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Universities play an important role in
stimulating entrepreneurship. In this ar-
ticle, we discuss how universities can in-
fluence entrepreneurship based on four
cases from different contexts. We focus
on the interactions between university-
industry and university-government and
explain how these interactions stimulate
entrepreneurship in the context of the
four cases.

Stimulating entrepreneurship is impor-
tant because entrepreneurs introduce new
technologies and business models. These,
in turn, play an important role in creating
economic growth and in addressing so-
cietal challenges, such as climate change.
However, entrepreneurs do not innovate
in isolation, they depend on their environ-
ment. The surrounding environment for
entrepreneurs is the core focus in the en-
trepreneurial ecosystem (EE) framework.
This framework describes how entrepre-
neurs depend on other actors (universities,
incubators, governments, investors etc.)
for resources and how their behaviour is
shaped by institutions (rules, regulations,
and culture) (Stam, 2015).

The entrepreneurial ecosystem framework
can be summarised in a Figure 1. In this fig-
ure you see ten elements which drive the
presence of productive entrepreneurship,
which in turn influence the sustainable de-
velopment in society.

Universities influence several of these com-
ponents. Their role is most evident in the
creation of knowledge and the develop-
ment of talent. They create new knowledge
by doing research and they develop talent
by educating students. However, universi-
ties can also play a more proactive role in
the development of entrepreneurial eco-
systems. For example, some universities
use entrepreneurship education to create
a more positive attitude towards entrepre-
neurship in the student population. This
means that they improve the entrepre-
neurial culture. Other universities play a
role in facilitating entrepreneurial support
organizations (e.g. incubators and accel-
erators) and thereby influence the quality
of intermediaries. Some universities play an
active leadership role in networks by con-
necting private and public actors in joined
projects. Finally, a select few universities
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FIGURE 1
THE ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM FRAMEWORK, ADAPTED FROM LEENDERTSE
ET AL. (2022)
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have their own investment funds which
they use to provide finance to start-ups.

In many of these cases, the universities do
not fulfil their role alone. They often do soin
collaboration with industry, government or
both. In this paper we discuss how univer-
sity-industry and university-government
interactions influence the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. To structure our analysis, we link
our cases to the results of previous research
by Leendertse et al. (2022). They developed
a methodology to measure the quality of
regional entrepreneurial ecosystems in Eu-
rope. Their results are shown in Figure 2.

We discuss the role of universities in four
entrepreneurial ecosystems from France,
Ireland, the Netherlands, and Spain. This
way we show different approaches from
different national contexts. In Figure 3 we
show the quality of the four regional en-
trepreneurial ecosystems which form our
cases. The results show that the Eastern &
Midland region, which includes Dublin, in
Ireland is most prolific regarding the en-
trepreneurial output followed by Madrid in
Spain and Zuid Holland in the Netherlands.
While Zuid Holland is the entrepreneurial
ecosystem of the highest quality followed

by Eastern & Midland and Madrid. For each
entrepreneurial ecosystem we will use
some of the elements to structure our dis-
cussion on the role of universities.

In our analysis, we will delve into specific as-
pects from each country. In France, we will
focus on talent development, networking
capabilities, and leadership. For Ireland, we
will examine knowledge and the agency of
state institutions. In the Netherlands, we
will explore intermediate services, demand
factors, finance, and entrepreneurial cul-
ture. Lastly, for Spain, we will concentrate
on leadership, formal institutions and phys-
ical infrastructure.

FRANCE

In France we zoom in on the ‘Pays de la
Loire’ region, which includes Nantes, An-
gers, and Le Mans as important cities. In
this section we cover several local initiatives
to improve elements of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem and we explain why these initia-
tives target specific areas of improvements.
We specifically focus on three elements of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem: talent, net-
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FIGURE 2

MAP OF NUTS-2 REGIONS SHOWING ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM INDEX (273 REGIONS
ARE DIVIDED AMONG GROUPS OF EQUAL SIZE)
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works, and leadership. We cover talent, as
this is the strong point of the region. We
focus on initiatives regarding networks and
leadership because these are the focus
areas of initiatives that try to improve the
translation of talent into entrepreneurial
output. In these initiatives the local univer-
sities play a central role.

Building on talents: Pepite initiative

In 2017, the French government launched
policies to become a “start-up” nation. A
wide range of actions to support innova-

tors-bearers in their entrepreneurial jour-
ney accompanied this political announce-
ment. One of the flagship actions, at the
national level, is the creation in 2021 of a
student-entrepreneur status. Similar to top
athletes, young student entrepreneurs can
have access to arranged education: adapt-
ed schedules, possibilities to gain ECTS for
entrepreneurial actions: classes outside the
classical syllabus, professional fairs, etc). This
initiative is aimed at facilitating talent, in
the form of student-entrepreneurs, in their
entrepreneurial journey. In 2023, 30,000
students had benefited from the national
student-entrepreneur status.
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FIGURE 3
THE QUALITY OF THE FOUR ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEMS. NOTE: FOR EACH ELEMENT A

