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NGOs

If an ecosystem has weak institutions, fragmented markets, or fragile trust, NGOs
usually appear first. They show up before venture capital, before functioning policy,
and often before a clear market exists. In many regions, NGOs are not peripheral
actors. They are the scaffolding that keeps entrepreneurial activity from collapsing
into isolation.

What They Are

Non-governmental organizations function as connective tissue inside entrepreneurial
ecosystems. They link governments, donors, private firms, and grassroots
entrepreneurs into workable arrangements. Their role combines coordination,
advocacy, capacity building, and cultural work.

Rather than operating fully inside the state or the market, NGOs sit in between,
translating priorities, mediating interests, and maintaining continuity.

In large parts of Africa and the Arab world, more than half of
entrepreneurship-support initiatives are driven by NGOs or donor-backed
organizations'. This dominance reflects structural gaps. Where public institutions
are weak and private capital is scarce, NGOs step in to provide training, mentoring,
ecosystem mapping, access to networks, and basic legitimacy. In practice, they
often replace functions that would otherwise belong to ministries, development
banks, or industry associations. As a result, NGOs become both institutional
substitutes and cultural anchors, holding ecosystems together across political and
economic instability?.

How They Work

NGOs operate through layered and relational mechanisms rather than single
interventions.

At the structural level, international development organizations such as GIZ, UNDP,
and SPARK combine funding, training, and advocacy to lower systemic barriers.
Entrepreneurship is rarely treated as an isolated goal. Instead, it is integrated into
broader agendas such as digital inclusion, refugee livelihoods, post-conflict recovery,
and social innovation®.

" P. Nkontwana and Erik Stam, Entrepreneurial Ecosystems for the Africa We Want, U.S.E. Working Paper Series No. 23-05 (Utrecht:
Utrecht University School of Economics, 2023), https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/323044/1/use-wps23-05.pdf.

% Deutsche Gesellschaft fir Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), Strengthening Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: An Interactive Guide
for Development Professionals (Bonn & Eschborn: GIZ, 2020),

3 Stephan Manning and Sergey Vavilov, “Global Development Agenda Meets Local Opportunities: The Rise of
Development-Focused Entrepreneurship Support,” Research Policy 52, no. 7 (2023): 104795,
https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2023.104795.
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This allows NGOs to align startup support with education, employment, and social
stability. At the local level, community-based NGOs work closer to entrepreneurs’
daily realities. They organize bootcamps, mentoring circles, and informal investor
connections.

Many also manage co-working hubs or innovation spaces that enable peer learning
and visibility*.

Their strength lies less in scale and more in trust. Because they are embedded
locally, they can experiment with inclusion strategies that formal institutions struggle
to reach.

UNDP?, for example, documents how behavioral approaches were used to increase
women’s participation, confidence, and willingness to take entrepreneurial risks.

Across these layers, NGOs function as horizontal connectors. They link donor capital
to human capital, policy language to lived experience, and formal programs to
informal networks. In politically fragile or institutionally fragmented environments,
this intermediary role becomes critical. NGOs act as trust brokers, keeping
collaboration possible when formal coordination breaks down.

Why They Are Important

NGOs stabilize ecosystems where formal structures are missing or unreliable. They
provide early legitimacy to entrepreneurs, reduce isolation, and build social capital
through mentorship and cooperation®. In many developing economies, NGOs were
among the first actors to treat entrepreneurship not only as an economic activity but
as a mechanism for recovery, empowerment, and social cohesion.

Their importance also lies in shaping culture. Ecosystem maturity depends less on
funding volume and more on shared purpose and motivation among actors’. NGOs
actively cultivate this alignment through community events, awards, storytelling, and
inclusive programming. In Arab and African contexts, NGO-led initiatives have played
a visible role in normalizing risk-taking and reframing failure as part of learning rather
than social stigma®.

* United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Paving the Path to Successful Youth Entrepreneurship in the Arab States with
Behavioural Science (New York: UNDP, 2021),
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2021-08/UNDP-BIT-Paving-the-Path-to-Successful-Youth-Entrepreneurship-in-
he-Arab- -with-Behavioural-Scien f

°> UNDP, Paving the Path.

©S. Halabi, S. Kheir, and P. Cochrane, Social Enterprise Development in the Middle East and North Africa: A Qualitative Analysis of
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Occupied Palestine (Cairo and Beirut: Wamda, 2017).

