not fo-
cus exclusively on the emerging industry cluster, but should
develop industrial, regional, science, and technology policy
mechanisms that allow for technology and industry diversi-
fication (P. Ryan & Giblin, 2012). Gradual diversification of
the EE mitigates cluster risks, so policy approaches aimed at
diversification are also important in the sustainment phase.

Both Galway and Uppsala have benefited from their repu-
tation in a particular industry. However, neither EE is partic-
ularly well known outside these industries. Therefore, using
marketing techniques to increase awareness of the existing
supportive ecosystem for entrepreneurs can help regions at-
tract prospective and early-stage entrepreneurs, as well as
other relevant stakeholders such as investors, to locate in
their respective second-tier regions. In doing so, the advan-
tages of the local EE should be highlighted. Second-tier re-
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Figure 20: Policy Approaches for Second-Tier Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Birth. Source: own illustration.

gions, such as those found in Uppsala and Galway, tend to
benefit from dense networks, collaboration rather than com-
petition, a sense of community, and a pay-it-forward culture.
This also underscores the need for community development
in second-tier EEs, as this can be a competitive advantage
over EEs in superstar regions. A list of policy approaches for
growing an EE in second-tier European regions is shown in
Figure 21.

Overall, to grow a second-tier EE, having a support sys-
tem in place that aids current and nascent entrepreneurs is
necessary. Awareness thereof and collaboration within the
ecosystem are also crucial to ensure the development of a sus-
tainable competitive advantage. Related to this, and since a
competitive advantage must be evaluated relative to compet-
ing EEs (Porter, 1985, pp. 1-30), competing regions should
be analyzed thoroughly and continuously.

5.3. Sustainment Phase
As highlighted in Galway’s EE analysis, sustaining an EE

requires avoiding phenomena such as technological lock-in
(see also, e.g., Maggioni, 2004). Thus, policies should focus
on diversifying the ecosystem to mitigate cluster risks. Mack
and Mayer (2016) suggest networking the local EE with other
EEs at the national and international levels to avoid entering
the decline phase. Seeking international networks and shar-
ing ideas and experiences with other second-tier EEs was also
highlighted by a government representative as a goal of Gal-
way’s economic policy.

In both Uppsala and Galway, a lack of local growth cap-
ital has been observed as a particular risk that can lead to
stagnation and/or entry into the decline phase. This is also a

challenge highlighted in a paper by Xu and Dobson (2019) on
second-tier EEs. Due to their limited size, second-tier regions
are not necessarily on the radar of growth capital providers
such as VCs, at least outside the original industry cluster. As a
result, promising startups tend to either seek acquisition by a
multinational or relocate to superstar regions where growth
capital is available. This can be seen in both Uppsala and
Galway. One strategy that can help second-tier regions re-
tain homegrown companies is to establish an exchange that
allows small companies to go public relatively early. Exam-
ples of such venture exchanges include First North, which has
launched in Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, and Finland, and the
TSX Venture Exchange in Canada (Carpentier et al., 2010).
The introduction of tax incentives or other monetary benefits
for growth capital investors may also increase the attractive-
ness of investing in regional companies scaling up.

By retaining ventures with scaling potential, a second-tier
region should aim to create an outstanding indigenous com-
pany that can serve as an inspiring example of local success.
Such examples, as highlighted by interviewees from Galway
and Uppsala, can inspire others to pursue entrepreneurial
endeavors, creating a positive cycle of local entrepreneurial
achievement. In addition, successful entrepreneurs some-
times become serial entrepreneurs or use their accumulated
wealth to invest in other local startups, a process known as
entrepreneurial recycling (Mason & Harrison, 2006).

As emphasized throughout this article, policymakers
must continually adapt the policy framework and support
mechanisms to ensure the sustainability and resilience of the
EE. This will ensure that the needs of key stakeholders within
the local EE are addressed to prevent the EE from entering
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Figure 21: Policy Approaches for Second-Tier Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Growth. Source: own illustration.

Figure 22: Policy Approaches for Second-Tier Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Sustainment. Source: own illustration.
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the decline phase. A list of policy approaches for sustain-
ing an EE in second-tier European regions is presented in
Figure 22.