SCORE OF 1 ILLUSTRATES AN AVERAGE PERFORMANCE, WHILE A 0 IS THE MINIMUM SCORE
AND A 5 THE MAXIMUM SCORE

NUTS2 region Pays de la Loire Ea;ti::na dnd Zuid Holland Madrid
Country France Ireland The Netherlands Spain
University Nantes Trinity College Delft UPM
Entr i’:ﬁ:’:’i‘” ial 0.47 5.00 1.80 218
ggjﬁfgﬁﬁg‘;’i 6.56 15.28 2143 14.45
Formal institutions 072 1.60 1.05 0.37
Culture 0.89 0.79 4.50 092
Networks 0.64 0.68 115 0.26
i f"; ';-‘;f:f;’u e 0.50 0.88 302 3.2]
Finance 0.85 195 2.09 190
Leadership 022 397 2.62 21
Talent 144 0.89 143 119
Knowledge 0.32 0.30 0.75 049
Demand 0.68 0.66 2.03 2.05
Intermediate 0.32 358 278 197

Source: Own elaboration

Within universities, the challenge is about
the acculturation of the students to entre-
preneurship. For example, the CTI (body of
French Higher education ministry that ac-
credit engineer diploma) mandates that
French universities and Grandes Ecoles or-
ganise operations to raise awareness of in-
novation, transfer and entrepreneurship in
collaboration with specialised structures.

Facilitating, rather than developing, talent
isacoreelementofthe strategy tostrength-
en the entrepreneurial ecosystem because
the availability of talent is the strong point
in the Pays de la Loire region (figure 3).
However, as also shown in Figure 3 n°1this
does not translate into entrepreneurial out-
puts. To build on those existing talents, a
local initiative has been launched which
targets students. The pépite (i.e. gold nug-
get) initiative (Pépite des Pays de la Loire,
n.d.) selects local students from student-
entrepreneur programs and provides them

with many of the components identified in
figure1:

— Access to physical infrastructure is pro-
vided through coworking spaces and
personalised access to the universities’
Fablabs.

— Connections to Intermediaries and fi-
nance are facilitated through events
with business angels and regional fund-
ing organizations.

— Connection with demand, potential
customers, is created through crash
test sessions followed by a debriefing
done together with mentors.

The program provides access to mentors,
workshops, and networking opportuni-
ties with industry professionals and expe-
rienced entrepreneurs. In Pays de la Loire,
this initiative is supported by local universi-
ties, business schools, and higher education
institutions (HEIs), which work together in
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a collaborative network. These centres pro-
vide students with the tools, infrastructure,
and coaching needed to succeed in their
entrepreneurial ventures. In addition, start-
up weekends, pitch competitions, and in-
novation challenges are organised locally
to showcase the local ideas. The pépite ini-
tiative thus aims to facilitate local talent by
providing targeted support to help them
overcome some of the challenges they face
in a relatively less developed entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem.

Network and leadership: the SME
pitfall

The second element that we discuss for
France, networks, is very much connected
to the French business composition at the
national level. As illustrated by figure 4,
French companies are mainly very small
enterprises. French policies, such as the
auto-entrepreneur status (which refers to
very early and new entrepreneurs), have
been designed to encourage the creation
of micro-enterprises by simplifying admin-
istrative processes and lowering tax bur-
dens for small business owners. This has led
to a significant increase in the number of
small firms. However, it is worth mention-
ing that even though there is an increase
of micro-entreprises, it has been observed
that these companies may not reach more
competitive sizes, as shown in figure 4. This
is because the micro-enterprises perceived
the same benefits as larger companies, cul-
minating in a situation where many micro-
enterprises are not interested in growing.

Yet, small businesses may work more inde-
pendently rather than forming collabora-
tive ecosystems that are crucial for growth
and innovation. This hinders the creation
of clusters or networks, limiting opportuni-
ties for knowledge exchange and collective
scaling. At the local level in the Pays de la
Loire region, this leads to weak networks as
indicated in figure 3.

The weak networks for small businesses are
also a problem when it comes to university-
industry collaboration. In France, the links
between universities and industry varies
tremendously depending on the size of
the companies. Big companies collaborate
closely with universities, taking advantage
of the numerous existing public support.
For instance, 50 big companies get half of
the 6 billion € CIR (Crédit Impdt Recherche-
research tax credit), a tax refund based on
the research activities of the company as
indicated in Figure 5 (Inspection générale
des finances, 2021). Those policies are quite
ancient yet SME do not use them as they
could, indeed as stressed by Figure 5 the
companies that entered the programme
early are still the ones that most benefit
from it. Furthermore, industrial PhDs, for
which the French State sponsored 30% of
the salary, are in majority hosted by large
companies as indicated in Figure 6 (Guil-
louzouic et al,, 2020).