" GlZ, Strengthening Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.

8 UNDP, Paving the Path.
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By piloting new models, gender-responsive training, social enterprise accelerators,
diaspora-led innovation programs, NGOs often act as experimental spaces.
Successful models are later adopted by governments or private investors, making
NGOs indirect agenda-setters within the ecosystem®.

Actors and Beneficiaries

NGO actors range from international agencies to regional platforms and local
organizations. Global development actors such as GIZ, UNDP, Mercy Corps, and
SPARK design large-scale programs. Regional initiatives like Injaz Al-Arab,
Techfugees, and Flat6Labs Foundation adapt these models to specific contexts.
Local NGOs translate them further into culturally and economically relevant
practices.

Beneficiaries include youth, women, displaced populations, and early-stage
entrepreneurs seeking entry into formal or digital markets'®. NGOs also support
hybrid ventures, social enterprises that combine financial sustainability with
community problem-solving, particularly in contexts such as Lebanon, Jordan, and
Palestine''. At the ecosystem level, NGOs help align policy, finance, and human
capital, reducing fragmentation and improving coordination among actors'.

Where They Fit in the Ecosystem

NGOs operate at the intersection of support, policy, and culture. They translate
abstract development frameworks into concrete entrepreneurial practices and
mediate between state priorities and grassroots needs. Their convening capacity
allows them to align diverse actors around shared values and objectives, which is
essential in fragmented ecosystems™.

In emerging contexts, NGOs also activate feedback loops between entrepreneurs,
policymakers, and investors, approximating the interactive dynamics described in
ecosystem models™. Through dialogue platforms, mentorship networks, and
advocacy coalitions, they reinforce transparency and collaboration. By linking
institutional structure with cultural change, NGOs embed entrepreneurial behavior
into everyday social practice rather than treating it as an elite activity.

° P. Nkontwana and Erik Stam, Entrepreneurial Ecosystems for the Africa We Want, U.S.E. Working Paper Series No. 23-05 (Utrecht:
Utrecht University School of Economics, 2023), https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/323044/1/use-wps23-05.pdf.

" UNDP, Paving the Path.

" Halabi, Kheir, and Cochrane, Social Enterprise Development.

2R Uctu and R. Al-Silefanee, “Understanding Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in the Middle East: Insights from Isenberg’s Model,”
International Journal of Entrepreneurial Knowledge 12, no. 1 (2024): 86—1009, https://doi.org/10.37335/ijek.v12i1.211.

'8 GlzZ, Strengthening Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.

' Uctu and Al-Silefanee, “Understanding Entrepreneurial Ecosystem.”
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When They Are Most Critical

NGOs matter most during early formation and recovery phases. When ecosystems
are immature or disrupted, NGOs often act as first movers, restarting economic
activity through micro-enterprise support, youth programs, and innovation
initiatives'®

Evidence shows that NGOs are particularly important during transitions. UNDP'®
documents their role in bridging digital divides and creating entry points for rural and
informal entrepreneurs.

UNDP"’further shows how NGO networks maintain continuity during political shifts
or donor realignments, ensuring that access to training and mentorship does not
disappear overnight. Their flexibility and timing make NGOs stabilizers rather than
accelerators alone.

Challenges and Limitations

NGOs face structural constraints that limit long-term impact. Heavy dependence on
donor funding often leads to short project cycles and weak sustainability. Mission
drift becomes a risk when programs are reshaped to fit changing donor priorities
rather than local needs®. Coordination failures among NGOs also lead to duplication,
while fragmented reporting limits ecosystem-level learning'

Cultural misalignment is another challenge. Imported development models do not
always fit local norms, which can generate skepticism among target communities®.
As NGOs professionalize, bureaucratic distance from grassroots entrepreneurs can
grow, weakening trust. New approaches, locally led ecosystem mapping,
participatory evaluation, and hybrid NGO-startup partnerships, are emerging to
address these gaps.

These models combine social mission with entrepreneurial agility and suggest more
sustainable ways for NGOs to remain embedded within ecosystems?’