The above policy approaches, their underlying mecha-
nisms, and their respective effects were observed in existing
second-tier EEs. However, as highlighted throughout the ar-
ticle, each EE is subject to a unique spatial context that must
be considered when attempting to build, grow, and sustain
a thriving ecosystem to support entrepreneurial activity. The
next section summarizes the findings of this article and dis-
cusses the limitations of the results.

6. Conclusion and Limitations

Through a thorough literature review and the creation of
a comparative case study of two regions, this article sought to
derive dynamic policy implications for second-tier European
regions seeking to effectively foster a local entrepreneurial
ecosystem. While the importance of spatial differences was
emphasized throughout, there are certain patterns that re-
cur not only in the two second-tier European regions ana-
lyzed in this article, but also in the second-tier North Amer-
ican regions previously analyzed in the academic literature.
First, it became clear that the establishment of thriving EEs
in second-tier regions is possible despite polarization trends
in innovation, but the emergence of an EE need not be in-
tentional. Both Uppsala and Galway benefited from certain
processes that later enabled the emergence of their respec-
tive EE. Thus, their creation was more accidental and a by-
product of university-industry collaboration in Uppsala and
attracting foreign direct investment in Galway. Both pro-
cesses required government activity, but this varied between
the regions. In Uppsala, the government was involved pri-
marily through funding for higher education, while in Gal-
way, the government created, among other things, a policy
framework that provided incentives for multinational enter-
prises to locate in the region.

Second, the importance of R&D activities of local MNE
subsidiaries and higher education institutions cannot be over-
stated. It was the transition from manufacturing to R&D by
the subsidiaries of the multinationals in Galway, driven by
the specialization of research at one of the local universities,
that enabled the emergence of the EE. In Uppsala, on the
other hand, it was the research strength of one of the local
universities that attracted large companies to the region in
the first place. R&D was thus a prerequisite for the birth of
the EEs in Uppsala and Galway.

Third, another result revolves around the impact of in-
novation polarization on later stages of EE development.
Both Uppsala and Galway suffer from a lack of access to
growth capital. In both regions, this leads to increased ac-
quisitions by multinationals and the relocation of scale-up
ventures to national or international superstar regions. This
finding seems particularly important as it underscores that
location decisions by entrepreneurs have a direct impact on
the growth potential of ventures. In addition, limited access
to growth capital likely increases costs for scale-up ventures

not operating in the region’s focus industry if they attempt
to find investors locally. This is due to a lack of qualified
and experienced investors for the company’s specific target
industry. Such an increase in the cost of money results in
either lower investment amounts or the loss of a larger por-
tion of the venture itself, neither of which is beneficial to the
entrepreneur. Therefore, the availability of growth capital
should be an important criterion for entrepreneurs’ location
decisions, which means that the availability of growth capital
should be a priority for regional decision makers, especially
during the growth and sustainment of an EE.

The results of this article have certain limitations. By
comparing two EEs, a "small n" method (Roundy, 2019) was
chosen, which limits the degree of generalizability of the re-
sults. Given the different circumstances in the two regions,
the results are subject to spatial context. However, as Eisen-
hardt and Graebner (2007) argue, this method nonetheless
allows for an assessment of the presence and consistency of
findings across cases, which provides some degree of gener-
alizability. Moreover, both EEs revolve around subsectors of
the life sciences. Focusing on this specific industry may limit
the transferability of certain findings to other industry foci.
However, by combining the insights gained from the com-
parative case study with a literature review on EEs in general
and EEs in second-tier regions in particular, a more holistic
picture was drawn from which policy implications for other
second-tier European regions can be derived. Nonetheless,
the findings may be sector-specific to some extent.

By exploring dynamic policy implications for second-tier
European regions seeking to establish, grow, and sustain an
EE, this article sought to contribute to research on the impor-
tance of the spatial context of EEs, as well as on the life cycle
of EEs. The findings can help local policymakers develop pol-
icy frameworks and support mechanisms that enable an EE to
emerge, grow, and sustain in a second-tier region. Given the
link between entrepreneurship and economic development,
the results of this article can contribute to the economic and
social well-being of regions as well as their urban develop-
ment plans.