There are thus several national barriers that
influence the regional quality of networks.
The local CCl (Chambre de Commerce et
de L'Industrie) in Pays de la Loire is work-
ing to take a leadership role to set up ini-
tiatives to overcome these barriers. At the
local level, the ambition is to create a net-
work fostering innovation and entrepre-

FIGURE 4
FRENCH REPARTITION OF COMPANIES (INSEE 2018)

corl;laggr?ies Inteérr::::li’arii::;size SME Micro entreprise
# employees <5000 <250 <10
Turnover (million €) <1500 <50 <2
Ratio in France 0,01% 0,15% 3,66% 96,18%

Source:(INSEE 2018)
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FIGURE 5

EVOLUTION OF THE CIR AMOUNT RECEIVED IN REGARD TO THE DATE OF THE FIRST USE OF
THE TOOL (INSPECTION GENERALE DES FINANCES, 2021)
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FIGURE 6
SIZE OF THE COMPANIES HOSTING INDUSTRIAL PHD (GUILLOUZOUIC ET AL.,. 2020)
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neurship. The CCl promote themselves as advertising the available fundings, etc. This
“1¢r accelerator of enterprises”. One of their is particularly important for new entrepre-
missions is to help companies navigate the neurs unfamiliar with the complex French
administrative formalities: setting up com- administrative landscape. They also have
panies, handling regulatory obligations, a major role linking enterprise and high-
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er education, indeed many CCls manage
business schools, training centres, and ap-
prenticeships, contributing to the develop-
ment of skilled workers and entrepreneurs.
These organisations provide education tai-
lored to the needs of local industries and
businesses.

Leadership: business succession

Regarding leadership, France will soon be
faced with a massive challenge: business
succession. The French Senate estimates
that 700.000 companies will require new
leadership. This is a big share of all compa-
nies as 26% of the current CEOs are over 60
(Canevet et al, 2022). This is not just a risk for
individual companies. There is also the risk
of a loss of sovereignty risk: a part of those
companies may close, and a part could be
bought out by foreign investors. To address
this, laws were passed to facilitate the trans-
mission within families. A confounding fac-
tor is that the share of ownership transmis-
sions within families is only 14%, which is
much lower than in other countries (e.g.
Germany with 53 %, IFM 2021). The objective
of these new laws is to increase the share
of family business transmissions in France
towards 50%.

IRELAND

In Ireland we focus on the ‘Eastern and
Midland' region, which includes Dublin as
its most important city. The Irish entrepre-
neurial ecosystem is, as befits a small open
economy, relatively smallin scale compared
to its larger European peers. However, it is
no less vibrant and innovative, perhaps be-
cause of its size. The ‘Eastern and Midland’
region in particular isamong the top 10 Eu-
ropean regions in terms of the number of
active of start-ups (Leendertse et al,, 2022).
If it takes a village to raise as child, as the
adage goes, lreland’'s entrepreneurial vil-
lage has been consistently and successfully
raising young entrepreneurs for many dec-
ades, reflecting Feldman'’s (2001) idea that
it is very much a ‘regional activity'. Its rela-
tively smalland intimate scale has led to the
creation of a closely knit mosaic and cluster

of supports and interconnections that un-
derpin an effective and performative triple
helix framework. At the heart of this frame-
work lie universities and Research Perform-
ing Organisations (RPOs). In this region we
focus on two well-developed elements of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem: knowledge
and the role of intermediaries, as well as ini-
tiatives that positively impact the entrepre-
neurial and knowledge transfer ecosystem.

Intermediaries

Entrepreneurship requires a range of skills
and attitudes, aspirations, activities, sup-
ports and networks. In Ireland, there is a
strong focus on the transfer of knowledge
into entrepreneurial output and the criti-
cal intermediaries that facilitate this pro-
cess. Universities and RPOs in Ireland that
engage in intense technology transfer and
research commercialisation activities have
accesstosupportfromagencieslike ‘Knowl-
edge Transfer Ireland’ (KTl), a statutory body
with a mission to support the country's re-
search base “to maximise innovation from
State funded research by getting technol-
ogy, ideas and expertise into the hands of
business, swiftly and easily for the benefit of
the public and the economy”(Knowledge
Transfer Ireland, n.d.). In organisational the-
ory, ‘knowledge transfer’ aims to maximise
the two-way flow of technology, IP and ide-
as in “ a process through which one unit is
affected by the experience of another” (Ar-
gote et al, 2000). In turn this enables entre-
preneurs, companies (existing and new), or
other non—-academic organisations, to drive
innovation leading to economic and social
benefits. KTl was established as a part of the
“third mission” (Cesaroni et al,, 2016) along-
side teaching and research by many RPOs
and universities across Europe. Its route to
impact by necessity requires researchers to
develop an entrepreneurial mindset to ex-
pedite the translation of their new knowl-
edge into impactful new products, services
and jobs as suggested in Figure 7.

In Ireland, KTl is a central point of reference
for industry-academia partnership with
government funding. It is also responsible
forthe National IP Protocol, which describes
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FIGURE 7
KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER - FROM RESEARCH TO IMPACT (KTl REPORT)
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the practical framework that underpins
how industry can benefit from state-fund-
ed research and development and related
government policy. The KTl ‘Gateway’ ac-
celerates academic linkages between triple
helix stakeholders and facilitates entrepre-
neurial activity by introducing pathways to
industry collaboration, financial support
and innovation partnerships.