'® Nkontwana and Stam, Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.
1 Umted Nations Development Programme (UNDP), D/g/ta/ Entrepreneursh/p in Africa (New York: UNDPR, 2023),
li igital-entr rship-afri

7 UNDP, Pavmg the Path

'8 Stephan Manning and Sergey Vavilov, “Global Development Agenda Meets Local Opportunities: The Rise of
Development-Focused Entrepreneurship Support,” Research Policy 52, no. 7 (2023): 104795,
https:/doiorg/10.1016/jrespol.2023.104795

1 Gz, Strengthening Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.

20 Halabi, Kheir, and Cochrane, Social Enterprise Development.

2 Nkontwana and Stam, Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.
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Podcasts

Entrepreneurial knowledge does not move only through classrooms or policy reports.
It moves through stories. Podcasts are one of the main channels through which
those stories circulate, shaping how entrepreneurship is understood long before it is
formally taught.

What They Are

Podcasts are digital audio programs built around conversations, narratives, and
reflection. In entrepreneurial ecosystems, they function as an informal learning
infrastructure. They translate lived experience into accessible knowledge, reaching
listeners outside formal institutions. Unlike structured training programs, podcasts
rely on storytelling rather than instruction. Founders’ experiences, successes,
failures, doubts, and turning points, become learning material that can be absorbed
flexibly during daily life.

How They Operate

Most entrepreneurship podcasts take the form of interviews or open conversations.
Founders, investors, and operators discuss how they identified opportunities,
navigated uncertainty, handled setbacks, and made growth decisions. These
narratives surface the psychological and emotional dimensions of entrepreneurship,
resilience, identity, motivation, and purpose that are often absent from formal
curricula.

At a structural level, podcasts operate through a balance of creative tensions. They
sit between professionalism and experimentation, openness and editorial control,
intimacy and public visibility. These tensions give podcasting its credibility. Listeners
perceive authenticity because conversations are not fully scripted or optimized for
performance. This format mirrors entrepreneurial reality: learning happens through
iteration, reflection, and imperfect communication.

From a practical perspective, effective podcasting depends on clarity of narrative,
consistency, and trust. Episodes that resonate are not those with the most technical
detail, but those that connect experience to meaning. This makes podcasts
especially suited to entrepreneurial audiences, who value insight grounded in
practice rather than abstract frameworks.
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Why They Are Important

Podcasts democratize access to entrepreneurial knowledge. They lower entry
barriers by making learning available without cost, credentials, or geographic
proximity. For aspiring founders, hearing real stories reduces uncertainty and
normalizes struggle. For early-stage entrepreneurs, podcasts provide reassurance
that difficulty is structural rather than personal.

At the ecosystem level, podcasts help build shared identity. Repeated exposure to
local voices, familiar challenges, and contextual examples strengthens trust and
cultural coherence among founders. In emerging or resource-limited ecosystems,
podcasts are particularly valuable. They scale easily, require minimal infrastructure,
and can reach audiences that formal programs cannot. In this sense, podcasts
substitute for missing institutions by sustaining learning, motivation, and connection
through narrative.

Actors and Beneficiaries

Podcast creators are often entrepreneurs, educators, journalists, or ecosystem
builders who curate conversations around practice and learning. Guests include
founders, investors, mentors, and operators who share firsthand experience rather
than abstract advice.

Primary beneficiaries are aspiring entrepreneurs, students, and early-stage founders
seeking insight and orientation. Secondary beneficiaries include universities,
incubators, and innovation hubs that use podcasts to extend their reach,
communicate research, and reinforce entrepreneurial culture beyond physical
spaces.

Where They Fit in the Ecosystem

Podcasts sit within the cultural and educational layers of the ecosystem. They
complement incubators, accelerators, and formal training by spreading role models,
language, and tacit knowledge. Through repeated storytelling, podcasts strengthen
social capital and create continuity across otherwise fragmented communities. They
function as bridges between experience and learning, and between individual
journeys and collective identity.

When They Are Most Critical

Podcasts are most influential at early awareness and ideation stages, when
individuals are exploring entrepreneurship and forming self-perception. At this point,
exposure to authentic stories can determine whether someone sees
entrepreneurship as attainable or inaccessible.
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They remain relevant throughout the entrepreneurial journey as continuous learning
channels. By keeping founders connected to evolving ideas and peer experiences,
podcasts sustain reflection and adaptation long after formal programs end.

Events

An ecosystem becomes visible when people gather. Events are the moments when
entrepreneurship moves from private effort to public experience. They are temporary
by design, but their effects can shape trust, memory, and direction long after the
stage is dismantled.