References

Acs, Z. J., Åstebro, T., Audretsch, D., & Robinson, D. T. (2016). Public pol-
icy to promote entrepreneurship: a call to arms. Small Business
Economics, 47, 35–51.

Acs, Z. J., Braunerhjelm, P., Audretsch, D. B., & Carlsson, B. (2009). The
knowledge spillover theory of entrepreneurship. Small Business
Economics, 32, 15–30.

Alston, M. (2004). ‘You don’t want to be a check-out chick all your life’: The
out-migration of young people from Australia’s small rural towns.
Australian Journal of Social Issues, 39(3), 299–313.

Aparicio, S., Audretsch, D., & Urbano, D. (2020). Does entrepreneurship
matter for inclusive growth? The role of social progress orienta-
tion. Entrepreneurship Research Journal, 11(4), 20190308.

Atkinson, R., Muro, M., & Whiton, J. (2019). The case for growth cen-
ters. The Brookings Institution. Retrieved March 13, 2020, from
https://www.brookings.edu/research/growth-centers-how-to-
spread-tech-innovation-across-america

Audretsch, D., Belitski, M., & Desai, S. (2015). Entrepreneurship and eco-
nomic development in cities. The Annals of Regional Science, 55,
33–60.

https://www.brookings.edu/research/growth-centers-how-to-spread-tech-innovation-across-america
https://www.brookings.edu/research/growth-centers-how-to-spread-tech-innovation-across-america


J. Keim / Junior Management Science 9(1) (2024) 1211-12401238

Audretsch, D., Mason, C., Miles, M. P., & O’Connor, A. (2018). The dynamics
of entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Audretsch, D., Thurik, R., Verheul, I., & Wennekers, S. (2002). Under-
standing entrepreneurship across countries and over time. In
Entrepreneurship: Determinants and policy in a European-US com-
parison (pp. 1–10). Springer.

Auerswald, P. E. (2015). Enabling entrepreneurial ecosystems: Insights
from ecology to inform effective entrepreneurship policy. Kauff-
man Foundation Research Series on city, metro, and regional en-
trepreneurship.

Bahrami, H., & Evans, S. (1995). Flexible re-cycling and high-technology
entrepreneurship. California Management Review, 37(3), 62–89.

Baumol, W. J. (1990). Entrepreneurship: Productive, unproductive, and de-
structive. The Journal of Political Economy, 98(5), 893–921.

Biernacki, P., & Waldorf, D. (1981). Snowball sampling: Problems and tech-
niques of chain referral sampling. Sociological methods & research,
10(2), 141–163.

Boddy, C. R. (2016). Sample size for qualitative research. Qualitative Market
Research: An International Journal, 19(4), 426–432.

Borissenko, Y., & Boschma, R. (2016). A critical review of entrepreneurial
ecosystems: towards a future research agenda. (1630).

Cardoso, R. V. (2018). Localising urbanisation trajectories: Comparing the
emergence of second-tier urban regions in Europe (1890–2011).
Urban Research & Practice, 11(3), 223–246.

Carpentier, C., L’her, J.-F., & Suret, J.-M. (2010). Stock exchange markets
for new ventures. Journal of Business Venturing, 25(4), 403–422.

Cavallo, A., Ghezzi, A., & Balocco, R. (2019). Entrepreneurial ecosystem
research: Present debates and future directions. International En-
trepreneurship and Management Journal, 15, 1291–1321.

City of Uppsala. (2015). Uppsala: Facts about business and enterprise. Re-
trieved July 13, 2020, from https:// international .uppsala.se/
globalassets/naringsliv/fakta/factsfigures_eng_webb_ny.pdf

Clancy, J., Ryan, P., & Giblin, M. (2013). High technology clusters, flag-
ship MNE subsidiaries, and mothership ecosystems: Specialisa-
tion, adaption and connectivity in staving off cluster malaise’.
35th DRUID Celebration Conference 2013.

Coad, A., Daunfeldt, S.-O., Hölzl, W., Johansson, D., & Nightingale, P. (2014).
High-growth firms: introduction to the special section. Industrial
and Corporate Change, 23(1), 91–112.

Cohen, B. (2006). Sustainable valley entrepreneurial ecosystems. Business
strategy and the Environment, 15(1), 1–14.