Leadership: The role of Agencies of
State

The newly established ‘Taighde Eireann /
Research Ireland’ (Science Foundation Ire-
land, n.d.) agency is a competitive research
and innovation funding agency, amalgam-
ating the activities of Science Foundation
Ireland (SFI) and the Irish Research Council.
SFI was first established in 2000 with the
objective of funding oriented basic and
applied research in the areas of science,
technology, engineering and mathemat-
ics. Since its inception, its applied research
focus has enabled the outcome of oriented
basic research funded by SFI to be taken
closer to market, which in turn has signifi-
cantly increased the potential of research
to yield commercial opportunities and jobs
as well as other societal benefits. Reflect-
ing Porter’s (1998) thinking around clusters

that enduring competitive advantages in
a global economy lie increasingly in local
things — knowledge, relationships, motiva-
tion, SFI has to date funded the establish-
ment of 6 National Research Training Cen-
tres (Science Foundation Ireland, n.d.). Their
remit is to build on research excellence and
to provide cohorts of academically out-
standing future research leaders with the
entrepreneurial and commercial skills and
knowledge required to address the future
challenges of an ever-changing work en-
vironment. These centres focus on disci-
plines such as, inter alia, Machine Learning,
Al, Genomic Data Science. Each centre has
a host university with partner universities
involved and relevant industry members as
critical protagonists. SFl also provides fund-
ing for 13 collaborative research centres
which combine the expertise of research-
ers at seven higher education institutions
with that of industry partners to produce
ground-breaking innovation across mul-
tiple, ground-breaking disciplines. These
centres generate important scientific ad-
vances, enhancing enterprise and industry,
training students with critical, in-demand
skills (e.g. entrepreneurial mindsets) aug-
menting regional development, and en-
hancing Ireland's international reputation.
Figure 8 shows that in 2023, there were
1,470 R&D collaborations with companies
ongoing and 26 new spin outs created.
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FIGURE 8
ANNUAL KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER SURVEY IRELAND 2023 (KTI REPORT)
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A critical pillar of funding for the commer-
cialisation of third level research comes
from another public body, Enterprise Ire-
land (El), which is the agency responsible
for the development and growth of lIrish
enterprises in world markets. El provides
commercialisation funding to universi-
ties that develop spin-out pipelines, which
enables technology transfer offices and
entrepreneurship trainers to collaborate
on building market-ready, IP-driven, com-
mercial enterprises based upon disruptive
academic research.

In recent years, a keystone initiative
launched in Ireland to augment commer-
cialisation activity was the Disruptive Tech-
nologies Innovation Fund (DTIF). The DTIF
is a 500€ million fund established under
the National Development Plan under Pro-
ject Ireland 2040 (Government of Ireland,
n.d.) and was initiated in order to develop
the national strategic objective of “a strong
economy, supported by Enterprise, Inno-
vation and Skills” (Covernment of Ireland,
2017). As an integral part of a broader na-
tional economic roadmap, the DTIF was

created to drive collaboration between the
research, education and enterprise sectors
and thus boost regional growth potential
via cluster networks, increasing levels of re-
search, development and innovation, and
greater investment in higher education
and further education and training. lIrish
businesses understand the need to remain
innovative, relevant and competitive, an
acknowledgement of the advances being
made in international markets. Where the
presence of clusters in regions is correlated
with stronger innovation behaviour, eco-
nomic performance and employment out-
comes, the collaboration between Ireland's
research base and industry, in support of
the development and adoption of new
technologies and applications, remains es-
sential. DTIF funding is suitable for combi-
nations of SMEs, MNCs and RPOs that are
engaging in collaborative ‘industrial re-
search’ and/or ‘experimental development’
towards a common objective (e.g. Ireland’s
MedTech cluster illustrated in Figure 9).
Pan-european collaboration via EU funding
mechanisms is encouraged.
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FIGURE 9

INDUSTRIAL CLUSTERS, CREATING A STRATEGY FOR CONTINUED SUCCESS
(MCKERNAN ET AL., 2024)
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At least one SME, one other Enterprise
partner and one RPO must be involved in
a funding proposal. This strategy is attrac-
tive to both the indigenous SME sector and
to the powerful multinational corporations
(MNCs) that are based in Ireland. It incentiv-
ises cross-pollination of innovation and re-
search within the triple helix, improving the
twin transitions of digital and green capac-
ity with targeted investment and acts as a
primer for growing commercial expertise
in at least one of National Research Priority
Areas (Department of Enterprise, n.d.): ICT,
health and wellbeing, food, energy, climate
action and sustainability, manufacturing
and materials, and services and business
processes, sectors in which both the SME
and MNC community are highly produc-
tive. It also seeks to address the imbalances
a small indigenous business experiences
when attempting to access and exploit re-
search in contrast to the relative ease the
more resourceful MNC has when collabo-
rating with an RPO. All aforementioned
funding mechanisms are by their nature

competitive, leaning on Porter’s (1998) in-
sistence that “without vigorous compe-
tition, a cluster will fail”. It is this spirit of
competition that gives rise to collaboration,
thus bringing these upstream and down-
stream actors closer together and helping
to augment the spirit of entrepreneurship
and critical valorisation for the knowledge
community’s research.

Despite the matrix of existing support, ac-
tually building a successful business in Ire-
land remains challenging due to resource
constraints, capital limitations, talent short-
ages and limited partnership opportuni-
ties. Ireland is fundamentally a small open
economy, exposed to the vagaries of inter-
national trade policies and geographically
disconnected from its main continental
European peers, customer base and capi-
tal markets. It lacks the potential econo-
mies of scale and predictable input costs
that European counterparts might other-
wise have. Energy costs in Ireland are on
average 15%-30% higher' than the EU aver-

1 https/;Mww.irishtimes.com/ireland/2024/10/30/ireland-has-the-most-expensive-net-electricity-prices-in-the-eu/
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age, hampering SMEs growth ambitions.
A victim of its economic success in recov-
ering from the 2010 financial crisis so rap-
idly, Ireland now has a critical shortage of
housing (the population has increased by
9% since 2011%), which, allied to the elevated
global inflation levels we experienced from
2022-24, has risked making business un-
competitive because it costs more to retain
talent. Start-ups in particular struggle to at-
tract young local and international talent
to Dublin because rents are prohibitively
high. Wage demands reflect the increased
cost of living. To add to the pressure, start-
up founders are also competing with MNCs
for highly trained engineers, scientists and
developers. All of these issues impose an at-
tritional impact on commercial viability.