What Events Are

Entrepreneurial events include competitions, hackathons, demo days, innovation
festivals, and policy summits. They function as short-term social infrastructures
where entrepreneurs, investors, mentors, academics, and policymakers interact
intensely. Events combine learning, competition, and recognition into concentrated
encounters that make the ecosystem visible to itself?.

Rather than standing alone, events act as anchor points in the ecosystem calendar.
Recurring formats create rhythm and continuity, giving dispersed actors shared
reference moments®,

Through repetition, events become ritualized spaces where trust networks and
institutional narratives are renewed. They turn entrepreneurship into a shared public
value rather than a private pursuit®.

How They Operate

Events operate as multi-functional platforms that connect, educate, and coordinate
actors.

At the micro level, they enable experiential learning. Participants test ideas, receive
feedback, and gain visibility. At the macro level, they function as policy and signaling
tools, communicating ecosystem health to external stakeholders®.

Well-designed events align universities, incubators, and policy programs around
shared objectives.

22 M. Elmi, G. Bertella, and M. Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded: Unpacking the Phenomenon’s Dimensions;” in
Proceedings of the 18th European Conference on Innovation and Entrepreneurship (ECIE 2023) (Cagliari: University of Cagliari,
2023), https://doi.org/10.34190/ecie 18.1.1694.

2 L. Stolz, “Start-up Competitions as Anchor Events in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: First Findings from Two German Regions,’
Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography 105, no. 1 (2022): 38-57, https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2022.2052739
24 S. Hess et al,, “The Future of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems Research: Toward a Policy-Oriented Research Agenda,” Journal of
Business Venturing Insights 23 (2025): e00538, https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2025.e00538.

% Elmi, Bertella, and Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded.”
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Stolz? shows how competitions in Berlin and Hanover created lasting collaborations
between municipal agencies and private accelerators. Chaudhary? describe events
as field-configuring mechanisms, where shared norms and expectations are
temporarily negotiated and stabilized.

Events also lower entry barriers. First-time entrepreneurs gain access to networks
that would otherwise be closed. In less developed ecosystems, events often
substitute for missing intermediaries, acting as ad-hoc accelerators, recruitment
spaces, and experimental zones for public—private collaboration?.

Why They Are Important

Events generate meaning, legitimacy, and connection. They perform three core
functions: education, validation, and visibility?®. Individually, participants gain
credibility and mentorship. Collectively, ecosystems reaffirm their identity and
potential.

Events accelerate trust by compressing interaction into short timeframes®. They
also build symbolic capital for regions, signaling competence and confidence to
investors. Temporary clustering effects allow peripheral regions to retain talent and
create innovation visibility despite geographic disadvantage®'.

Culturally, events normalize experimentation and failure. Repetition turns
entrepreneurship into a socially endorsed narrative aligned with innovation, inclusion,
and sustainability goals®2.

Actors and Beneficiaries

Events are organized by universities, accelerators, NGOs, corporations, media actors,
and government agencies. Actor composition shapes inclusivity and long-term
impact®*3* Primary beneficiaries are early-stage entrepreneurs and students.
Secondary beneficiaries include investors, policymakers, and support institutions
that gain insight and network access. In fragile or rural contexts, events bridge
disconnected populations and connect local innovators to national and global
ecosystems®®.

% Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

*’'S. Chaudhary et al., “Connecting Entrepreneurial Ecosystem and Innovation: Grasping at Straws or Hitting a Home Run?”
Technovation 130 (2024): 102942, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2023.102942.

Q. H. Thai, K. N. Mai, and T. T. Do, “An Evolution of Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Studies: A Systematic Literature Review and
Future Research Agenda,” Sage Open 13, no. 1 (2023), https://doi.ora/10.1177/21582440231153060.

29 Elmi, Bertella, and Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded.”

%0 Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

31 M. Liedtke, R. Asghari, and T. Spengler, “Fostering Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and the Choice of Location for New Companies
in Rural Areas—The Case of Germany,” Journal of Small Business Strategy 31, no. 4 (2021): 76—87,
https://doi.ora/10.53703/001¢.29480.

%2 Hess et al,, “Future of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.”

3 Elmi, Bertella, and Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded.”

34 Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

% Liedtke, Asghari, and Spengler, “Fostering Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.”
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Where They Fit in the Ecosystem

Events cut across culture, support, and market domains. They synchronize
fragmented activity and create shared direction®. Beyond visibility, recurring events
form the temporal backbone of ecosystems, acting as pulse points that reactivate
networks and preserve continuity®’. In policy-driven ecosystems, they serve as
coordination tools linking grassroots energy to long-term strategy.

