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The issue:  

Building the entrepreneurial ecosystem 

Professor Ross Brown, Professor in Entrepreneurship and Small Business 
Finance at the School of Management, University of St Andrews, Scotland began by 

introducing the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems, which are made up of inter-connected research 

institutions, established businesses, financial institutions and a range of other organisations. Entrepreneurs 

and start-ups lie at the heart of these ecosystems, often connected to the other elements through business 

incubators, accelerators and entrepreneur networks. The interrelationships between different parts of 

entrepreneurial ecosystems tend to bind their constituent actors and organisations together within a close 

geographical area. 

A key implication is that the generation of entrepreneurial ventures is influenced not only by the actions of 

individuals but also by the wider context in which the ventures operate. Professor Brown contrasted the 

entrepreneurial ecosystems framework with the traditional view of entrepreneurship as an activity driven 

primarily by individuals. This older view of entrepreneurship has led to policies that focus predominantly 

on supporting start-ups directly. The entrepreneurial ecosystems framework suggests that a more effective 

approach is to cultivate and nurture entire ecosystems and in particular the interlinkages between their 

various components.  

Using this perspective, he discussed the case of how Scotland could become a more entrepreneurial 

nation. He identified key weaknesses in the country in the form of a weak culture of entrepreneurship and 

weak access to venture capital, business angel funding and crowdfunding. His recommendations include 

the formation of public partnerships with private sector accelerators and venture capital funds and the 

creation of a dedicated ministerial position with responsibility for fostering Scotland’s entrepreneurial 

ecosystems. 

Many countries are embracing the entrepreneurial ecosystem framework by developing centralised hubs 

that connect entrepreneurs to the different parts of the ecosystem. Camilo Rivera, Director of 
Innovation and Business Development at the National Planning Department, 
Colombia explained that for entrepreneurs in Colombia, searching for information on public support 

measures is a costly and challenging process, with policy instruments dispersed across multiple entities. 

In order to address this, efforts are underway to unify policy initiatives and eliminate duplication and poor 

policy design. Colombia has also introduced the We Innovate Platform, which provides centralised 

information on public policy instruments, programmes, networks and events in order to close information 

Many countries face longstanding difficulties in stimulating impactful business start-ups, resulting in 
subdued levels of innovation, productivity and job creation. The entrepreneurial ecosystems framework 
highlights the importance of a range of inter-linked factors that influence entrepreneurship, including in the 
areas of culture, finance and networks. This event explored the policy actions that governments can take 
to build more entrepreneurial economies. It addressed questions including:  

 What is a start-up nation?  

 How to build entrepreneurial talent and ambition? 

 How to increase access to early-stage risk capital for ambitious ventures?  

 Which countries have been successful in building a start-up nation and how has this been 
achieved? 
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gaps. Colombia’s new national entrepreneurship policy focusses on the following five objectives, which 

cover numerous parts of the entrepreneurial ecosystem: strengthening skills development and fostering 

an entrepreneurial culture, improving access to finance, strengthening networks and marketing strategies, 

facilitating technological development and innovation, and strengthening the institutional architecture. 

Declan Hughes, Assistant Secretary General, Indigenous Enterprise, SMEs and 
Entrepreneurship, Department of Enterprise, Ireland stated that Ireland is embracing the 

concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems by investing in regional entrepreneurship hubs, which provide 

entrepreneurs with facilities, networks and expertise. Mr Hughes also stressed the importance of 

policymakers reaching out to the start-up and scale-up community to identify policy requirements. Much of 

this engagement is overseen by Ireland’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Enterprise, who chairs 

the SME and State Bodies Group and the SME and Entrepreneurship Task Force. Establishing these 

feedback loops between policymakers and entrepreneurs is key in supporting the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem in Ireland. 

Vicki Stylianou, Institute of Public Accountants, Australia provided a description of 

Australia’s flagship Entrepreneurs Programme, which connects entrepreneurs to business advisory 

services, networks of experts and financing opportunities. It provides tailored services based on the stage 

of your business and includes: Strengthening your business; Growing your business; Developing 

innovative solutions; and Commercialising Your Project.  

Daina Kleponė, Managing Director, Enterprise Lithuania explained that the innovation 

support system in Lithuania is currently undergoing reform. This will see three agencies combined into one 

– the Agency for Science, Technology and Innovation, Enterprise Lithuania and the Lithuanian Business 

Support Agency will be consolidated into the Lithuanian Innovation Agency. This new agency will not 

provide direct services to start-ups but will instead focus on strengthening the entrepreneurial ecosystem 

by functioning as a platform where start-ups can access relevant support for skills development, access to 

finance and incubation and acceleration. The objective of the platform will be to maximise the value 

generated by transactions between the different components of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

Lithuanian policymakers are also placing a larger emphasis on supporting deep tech start-ups. Ms Kleponė 

identified a need for a unified strategy in this area, with increased collaboration between the Ministry of 

Economy and Innovation and the Ministry of Science and Education. Synergies between the ministries and 

their array of innovation support programmes, resources and competencies should also be encouraged.  

 

Building entrepreneurial culture 

 

All of the speakers recognised the importance of culture in influencing the level of productive 

entrepreneurship activity. Ross Brown noted that a historically weak culture of entrepreneurship is 

inhibiting Scotland from becoming a more entrepreneurial nation. A factor underpinning this is a tendency 

for high achieving school leavers to enter occupational fields that are less conducive to entrepreneurship, 

such as medicine or law. As a result, there is a shortage of school leavers who enter science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields, which are more commonly associated with high impact 

entrepreneurial activity. There is a particular shortage of women in STEM fields. 