Whenshaping nationaleconomicandtrade
policy, there has traditionally been a choice
to be made by ‘Ireland Inc.' “between Berlin
or Boston”, reflecting the metaphorical ten-
sion that exists between the strong cultural
ties Ireland has with the United States and
its contemporary political and economic
ties with the European Union. The powerful
and resilient presence of US multinationals
in Ireland has proven to be a huge econom-
ic success story as has the country's socio-
economic evolution as a member of the
EU. This success is symbiotic and policy-
makers must continue to thread a careful
path between managing growth, retaining
competitiveness and ensuring that public
support instruments evolve to meet the
current and future needs of our innovation
and entrepreneurial community.

THE NETHERLANDS

In the Netherlands we zoom in on the
‘Zuid-Holland' region, which includes Rot-
terdam, The Hague, and Delft as important
cities. This region is among the top 10 Eu-
ropean regions in terms of the presence
of sustainable start-ups (Leendertse & van
Rijnsoever, forthcoming). In this region we
focus on three, well-developed, elements of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem: intermedi-
aries, demand, and entrepreneurial culture.
We discuss initiatives that contribute to this

element of the entrepreneurial ecosystem
and cover the role of universities in this.

Intermediate services and
entrepreneurial culture

Entrepreneurial Support Organizations
(ESQOs), such as incubators, accelerators,
and co-working spaces, are an important
provider of intermediate services. These or-
ganizations are important for start-ups as
they provide several services such as cheap
office space, business coaching, resources,
access to networks, and legitimacy. Re-
search (van Weele et al, 2018) has shown
that the access to relevant networks is an
especially crucial component. Such net-
works can be with other entrepreneurs (to
share experiences), with relevant people
from industry (to find clients and suppli-
ers), or with investors (to find investments).
Having ESOs that are able to connect en-
trepreneurs to relevant partners is thus an
important component for a thriving re-
gional entrepreneurial ecosystem.

In the Netherlands, universities play an im-
portant role regarding ESOs. Most universi-
ties divide their activities in two roles. In the
first role they operate a Centre for Entrepre-
neurship that aims to stimulate students
and staff to become entrepreneurs. In the
second role they are one of the founders
and funders of a university incubator as an
ESO. Renowned examples are Yes!Delft,
Utrechtlnc, StartLife, and Novel-T.

Universities split these activities because
teaching and stimulating entrepreneur-
ship are fundamentally different from
supporting entrepreneurship. Splitting up
these two roles in different organizational
structures thus makes sense.

Furthermore, the first role, a Centre of En-
trepreneurship, is often embedded in the
university itself. Besides helping aspiring
entrepreneurs, Centres of Entrepreneurs
also help change the perspective of stu-
dents and staff about entrepreneurship.
Thereby they also help to improve the en-
trepreneurial culture in a region. The sec-

2 https:/Mmww.cso.iefen/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpsr/censusof population2022-summaryresults/populationchanges/

ECONOMIA INDUSTRIAL - 435 - 2025-1

91



B. GOSS / C. DA CUNHA /3. LEENDERTSE / A. SENRA / A. HORTA-BELLIDO

ond role, university incubators as ESOs,
are often an example of a university-gov-
ernment collaboration. The university and
local government established these incu-
bators together and provided the funding
together. The benefits of this structure are
not only that universities and the govern-
ment can split the costs. This also enables
the establishment of public ESOs that do
not require a share of the start-ups in ex-
change for their support. This makes them
distinctly different from private ESOs.

In an entrepreneurial ecosystem there are
two additional benefits to having both pri-
vate and public ESOs. First, Public and Pri-
vate ESOs help start-ups connect to differ-
ent types of networks. Public ESOs that are
connected to both the university and the
local government have a strong network
position in relation to these organizations.
A better network position can help to con-
nect start-ups to relevant partners and is
therefore an important benefit of estab-
lishing an entrepreneurial support organi-
zation through a university-government
collaboration. Private ESOs are often fund-
ed by industry partners or investors and
thereby can connect start-ups to actors in
these networks. One particularly interest-
ing example is Blue City which built a com-
munity and office hub for start-ups work-
ing on the circular economy inside a former
swimming pool.

Second, research (Leendertse, 2024) reveals
another important but less direct benefit.
Public ESOs use their network position to
change institutions (regulations, norms,
and culture) to improve the quality of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem. They engage
much more in behaviour related to chang-
ing institutions than their private counter-
parts. This role is an important reason why
entrepreneurial ecosystems benefit from
having public ESOs with ties to universi-
ties and (local) government. A part of these
activities addresses informal institutions
and thereby helps to improve the entrepre-
neurial culture in the region.

