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Rationale  

The aim of the City of Dortmund was to create a ―breeding ground‖ for new companies based on 
innovative technology applications and with collaborative links with research and educational 
institutions. It built on its regional strengths by: 

 focusing on technologies related to logistics (because in the mid-eighties there were a 
large number of businesses in this sector already active in the city); and  

 securing cooperation with other local players, including: the Chambers for Commerce 
and Trade as well as for Handicraft Industries, the local savings bank, and research 
institutions. This cooperation was established formally—(the named institutions became 
shareholders of the management company of the business incubator) as well as 
informally by building a network involving all potential regional players and supporters. 

Description of the approach  

The TechnologieZentrumDortmund (TZDO) is a business incubator programme developed by 
the City of Dortmund 20 years ago as a way to help rebuild its economy after major losses of 
heavy industry to both lower-cost and off-shore competition (coal and steel). The purpose of the 
programme was to promote regional economic development through technology and 
knowledge-based start-ups and SMEs. TZDO is the core of a regional network of ―competence 
centres‖ for key technologies. TZDO also functions as a development and testing centre focused 
on key technologies, e.g. Information Technology, Biomedicine, Micro System Technology, and 
Production and Automation Technology. As of 2006 the TZDO had 283 companies within their 
centres employing 8 500 people. 

The TZDO has a supervisory board made up of six representatives of the city, three from 
financial institutions, two from the Chamber of Commerce and one from the University of 
Dortmund. Close relationships with the university and R&D institutes such as MPI (molecular 
physiology) and Fraunhofer Institute for Material Flow and Logistics provide a steady stream of 
new ideas for technology transfer. 

A staff of more than 40 employees on-site provides technical and advisory assistance to the 

tenants. These are business specialists trained in both technology and business skills, 

including mentoring services for those companies that need them. Other services provided 

include start-up consulting/business planning, marketing, distribution & sales assistance, office 

services, high-speed Internet access, contacts for insurance/legal contacts/patents/tax 

preparation and advice, project counseling, financing, training courses/seminars, management 

and organisation advice, technology and product advisory services and accounting. It also 

provides relocation services for those companies that need to expand into larger space. 

 

                                                      
1
Source: Ronald Kysiak (2007), in ―Strengthening Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Economic 

Development at Local Level‖. OECD LEED Trento Centre. 
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Relevance of the approach 

The relevance of the Dortmund experience is in the way in which one region with a major city 
and research University was able to develop a strong regional economic development program 
based upon the creation and growth of new companies. By providing a central place for 
innovation by locating the incubator at the university, rather than in the city, Dortmund 
understood the necessary relationship that needs to be forged between the university and the 
place where new companies can get help to get organized and to grow. 

In addition, by bringing in as partners other communities within the region, Dortmund helped 
create a strong regional partnership, with each community developing its own incubator to suit 
its particular strengths. If specialized incubators are developed in other countries, a look at the 
Dortmund model would help guide those plans. 

Reasons for success or failure 

The image of the region and the city of Dortmund has changed from a declining coal and steel 

city to a growing and future oriented technology hub. The main components for this success 

were: 

 A local city government ready to take initiative and the lead with a long term 

perspective. 

 A community ready to invest in building an infrastructure for innovative businesses 

and research facilities. 

 An understanding that a combined effort of the public and the private sectors would 

be needed to involve research and educational institutions as well as the industrial 

and financial sectors from the beginning. 

 A quality management team recruited from the private sector. 

The program also had some challenges which it had to overcome. 

Though close cooperation with the city, the chamber of commerce and trade, the universities, 

and banks created a successful programme, it remains a continuous challenge to keep all the 

stakeholders pulling in the same direction. 

 Even with a substantial entrepreneurial support system, it remains difficult to attract 

and motivate students and graduates to take a chance and establish new 

companies. It requires continuous seminars, workshops, business plan competitions, 

etc. to encourage the entrepreneurial spirit of students.  

 And there is still only limited access to equity financing for start-up businesses. 
―Business Angels‖ do not exist in the Dortmund region and though local financial 
institutions are ready to make classic loans, with collateral, they are not ready to 
provide investment money without security. Venture Capital, though available, is not 
the appropriate instrument for early stage financing. 

Considerations for adoption of this type of approach  

Lessons here include the ability of a single city to plan and execute a regional technology 
commercialisation system using mostly its own resources, including the intellectual capital of the 
local university and the strength of the financial sector. The ability to create a regional economic 
development organization and strategy cannot be stressed enough. In the global economy it is 
competition of regions, not cities that are becoming most relevant.  
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If there is to be a successful technology-based entrepreneurial development strategy, it must be 
built around partnerships of academia, government and private business – and it will most likely 
only occur in urban places with universities or colleges doing applied research. 

Contact details and website for further information 

Contact:  Mr Heinz Fiedler (President of SPICE Group) 
E-mail:  heinz@spice-group.de 
 
For TechnologieZentrumDortmund: 
 
Web-site:  www.tzdo.de 
Address:  Niedstraße 40, 12159 Berlin, Germany 
Telephone number:  +49 30 85103708,  
Fax:                        +49 30 85103712 

 

http://www.tzdo.de/