When They Are Most Critical

Events matter most during early formation and recovery. In nascent ecosystems,
competitions and hackathons provide low-cost entry points and compensate for
missing infrastructure®. In mature systems, recurring events sustain cohesion and
energy during market shocks or funding cycles®. In post-crisis contexts, events
reassemble fragmented networks and restore collective purpose*'.

Challenges and Limitations

Events risk becoming symbolic without follow-through. Many lack evaluation
frameworks and long-term integration, generating enthusiasm without durable
outcomes*?. Participation often skews urban, male, and English-speaking, excluding
marginalized founders*’. Governments may also use events for visibility rather than
reform*.

Emerging responses link events to longer programs: competitions feeding
accelerators, summits shaping investment roadmaps, and post-event mentoring.
Embedding events into continuous learning systems allows temporary social capital
to harden into institutional memory*.

Startup Awards

A startup award is not mainly a trophy. It is a credibility instrument. It turns a private
claim (“this venture matters”) into a public signal that investors, partners, and
institutions can read quickly.

% Chaudhary et al., “Connecting Entrepreneurial Ecosystem.”

7 Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

% Hess et al,, “Future of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.”

39 Elmi, Bertella, and Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded.”
40 Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

41 Hess et al,, “Future of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.”

42 Elmi, Bertella, and Castriotta, “Startup Competitions Decoded.”
4 Stolz, “Start-up Competitions,” 42.

* Hess et al,, “Future of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.”

5 Chaudhary et al., “Connecting Entrepreneurial Ecosystem.”
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What They Are

Startup awards are structured recognition programs that highlight entrepreneurial
achievement and innovation. Their core function is validation and visibility: they
formalize recognition and project it outward through public selection, ceremonies,
and media exposure. Awards range from global initiatives such as the Global Startup
Awards and the Hello Tomorrow Challenge to national and regional programs such
as the Swiss Technology Award and the European Innovation Council (EIC) Prize.
Beyond celebrating individual winners, awards set shared benchmarks for what
“excellence” looks like inside an ecosystem.

How They Work

Awards usually follow a predictable sequence: application or nomination, screening,
shortlisting, and final evaluation. Startups are assessed on criteria such as
innovation, impact, traction, and scalability. Shortlisted teams pitch or demonstrate
prototypes to panels that typically include investors, industry experts, policymakers,
and ecosystem leaders. Winners may receive cash prizes, mentoring, media
coverage, partnership access, or entry into international networks.

The main effect often sits beyond the prize. Awards operate as anchor moments that
concentrate ecosystem attention. They bring entrepreneurs, corporates, investors,
accelerators, universities, and public institutions into one shared arena.

This creates fast trust formation: people who were previously disconnected gain a
reason to meet, evaluate, and collaborate. Recognition acts as public validation that
can attract resources and partnerships by reducing perceived risk.

Why They Are Important
Awards have two roles: psychological and systemic.

For founders, recognition works as motivation and legitimacy. It boosts confidence,
reinforces persistence, and provides external confirmation that effort is not invisible.
This matters most in early stages, when uncertainty is high, and feedback is scarce.

For ecosystems, awards are strategic visibility tools. They build a culture of
excellence by publicly naming role models, circulating success narratives, and
signaling what kinds of innovation the ecosystem values. Global programs create
international comparability; local programs build national identity and raise the
profile of emerging sectors. Awards also spread knowledge by making winning
models visible, allowing other founders to learn by imitation.

10
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In weaker ecosystems, awards can partially compensate for missing institutional
support. They offer a form of credibility that substitutes for formal certification,
strong local funding markets, or established reputation channels. In practice, an
award can function as a shortcut signal: it helps a startup cross the trust gap faster.

Actors and Beneficiaries

Organizers commonly include government agencies, innovation councils,
accelerators, universities, foundations, and corporate sponsors. These actors define
criteria, assemble juries, and shape the narrative of what counts as valuable
innovation.

Primary beneficiaries are startups and founders who gain legitimacy, visibility, and
network access. Secondary beneficiaries include investors and policymakers who
use awards as scanning mechanisms to identify promising ventures, emerging
sectors, and credible role models.