We observe three potential pitfalls that
come with the system observed in the
Netherlands. The first pitfall relates to the
alignment between the Centre of Entre-
preneurship and the ESO. In several cases

in the Netherlands we see that these devel-
oped too much as separate organizations.
This has required new initiatives to realign
and connect the two roles. While it makes
sense to have them as separate organiza-
tional structures, it is important that these
organizations are closely connected. This
can be done by having joint staff, frequent
meetings or by having both organizations
co-located.

The second pitfall is related to the reasons
(local) government and universities are ac-
tive in entrepreneurial ecosystems. This is
not just because they want to help start-
ups. For governments this is also because
they hope these start-ups will contribute
to regional development. While universities
hope to be able to earn money from the in-
tellectual property that these start-ups use.
Both aims make sense and are valid. Fur-
thermore, most of the time these aims align
with the development of the start-up. How-
ever, research (Leendertse, J, Baggen, VY,
Mahdad, M., & Dolmans, S. (2025). Logics at
play: How logics shape interactions across
entrepreneurial ecosystems. Small Busi-
ness Economics, 1-25) shows that some-
times these values can conflict with the de-
velopment of start-ups. An example of this
is when local governments and universities
prevent or discourage the incubators they
fund from working together with other in-
cubators from different regions or universi-
ties. For universities and local governments
it is thus important to be aware that their
interests can sometimes contradict with
the development of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. In these cases, it is important to
realize that a strong entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem also contributes to their initial goals.

Third, the importance of ESOs in entrepre-
neurial ecosystems has been recognized by
many actors and this has led to a boom in
their numbers. Recent estimates are that
there are well over 100 ESOs in the Neth-
erlands. As a result, there is the risk of in-
efficiency, redundancy, and negative com-
petition between ESOs linked to different
regions. This is particularly the case if these
initiatives are not connected and aligned.
Similar to the second pitfall, there can be a
conflict between what is actually beneficial
for the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the
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start-up and what the different ESOs (and
their funders) aim to achieve. In the Neth-
erlands, we observe some challenges as a
result of a scattered entrepreneurial sup-
port landscape. This has led to some recent
initiatives to better coordinate different ac-
tivities and more collaboration.

In the Netherlands we see some challenges
arise as a result and this has led to several
initiatives to better align and connect the
different initiatives.

Demand

One of the crucial challenges for start-ups
is to find clients. The availability of clients is
dependent on the amount of people and
companies that are present in a region, or
can be connected to outside the region,
which is hard to influence for universities. In
addition, start-ups do not just need to find
potential clients. They also need to con-
vince them to use the start-ups product/
service. This is often hard because start-ups
encounter a liability of novelty. Their inno-
vative product/service is still unproven, and
as a new business the company itself is also
still unproven. As such, helping start-ups
decrease the liability of newness is an im-
portant stimulator for demand. Here, uni-
versities can play an active role. Particularly,
by providing them with opportunities to
test innovations in practice in a safe envi-
ronment. An interesting initiative in this re-
gard is the Green Village in Delft. The Green
Village is both an organization and a part
of the university campus. It was established
by the TU Delft and a foundation and is
funded in collaboration with local govern-
ment and industry partners.

The GCreen Village provides a dedicated
physical place to test new innovations that
can contribute to a more sustainable soci-
ety. This location is special as it has been
deregulated, the building decree is turned
off. This allows more experimentation and
physical testing. Besides as a physical loca-
tion the organization also aims to support
start-ups by linking them with potential cli-
ents, thereby trying to directly increase the
demand for innovations.

SPAIN

In Spain, entrepreneurship is currently on
the rise across various sectors and regions.
Over the last decades, the increase of en-
trepreneurship in this Southern European
country is the result of systemic changes
regarding culture, availability of finance,
and targeted initiatives to help catalyse
the Spanish entrepreneurial ecosystem. In
Spain, there are significant differences be-
tween the regions regarding the quality of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Leendertse
et al, 2022). According to the Spanish com-
mittee from the GClobal Entrepreneurship
Monitor (GEM) report for the last year (Calvo
et al, 2024), the Balearic Islands, Valencia,
Madrid and Catalonia are emerging as the
autonomous communities with the great-
est recent and consolidated entrepreneur-
ial capacity. It is not surprising that places
with more population are better at foster-
ing the entrepreneurial mindset, in order
to start their own businesses. In this sec-
tion we focus on Madrid which is becom-
ing one of the hot spots for entrepreneurs
in the future. According to Leendertse et al.
(2022) Madrid is the leading Spanish region
regarding both the quality of the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem and its entrepreneurial
output. Within this section, we will dive into
the Madrilean case and how it involves the
different actors involved from a triple-helix
perspective. We focus particularly on the
leadership, formal institutions, and physical
infrastructure elements.

Leadership

According to the data provided in Figure 3,
leadership is one of the key EE factors that
performs well in the entrepreneurial eco-
system in Madrid.

In the Spanish context, the interaction be-
tween industry and universities has been
occurring since decades. On the one hand,
the industry sector perceived the Spanish
universities as a niche of talent and research
needed to incorporate within their pipe-
lines, workforce and services. On the other
hand, universities were (and are) willing to
collaborate with key corporations in order
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to position themselves as educational insti-
tutes closer to the market rather than stay
in their ivory tower. However, it is important
to highlight how these interactions and dif-
ferent relationships have evolved according
to the different goals each institute has.

