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FOREWORD

There is no doubt that the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem concept is rapidly gaining
popularity both in academic and policy circles: a quick search in a major man-
agement, entrepreneurship, or regional development journal tells us this much.
Likewise, organizations such as the OECD and national and regional policymak-
ers continue to deploy the concept as a blueprint for helping to stimulate and
support high growth entrepreneurship for wider economic development aims.
Therein, however, lies the sticking point with these debates to date: they have
been focused overwhelmingly on so-called high-growth entrepreneurship, and
have been woefully lacking in their consideration of other types of entrepreneurs.

This has left a significant blind spot in our understanding of already existing
entrepreneurial ecosystems, inhabited by real-life entrepreneurs, which in turn
undermines the concept’s efficacy and tenancy in a policy toolkit. As this collec-
tion recognises, this is a concerning gap which needs to be addressed if we are to
truly understand how to support entrepreneurial activity on a society-wide plane.
This becomes even more urgent as the ongoing Covid-19 crisis has the potential
to further entrench inequalities between rich and poor and has thrown up consid-
erable challenges for entrepreneurs.

This large conceptual gap which exists in contemporary entrepreneurial eco-
system thinking is not going to be filled by one collection alone, but this book
makes great progress in beginning to open our eyes and stretch our thinking
around entrepreneurial ecosystems to consider groups, places, and perspectives
that have so far largely been missing from the conversation. It also adds into
the mix vital intersectional perspectives, which are no doubt crucial to the eco-
systems discussion. Specifically, by elucidating the experiences of poor, woman,
migrant, refugee, and social entrepreneurs, and by shining a light onto geograph-
ical contexts largely overlooked in the literature to date, such as deprived areas
and regions in the Global South, the chapters in this book force us to think more
broadly about who an entrepreneur is, what they do, and how an entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem looks and functions. Specifically, contributions which unpack the
motivations of in-poverty entrepreneurs, interrogate the issue of human capital
in deprived areas, take an intersectional lens to studying women-migrant entre-
preneurs, center social entrepreneurship in the debate and focus our attention
on refugee entrepreneurs, are ideal examples of work that pushes us out of our
comfort zone of studying the usual suspects, into new and exciting waters.

In addition to filling gaps in our theoretical conceptualization of entrepre-
neurial ecosystems, the collection of works in this book provide some tangible
suggestions and lessons for better policy regarding entrepreneurial ecosystems,
potentially useful for the public sector, NGOs and civil society actors who invest
in projects and programs to support entrepreneurship. For example, by asking
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questions about what really drive in-poverty entrepreneurs, exploring the human
capital dimensions of entrepreneurship in deprived regions, and exploring the
experience of women migrants entrepreneurs, our knowledge about the realities
for groups that have been largely overlooked by policy responses to entrepreneur-
ship in the past is increased. Therefore, our ability to design good entrepreneurial
support, and avoid the inappropriate application or wastage of precious public
funds, is increased. By filling institutional voids impacting the most vulnerable
members of society, such as through targeted support schemes and establishing
specialized incubators, there is a great potential to create supportive environ-
ments for all kinds of entrepreneurs.

In this collection we see a broadening with regards scholarship on entrepre-
neurial ecosystems taking place. By collecting diverse contributions under the
general theme of disadvantaged entrepreneurship, the kinds of entrepreneurs, and
contexts of ecosystems, considered under the entrepreneurial ecosystem rubric is
substantially advanced. As this collection points out initially, thus far the major-
ity of work on under-represented groups in ecosystem works have focused on
women entrepreneurs whereas the other groups dealt with in this collection, plus
the intersectional view of them, are massively under explored. Thinking along
the lines of layered “triple disadvantages” impacting women migrant entrepre-
neurs from poor countries, helps us to think about those most in need to support,
and where the allocation of resources is likely to have high impact. With chap-
ters ranging from empirical to theoretical, and displaying a range of methods of
enquiry and analysis, we see that the possibilities for exploring disadvantaged
entrepreneurship within ecosystems are huge.

Our understanding of entrepreneurial ecosystems, in both their structures and
practices, shifts from a type of best practice model, towards one which is more
appreciative of sub optimal operating environments and outcomes, moving us
away from the high-growth discourse which has dominated discussions to date.
By pushing the entrepreneurial ecosystems concept out of its comfort zone we are
forced to ask the big questions of why do we need well functioning entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems in all places, and who benefits. We may not find all of the answers in
these pages but we certainly find some clues and hints that set us off on the right
path, and it is exciting to see how the field of entrepreneurial ecosystem research
is constantly broadening and challenging our norms and assumptions about
entrepreneurship in place. My own hope is that this collection is read, cited, and
reflected upon by those within the “core” of entrepreneurial ecosystem research,
so that it can herald a real shift in the predominant thinking away from only
high-growth entrepreneurship in a small handful of places and sectors, and that
the field will advance in a more critical and inclusive manner which will help to
establish support for entrepreneurial ecosystems that are aimed towards helping
the many and not only increasing the wealth and privilege of the few. Also, gal-
vanizing those hidden or under-supported communities of entrepreneurs could
have a great potential for regional development, as more of the entrepreneurial
and growth potential within society is actualised.
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