The broader ecosystem benefits when awards increase visibility, attract attention,
and normalize entrepreneurship as a serious pathway.

Where They Fit in the Ecosystem

Startup awards sit in the representation layer of the ecosystem. They do not replace
incubators, accelerators, banks, or policy tools. They complement them by
translating progress into public recognition. Through ceremonies, rankings, and
media coverage, awards convert entrepreneurial success into shared narratives that
strengthen cultural acceptance of risk-taking and innovation.

When They Are Most Critical

Awards are most critical at early growth, when startups need credible signals to
attract investment, partners, and customers. At the same time, idea-stage and
student awards matter because they make entrepreneurship visible as a career path
and create early identity formation among future founders.

In both cases, awards function as ecosystem signals. They convert individual
achievement into collective inspiration and help ecosystems build momentum by
showing that innovation is not abstract; it has names, faces, and measurable
outcomes.

11
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Media Support

An ecosystem exists only if it is narrated. The media is the system that decides
which stories circulate, who becomes visible, and what entrepreneurship is
understood to mean.

What It Is

Media support is the narrative infrastructure of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. It
includes journalism, digital platforms, social media, podcasts, blogs, and
peer-generated content. These channels communicate, interpret, and legitimize
entrepreneurial activity. In digital environments, founders actively construct public
identities that blend storytelling with strategy to gain legitimacy and resources*. The
media turns entrepreneurial practice into a visible and shareable meaning.

How It Works

Media works through information diffusion, identity construction, and network
formation.

First, it spreads opportunities, policy updates, and success stories, turning
fragmented actions into shared awareness. Platforms like LinkedIn and Twitter
enable low-cost communication and dialogue that builds trust*’.

Second, it enables self-representation. Founders narrate resilience, purpose, and
authenticity, often merging personal and professional identities*. This narrative
labor replaces formal certification where institutional trust is weak.

Third, the media strengthens social capital. Active participation improves
information flow and relationship building, converting online visibility into offline
collaboration®. Consistent engagement improves survival by boosting loyalty,
visibility, and innovation adoption®%®'.

4'S. 0. Horst, R. Jarventie-Thesleff, and F. J. Perez-Latre, “Entrepreneurial Identity Development through Digital Media,” Journal of
Media Business Studies 17, no. 2 (2019): 87-112, https://doi.org/10.1080/16522354.2019.1689767.

47'F. Zhovu, “Utilizing Social Media Platforms to Foster Entrepreneurial Communication among Start-up Communities,” Profesional
de la Informacidn 33, no. 5 (2024): e330525, https://doi.org/10.3145/€pi.2024 ene.0525.

8 Horst, Jarventie-Thesleff, and Perez-Latre, “Entrepreneurial Identity.”

49 A. Mumi, “Social Media as a Strategic Capability for Startups and the Mediating Role of Social Capital,” Business: Theory and
Practice 23, no. 2 (2022): 302-312, https://doi.org/10.3846/btp.2022.16954.

%M. S. Mujahid and M. S. Mubarik, “The Bright Side of Social Media: Social Media Platforms Adoption and Start-up Sustainability,
Frontiers in Psychology 12 (2021): 661649, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.661649.

M. A. Usman and X. Sun, “The Impact of Digital Platforms on New Startup Performance: Strategy as Moderator,” Heliyon 9, no.
12 (2023): €22159, https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.helivon.2023.622159.

12
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Why It Is Important

Media converts individual effort into a collective narrative. It shapes role models,
normalizes risk, and frames entrepreneurship as socially valuable®?. In developing
ecosystems, media often substitutes for missing institutional validation, creating
legitimacy through storytelling.

The media also builds cohesion. Shared narratives reduce fragmentation and signal
ecosystem maturity to external investors and partners®. It acts simultaneously as a
mirror and a bridge, reflecting local activity while connecting it to global discourse.

Actors and Beneficiaries

Actors include journalists, content creators, ecosystem platforms, podcasters,
accelerators, NGOs, universities, and startups themselves. Founders are both
producers and users of media, shaping perception through daily communication®.

Beneficiaries include early-stage entrepreneurs seeking legitimacy, investors
searching for signals, and the public accessing innovation narratives.

Where It Fits in the Ecosystem

Media sits between culture, support, and markets. It is a discursive infrastructure
that mediates between institutions and individuals®°. Digital platforms function as
sensemaking spaces where shared understanding evolves through interaction®.
Media narrates the ecosystem itself, shaping perceptions of possibility and
inclusion.