Professor Brown proposed that creating a culture with a more positive view towards entrepreneurs and a 

greater recognition of their societal importance is a vital but challenging first step in making Scotland a 

more entrepreneurial nation. Changes to the educational system are key to achieving this. Entrepreneurial 
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learning can be embedded in the school system in various ways, including student placements with local 

businesses or entrepreneurs and an increased focus on STEM subjects, research projects and computer 

science. Professor Brown also highlighted the importance of role models in driving entrepreneurship. 

Holly Wade, Executive Director, National Federation of Independent Business 
(NFIB) Research Center, United States described how small business owners in the USA 

frequently identify the country’s culture as being supportive of entrepreneurship. Small business owners 

are among the most favourably viewed actors in the USA, which allows them to be leaders in the local 

community. This in turn builds trust and respect towards entrepreneurs. Ms Wade also identified the 

individualistic culture of the USA as a factor that contributes to high rates of entrepreneurial activity. 

Declan Hughes highlighted the Irish government’s emphasis on nurturing entrepreneurial talent and 

recognising entrepreneurship. One relevant initiative is the Young Scientist and Technology Exhibition. A 

previous winner of this competition went on to found Stripe, which is currently the most valuable private 

company in Silicon Valley. Programmes run through all stages of the education system in order to foster a 

culture that promotes entrepreneurship and creates role models. A range of national awards also support 

start-ups during their growth phase and boost recognition of entrepreneurship more widely. Another policy 

focus is supporting female entrepreneurship, including through the provision of mentors and role models. 

These efforts have yielded positive results, with nearly half of Ireland’s high potential start-ups emanating 

from research now founded by women. 

Vicki Stylianou highlighted that a key barrier to entrepreneurship in Australia is a culture that 

stigmatises failure. To address, this policymakers have looked to the USA to identify how it fosters a culture 

that celebrates entrepreneurs who fail but try again. 

Daina Kleponė identified the need for educational institutions in Lithuania to actively encourage 

entrepreneurship and integrate interdisciplinary studies into their curricula. 

 

Building entrepreneurial finance 

Access to finance is an important pre-requisite for the success of many entrepreneurs. Ross Brown 

observed that a lack of competition in the lending market weakens Scotland’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

The lack of competition results in businesses being more credit constrained than in other parts of the UK. 

There is also limited access to other sources of entrepreneurial finance such as venture capital, business 

angels and crowdfunding. Professor Brown referred to the opportunity to learn from Israel’s experience in 

attracting private venture capital through the Yozma Fund. This initiative has been very successful in 

developing growth intensive start-ups in Israel. 

Holly Wade identified the prevalence of more localised financial institutions in the USA as a factor 

underpinning the success of US entrepreneurial ecosystems. Ms Wade described how the USA has a 

large segment of small and medium-sized banks that often have personal relationships with small business 

owners and understand the unique conditions that entrepreneurs face within their local ecosystems. This 

allows them to be more effective in helping entrepreneurs to grow or reinvent their businesses by entering 

new markets or implementing new technologies. 

Declan Hughes described a number of policy developments in Ireland that are impacting the financing 

landscape for entrepreneurs. Ireland’s sovereign wealth fund has been reoriented to provide development 

capital to support scaling companies. Meanwhile, a EUR 175 million seed capital fund has recently been 

launched, which provides up to 75% of the seed funding for selected ventures in collaboration with the 
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private sector. The government has also announced the EUR 90 million Innovation Ireland Seed Fund, in 

partnership with the European Investment Fund and Ireland’s sovereign wealth fund. Further to this, Ireland 

has a new EUR 500 million Disruptive Technologies Innovation Fund in order to support the fast 

development and commercialisation of innovative technologies.  

 

Building entrepreneurial legal and regulatory frameworks 

Legal and regulatory frameworks influence entrepreneurship by shaping incentives and, in particular, the 

ease of business entry and exit. Holly Wade described how in the USA, entrepreneurship is facilitated 

supported by a regulatory framework that facilitates high rates of business entry and exit, which allows 

people to experiment with their ideas and pursue entrepreneurial ventures.  

Camilo Rivera noted that the facilitation of business entry and exit is a challenge in Colombia. While 

measures have been taken to simplify the process of starting a business, closing down businesses remains 

a difficult process. Levels of informal entrepreneurship are also relatively high and can be influenced by 

regulatory conditions.  

Vicki Stylianou identified that the process of closing businesses is expensive and complex in Australia, 

and that there is a sizeable resource cost attached to the protracted timeframe for closing a failing 

business. To address this, reforms to insolvency laws have been implemented to make it easier for 

businesses to fail. Australia also has in place safe harbour policies, which allow small businesses to trade 

while insolvent if they meet the viability assessment criteria. A separate challenge is that Australian 

entrepreneurs too frequently relocate to the USA once their innovations have gained traction. The 

Research and Development Tax Incentive seeks to address this by encouraging businesses to register 

and maintain intellectual property in Australia. Experimentation with regulatory policy is also a focus in 

Australia, and sandboxes and patent boxes have been introduced in order to address the longstanding 

deficit of private sector investment in research and development. 

Declan Hughes described a number of measures that are in place within the Irish tax system that are 

designed to stimulate entrepreneurship, including tax reliefs and investment incentives. 

Read More 

The OECD has produced the following reports that address some of the themes discussed at the webinar: 

 International Compendium of Entrepreneurship Policies 

 The Missing Entrepreneurs 2021 

 OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2021 

 

OECD contacts 

For more information on OECD work on entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial ecosystems, please contact 
jonathan.potter@oecd.org, david.halabisky@oecd.org. 

 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/international-compendium-of-entrepreneurship-policies_338f1873-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/the-missing-entrepreneurs-2021_71b7a9bb-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/oecd-sme-and-entrepreneurship-outlook-2021_97a5bbfe-en?_ga=2.96749407.1580658215.1637858434-1248011479.1631714885
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