Coughlan, C. (2017). Inside views of Ireland’s digital technology revolution.
Retrieved July 15, 2020, from https://www.irishexaminer.com/
business/inside-view-of-irelands-digital-technology-revolution-
441911.html

Dahlgren, H., & Valentin, F. (2007). Shaken not stirred: Multinational
takeovers in Sweden’s pharmaceutical industry. Copenhagen Busi-
ness School, Biotech Business Working Paper No. 04-2007.

Dalle, J.-M., Den Besten, M., & Menon, C. (2017). Using Crunchbase for
economic and managerial research. OECD Science, Technology and
Industry Working Papers 2017/08.

Desrochers, P., & Hospers, G.-J. (2007). Cities and the Economic Develop-
ment of Nations: An Essay on Jane Jacobs’ Contribution to Eco-
nomic Theory. Canadian Journal of Regional Science, 30(1), 119–
134.

Dijkstra, L., Garcilazo, E., & McCann, P. (2013). The economic performance
of European cities and city regions: Myths and realities. European
Planning Studies, 21(3), 334–354.

Edmondson, A. C., & McManus, S. E. (2007). Methodological fit in man-
agement field research. Academy of Management Review, 32(4),
1246–1264.

Eisenhardt, K. M., & Graebner, M. E. (2007). Theory building from cases:
Opportunities and challenges. Academy of management journal,
50(1), 25–32.

Eisenhardt, K. M., Graebner, M. E., & Sonenshein, S. (2016). Grand chal-
lenges and inductive methods: Rigor without rigor mortis.
Academy of Management Journal, 59(4), 1113–1123.

Eliasson, G., & Eliasson, Å. (2006). The Pharmacia story of entrepreneur-
ship and as a creative technical university–an experiment in in-
novation, organizational break up and industrial renaissance. En-
trepreneurship & Regional Development, 18(5), 393–420.

European Commission. (2000). The European observatory for SMEs: Sixth Re-
port. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publication of the European
Communities.

European Commission. (2013). Entrepreneurship 2020 action plan: Reignit-
ing the entrepreneurial spirit in Europe.

Evers, N., & Giblin, M. (2017). Born globals and the medical technology
cluster in the west of Ireland. European Born Globals Job Creation
in Young Internationals Businesses, New York, Routledge, 105–127.

Färnstrand Damsgaard, E., & Thursby, M. C. (2013). University en-
trepreneurship and professor privilege. Industrial and Corporate
Change, 22(1), 183–218.

Feld, B. (2020). Startup communities: Building an entrepreneurial ecosystem
in your city. John Wiley & Sons.

Feldman, M. P. (2014). The character of innovative places: entrepreneurial
strategy, economic development, and prosperity. Small Business
Economics, 43, 9–20.

Fischer, M., & Maggetti, M. (2017). Qualitative comparative analysis and the
study of policy processes. Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis:
Research and Practice, 19(4), 345–361.

Florida, R. (2003). Entrepreneurship, creativity, and regional economic
growth. The emergence of entrepreneurship policy: Governance,
start-ups and growth in the U.S. knowledge economy, 39–58.

Florida, R. (2005a). Cities and the creative class. Routledge.
Florida, R. (2005b). The world is spiky: Globalization has changed the eco-

nomic playing field, but hasn’t leveled it. The Atlantic Monthly,
296(3), 48.

Florida, R., Adler, P., & Mellander, C. (2017). The city as innovation machine.
Regional Studies, 51(1), 86–96.

Florida, R., & King, K. M. (2016). Rise of the global startup city: the geography
of venture capital investment in cities and metros across the globe.
Martin Prosperity Institute, University of Toronto.

Florida, R., & Mellander, C. (2016). Rise of the startup city: The changing
geography of the venture capital financed innovation. California
Management Review, 59(1), 14–38.

Folta, T., Delmar, F., & Wennberg, K. (2010). Hybrid entrepreneurship. Man-
agement Sciences, 56(2), 253–269.

Foray, D., & Goenaga, B. X. (2013). The goals of smart specialisation. S3
Policy Brief Series No. 01/2013.

Fusch, P. I., & Ness, L. R. (2015). Are we there yet? Data saturation in qual-
itative research. The Qualitative Report, 20(9), 1408–1416.