These relationships have evolved from ear-
ly-stage official agreements between in-
dustry and academia, progressing through
targeted funding initiatives to full-scale
participation in innovation and entrepre-
neurial programs.

Focusing on the Madrilean case, we have
a total of twelve universities where six are
public and the other six are private. In the
last decades there has been a boost in ini-
tiatives led by the university and totally or
partially funded by corporates. This special
type of collaboration has become central in
stimulating entrepreneurship. We discuss
several initiatives aimed at firms in different
phases of their development:

— Concentrating on the pre-incubation
and incubation stage, there are muilti-
ple initiatives such as actUaupm from
the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid,
Universidad Complutense de Madrid-
Santander Incentive Program, Univer-
sidad Auténoma de Madrid Emprende
Idea in collaboration with Santander X
among others. This focus on boosting
incubation stages has the goal to cata-
lyse the entrepreneurial fields within
the universities. By doing so, private
entities identify quite interesting busi-
nesses in quite early stages.

— For the last five years, more mature
start-ups have been the focus of ac-
celeration programmes format where
corporates support these programmes
economically, in-kind services, events
or all indicated before. An example is
the acceleration programme led by
the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
named Clean Cities Spain ClimAccel-
erator where different corporates and
other types of stakeholders, co-created
and collaborated together by support-
ing the start-ups (Moreno-Romero et
al, 2022; Horta-Bellido et al,, 2023). The
focus on sustainable entrepreneurship
has had clear results as Madrid is one

of the top 10 regions in Europe when it
comes to the presence of sustainable
start-ups (Leendertse & van Rijnsoever,
forthcoming).

— Last but not least, the collaboration
between corporates and researchers
under the university framework has in-
creased. The reason behind this is due
to the interest in the different tech-
nologies resulting from the university
laboratories. That's why the number of
official collaborations between key cor-
porates from different fields such as
mining, aerospace, construction and
transport, has increased.

We can see that there is a strong correla-
tion between HEls and the government's
goals. This is because objectives such as
catalyzing the EEs locally, talent attraction
strategies, high development and growth
of research and innovation are key for each
ecosystem. As a result, this collaboration is
both actively pursued and fostered, while
also arising organically.

However, their strategies, governance and
regulations may significantly differ de-
pending on the level within the ecosystem
you're targeting. A university has different
impact levels, geographically speaking, as
the first one is locally, being the last one in
an international scene. As a result, the in-
teraction level rises when the proximity is
higher. An example of this is the current
collaboration from the City Hall of Madrid
with some public Madrilean universities
where they boosted the organization of
events and specific actions focusing on
early acceleration services.

While proximity generally facilitates inter-
actions, there is also a clear exception in the
Madrid's case. This concerns the previously
mentioned Universidad Politécnica de Ma-
drid led, Clean Cities Spain ClimAccelera-
tor. This program has an international fo-
cus, and as such bridges different city halls
around Spain and Europe, giving space to
combine regional governmental institu-
tions from different locations.

The Community of Madrid’s leadership fac-
tor is significantly over most of the addi-
tional factors analyzed for this ecosystem.
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Additionally, these interactions from the
triple-helix show how embedded are these
actors in this ecosystem and how well they
do perform. These interactions help to un-
derstand the leadership factor from a mul-
ti-actor perspective.

Formal institutions

In the Spanish context, and based on the
EE Index previously indicated, we can de-
scribe that one of the weakest points of the
Madrilean ecosystem is related to the influ-
ence of Formal Institutions. The research of
Leendertse et al. (2022) highlights govern-
ance quality as a key determinant of eco-
nomic entrepreneurial activity within for-
mal institutions analysis (Leendertse et al,
2022).

Regarding formal institutions, the public
organisations take a clear lead in the dy-
namic between government, universities,
and industry. Based on this we will define
the different formal institutions that are af-
fecting the Madrid region.

From the corporates or private sector, there
have always been stronger bonds between
the industry and the government. In this
sense, frameworks such as CEOE (which
represents and defends Spanish compa-
nies and entrepreneurs), CEPYME (SMEs
representative) and CEIM (representative
for companies and entrepreneurs from
Madrid region) brings the opportunity to
offer spaces to discuss and foster key con-
versations related to entrepreneurship.

Higher education institutions are welcome
in the conversation when the muilti-actor
focus is applied. In Spain, discussions re-
garding higher education policy often take
place within the framework of public insti-
tutions like CRUE, the primary representa-
tive of Spanish universities to the central
government. CRUE plays a pivotal role in
shaping regulations affecting higher edu-
cation and actively fosters collaborations
with other institutions and stakeholders
both domestically and internationally.

Last but not least, the governmental enti-
ties such as the national or regional ad-

ministrations directly affect the EE perfor-
mance from this region. From a national
perspective, in recent years we have seen
how the startups law (Ley 28/2022, from De-
cember 21st) was approved in the Congress
of Deputies which aims to establish a spe-
cific regulatory framework to support the
creation and growth of emerging compa-
nies in Spain. And from a regional level, the
administration from Madrid has promoted
the collaboration towards a more com-
petitive territory. These public institutions
should boost the ecosystem itself assuring
the most favourable EE factors for emerg-
ing entrepreneurs and start-ups. However,
this sometimes leads to different results
than expected. Funding opportunities pro-
vided by governmental organizations could
attract some actors from the ecosystems
that are looking to absorb resources rather
than provide impact in the EE. Additionally,
an increase of bureaucracy, which is a well-
known obstacle in order to catalyze ecosys-
tem performance, is ineffective.