Fylan, F. (2005). Semi-structured interviewing. A handbook of research meth-
ods for clinical and health psychology, 65–77.

Giblin, M., & Ryan, P. (2012). Tight clusters or loose networks? The criti-
cal role of inward foreign direct investment in cluster creation.
Regional Studies, 46(2), 245–258.

Glaeser, E. L., Ponzetto, G. A., & Tobio, K. (2011). Cities, skills and regional
change. Regional Studies, 48(1), 7–43.

Halcomb, E. J., & Davidson, P. M. (2006). Is verbatim transcription of in-
terview data always necessary? Applied nursing research, 19(1),
38–42.

Henrekson, M., & Johansson, D. (2010). Gazelles as job creators: a survey
and interpretation of the evidence. Small Business Economics, 35,
227–244.

Hospers, G.-J. (2006). Jane Jacobs: her life and work. European Planning
Studies, 14(6), 723–732.

Isenberg, D. (2010). How to start an entrepreneurial revolution. Harvard
Business Review, 88(6), 40–50.

Isenberg, D. (2011a). Introducing the Entrepreneurship Ecosystem: Four
Defining Characteristics. Retrieved April 22, 2020, from https://
www.forbes.com/sites/danisenberg/2011/05/25/introducing-
the- entrepreneurship- ecosystem- four-defining- characteristics/
#7e8df8ce5fe8

Isenberg, D. (2011b). The entrepreneurship ecosystem strategy as a new
paradigm for economic policy: Principles for cultivating entrepreneur-
ship. Babson Park: Babson College.

Jacobs, J. (1969). The New Economy of Cities. Random House.
Kajornboon, A. B. (2005). Using interviews as research instruments. E-

journal for Research Teachers, 2(1), 1–9.
Kemeny, T., & Storper, M. (2020). Superstar cities and left-behind places:

disruptive innovation, labor demand, and interregional inequal-

https://international.uppsala.se/globalassets/naringsliv/fakta/factsfigures_eng_webb_ny.pdf
https://international.uppsala.se/globalassets/naringsliv/fakta/factsfigures_eng_webb_ny.pdf
https://www.irishexaminer.com/business/inside-view-of-irelands-digital-technology-revolution-441911.html
https://www.irishexaminer.com/business/inside-view-of-irelands-digital-technology-revolution-441911.html
https://www.irishexaminer.com/business/inside-view-of-irelands-digital-technology-revolution-441911.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danisenberg/2011/05/25/introducing-the-entrepreneurship-ecosystem-four-defining-characteristics/#7e8df8ce5fe8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danisenberg/2011/05/25/introducing-the-entrepreneurship-ecosystem-four-defining-characteristics/#7e8df8ce5fe8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danisenberg/2011/05/25/introducing-the-entrepreneurship-ecosystem-four-defining-characteristics/#7e8df8ce5fe8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danisenberg/2011/05/25/introducing-the-entrepreneurship-ecosystem-four-defining-characteristics/#7e8df8ce5fe8


J. Keim / Junior Management Science 9(1) (2024) 1211-1240 1239

ity. London School of Economics and Political Science, International
Inequalities Institute Working Paper No. 41.

Knight, G., & Cavusgil, S. (1996). The born global firm: A challenge to tra-
ditional internationalization theory’. In S. Cavusgil & T. Madsen
(Eds.), Advances in international marketing (8th, pp. 11–26). Bin-
gley: Emerald Group Publishing.

Kowal, S., & O’Connell, D. (2004). The transcription of conversations (U.
Flick, E. Kardorff, & I. Steinke, Eds.). Thousand Oaks.

Kuckertz, A. (2019). Let’s take the entrepreneurial ecosystem metaphor se-
riously! Journal of Business Venturing Insights, 11, e00124.

Lee, N., & Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2021). Entrepreneurship and the fight against
poverty in US cities. Environment and Planning A: Economy and
Space, 53(1), 31–52.

Lee, S. Y., Florida, R., & Ács, Z. J. (2004). Creativity and entrepreneurship: a
regional analysis of new formation. Regional Studies, 38(8), 879–
891.

Leech, B. L. (2002). Asking questions: Techniques for semistructured inter-
views. PS: Political Science & Politics, 35(4), 665–668.

Locke, E. A. (2007). The case for inductive theory building. Journal of man-
agement, 33(6), 867–890.

Longhurst, R. (2003). Semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Key
methods in geography, 3(2), 143–156.

Mack, E., & Mayer, H. (2016). The evolutionary dynamics of entrepreneurial
ecosystems. Urban studies, 53(10), 2118–2133.

Maggioni, M. A. (2004). The rise and fall of industrial clusters: Technology
and the life cycle of region. IEB Working Paper 2004/06.

Malterud, K., Siersma, V. D., & Guassora, A. D. (2016). Sample size in qualita-
tive interview studies: guided by information power. Qualitative
Health Research, 26(13), 1753–1760.

Markusen, A. R., Lee, Y.-S., & DiGiovanna, S. (1999). Comprehending
fast-growing regions. Second tier cities: Rapid growth beyond the
metropolis, 3–19.

Mason, C., & Brown, R. (2014). Entrepreneurial ecosystems and growth ori-
ented entrepreneurship. Background paper prepared for the work-
shop organised by the OECD LEED programme and the Dutch Min-
istry of Economic Affairs on entrepreneurial ecosystems and growth
oriented entrepreneurship (final version). The Hague: OECD.

Mason, C., & Harrison, R. T. (2006). After the exit: Acquisitions, en-
trepreneurial recycling and regional economic development.
Regional studies, 40(1), 55–73.

Matheson, J. L. (2007). The Voice Transcription Technique: Use of Voice
Recognition Software to Transcribe Digital Interview Data in
Qualitative Research. Qualitative Report, 12(4), 547–560.

Mayer, H. (2011). Entrepreneurship and innovation in second tier regions.
Edward Elgar Publishing.

McLellan, E., MacQueen, K. M., & Neidig, J. L. (2003). Beyond the qualita-
tive interview: Data preparation and transcription. Field methods,
15(1), 63–84.

Moore, J. F. (1993). Predators and prey: a new ecology of competition. Har-
vard Business Review, 71(3), 75–86.

Morgan, K. (2017). Nurturing novelty: Regional innovation policy in the age
of smart specialisation. Environment and Planning C: Politics and
Space, 35(4), 569–583.

Morse, J. M. (1995). The significance of saturation. Qualitative Health Re-
search, 5(2), 147–149.

Motoyama, Y., Fetsch, E., Jackson, C., & Wiens, J. (2016). Little town, lay-
ered ecosystem: a case study of Chattanooga. Layered Ecosystem:
A Case Study of Chattanooga.

Müller, S., & Korsgaard, S. (2018). Resources and bridging: the role of spatial
context in rural entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship & Regional
Development, 30(1-2), 224–255.

Muro, M., & Whiton, J. (2018). Tech is (still) concentrating in the Bay Area: An
update on America’s winner-take-most economic phenomenon. Re-
trieved March 13, 2020, from https://www.brookings.edu/blog/
the- avenue/2018/12/17/ tech- is- still - concentrating- in- the-
bay-area-an-update-on-americas-winner-take-most-economic-
phenomenon/

Nightingale, P., & Coad, A. (2014). Muppets and gazelles: political and
methodological biases in entrepreneurship research. Industrial
and Corporate Change, 23(1), 113–143.

Nilsson, M., & Norell, K. (1996). Entreeprenörsavknoppning från ett Storföre-
tag – En studie av Pharmacia 1985–1996 (Entrepreneurial spin-off
from a large company – A study of Pharmacia 1985–1996). Upp-
sala: Uppsvenska Handelskammaren.

OECD. (2013). Innovation-driven growth in regions: The role of smart spe-
cialisation (preliminary version. Retrieved May 26, 2020, from
http://www.oecd.org/sti/inno/smart-specialisation.pdf

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoag-
wood, K. (2015). Purposeful sampling for qualitative data col-
lection and analysis in mixed method implementation research.
Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health Ser-
vices Research, 42, 533–544.

Parkinson, M., Meegan, R., Karecha, J., Evans, R., Jones, G., Sotarauta, M.,
Ruokolainen, O., Tosics, I., Gertheis, A., & Tönkő, A. (2012). SG-
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