This ecosystem presents a 0,36 where the
other three ecosystems analysed in this
article score way higher. This challenging
situation could lead to a couple of poten-
tial solutions. Firstly, a more dynamic con-
versation led by governmental institutions
towards each one of the key agents in Ma-
drid. Secondly, a boost on fostering this net-
work (the weakest point EE speaking) by
implementing different activities accord-
ing to the Madrilean EE' demands. By do-
ing this, it could better identify the specific
nodes in the network to support financially
and therefore, provide a more positive im-
pact in the ecosystem. Lastly, a decrease of
bureaucracy for better attraction of entre-
preneurs is key.

Physical infrastructure

We distinguish two different types of infra-
structure. This is in line with the study of
Leendertse et al. (2022) which indicates the
physical and digital infrastructure required
for a better EE performance.

According to the information provided in
Figure 3, the Madrid region performs very
well on this indicator, it is the highest scor-
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ing of the four regions included in this arti-
cle. This indicates Madrid's high level when
it comes to accessibility and transport to
the region.

When it comes to talk about digital infra-
structure, Spain has shown a strong inter-
est to boost this digitalization era as a main
goal to achieve as they created in 2023 the
Ministry for the Digital Transformation and
Civil Service. Within this ministry, they have
recently created the "Plan for Connectiv-
ity and Digital Infrastructures” where their
main focus is to assure digital connectivity
to the 100% of the population living in Spain
in order to remove the digital gap currently
existing between the urban and rural areas
of the country.

More specifically in the Madrid region, the
regional government approved back in
2022 a digitalization strategy ready to be
implemented through 64 defined actions
for the following years from 2023 to 2026. As
it is mentioned in this strategy, they want
to focus on four main strategic goals such
as persons, companies, infrastructure and
digital governance (Comunidad de Madrid,
2023).

On the other hand, accessibility and trans-
portation has been one of the biggest
advances that the Madrid region has im-
plemented in the last years. Due to their
strategic location (quite in the middle from
the whole Peninsula) and their political
position (Spain's capital), makes the physi-
cal infrastructure key due to the amount
of population that it brings and attracts. In
addition, the connections to other national
and international regions play a major role
here.

Modernization and digitalization have
been key in order to integrate new tools in
the different transports that this city offers
to the citizens (plane, train, bus, metro, taxi,
electric scooter and bicycles).

Promoting the physical and digital infra-
structure, results in a more attractive place
for entrepreneurs and businesses to visit,
and possibly permanent stay, in Madrid.

CONCLUSIONS

The interest in studying entrepreneurial
ecosystems has grown over the last years.
The analysis and measuring of key indica-
tors has attracted the attention of all the
entrepreneurial agents involved. These ac-
tors are interested in entrepreneurial eco-
systems due to different drivers. Their mo-
tivations could range between the internal
analysis per region or country in order to
identify their strongest and weakest points
to external comparison between regions or
countries so as to define the most and less
prolific areas. Learning from other regions
can help understand paths to improve an
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

In this article, we introduced and discussed
four different entrepreneurial ecosystems
from France, Ireland, The Netherlands, and
Spain. Each of these countries has different
strengths and weaknesses related to the
relevant elements of the EE index. For each
country, and more specifically region, we
discussed the strongest elements that con-
tribute to a well-developed entrepreneurial
ecosystem and the weaker elements where
there is still room for improvement. In this
we also discussed initiatives aimed at both
the strong and weak points. These can serve
as inspiration for regions aiming to improve
their entrepreneurial ecosystem. Neverthe-
less, it is important to consider that each
country has their own unigueness due to
their historical, political and cultural con-
texts. Initiatives thus should not be copied
without consideration of the context. This
article shows that what can be a successful
mark for one ecosystem, doesn't necessar-
ily be a mandatory term in the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem successful equation ap-
plied to the rest.

Additionally, we used the relation between
universities-industry and university-gov-
ernment to structure our actions. We thus
use the triple-helix approach to structure
the different actions implemented for each
actor and their contribution to the soci-
ety as national or regional strategies, pro-
grammes and collaboration frameworks
among others.
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For every EE, it is crucial to identify both
strengths and weaknesses. By focusing on
factors of strength, it becomes possible to
enhance economic development and ad-
ministrative quality, gaining a competitive
edge. Conversely, by adopting a more com-
prehensive and creative approach to areas
of weakness, we can improve their perfor-
mance. However, it is important to always
perceive the entrepreneurial ecosystem as
it is, a sequence of interactions between
different agents and levels that are within
the same space and time.

Thisarticle offersacademics, entrepreneurs,
policy makers, and other practitioners in-
sight into how to analyse entrepreneurial
ecosystems in order to understand the dif-
ferent dynamics and strategies employed
in different regions. Furthermore we high-
light examples of interventions that can be
used to improve the entrepreneurial eco-
system. In this we pay particular attention
to the key role that universities can play as
an enabler of entrepreneurial ecosystems.
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