When It Is Most Critical

Media is most critical during early formation, when visibility is scarce. In fragile
contexts, entrepreneurial storytelling reframes discourse from dependency to
agency. During scaling and internationalization, the media amplifies success and
attracts capital. In crises, it stabilizes confidence by reaffirming entrepreneurial
values®’.

%2 G. Secundo, P. Del Vecchio, and G. Mele, “Social Media for Entrepreneurship: Myth or Reality? A Structured Literature Review and
a Future Research Agenda,” International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research 27, no. 1 (2021): 149-177,
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-07-2020-0453.

8 F Zhou, “Utilizing Social Media Platforms to Foster Entrepreneurial Communication among Start-up Communities,” Profesional
de la Informacién 33, no. 5 (2024): e330525, https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2024.ene.0525.

** Mumi, “Social Media as Strategic Capability.”

% Horst, Jarventie-Thesleff, and Perez-Latre, ‘Entrepreneurial Identity.”

% Secundo, Del Vecchio, and Mele, “Social Media for Entrepreneurship.”

%" Mujahid and Mubarik, “Bright Side of Social Media.”
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Challenges and Limitations

Media coverage often privileges elite founders and dominant models, marginalizing
grassroots innovation®®. Performative storytelling can produce curated authenticity
that hides fragility®®. Algorithmic bias favors marketing skill over substance, while
limited resources and media literacy constrain early-stage firms®%",

Stronger media literacy, collaboration between journalists and researchers, and
diversified channels are required. When treated as a strategic capability rather than
decoration, media becomes a connective infrastructure through which ecosystems
interpret and sustain themselves.

Communities

If an ecosystem has structure but no interaction, it does not function. Communities
are what transform individual entrepreneurial effort into a collective process. They
emerge through repeated interaction between entrepreneurs and other actors,
creating a shared environment in which knowledge, resources, and meaning
circulate. In many ecosystems, communities develop alongside or even before
formal institutions, shaping how entrepreneurship is practiced in a given context.®?

They are not designed through formal structures but evolve through participation
and continuity. What defines a community is not formal membership, but sustained
interaction and shared engagement.®

What They Are

Startup communities are informal but persistent networks of entrepreneurs and
ecosystem actors connected through ongoing practice. They are built around
interaction rather than hierarchy and are sustained by shared norms such as
openness, reciprocity, and long-term commitment.®*

A defining characteristic of effective startup communities is that they are led by
entrepreneurs themselves. Rather than being driven by governments or institutions,
they evolve through bottom-up participation and long-term engagement.®

%8 Secundo, Del Vecchio, and Mele, “Social Media for Entrepreneurship.”

% Horst, Jarventie-Thesleff, and Perez-Latre, ‘Entrepreneurial Identity.”

€0 Zhou, “Utilizing Social Media Platforms.”

1 Usman and Sun, “Impact of Digital Platforms.”

2 Marijn A. van Weele, Henk J. Steinz, and Frank J. van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under: How Startup Communities Facilitate
Australian Entrepreneurship.”

3 Marijn A. van Weele, Henk J. Steinz, and Frank J. van Rijnsoever, "Startup Communities as Communities of Practice: Shining a
Light on Geographical Scale and Membership,” Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie (2017).

% Brad Feld, Startup Communities: Building an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in Your City (Hoboken: Wiley, 2012).

% Feld, Startup Communities.
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From a theoretical perspective, startup communities can be understood as
communities of practice. Knowledge is generated and transferred through
participation, observation, and interaction rather than formal instruction.
Membership remains fluid, allowing individuals to move between peripheral and
central roles as they gain experience.®®

How They Work

Communities operate through continuous and informal interaction rather than
centralized coordination. Their functioning depends on the accumulation of repeated
exchanges, which build trust and enable knowledge sharing over time.®’

These interactions take place across different settings, including coworking spaces,
incubators, events, and informal networks. Through these repeated encounters,
communities generate social capital, which facilitates access to information,
opportunities, and support.®®

To better understand how these interactions are structured across different levels,
Figure 7 illustrates the relationship between entrepreneurs, workspace communities,
regional communities, and the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. It shows how
communities operate as layered environments that connect individual actors with
wider systemic resources and outcomes.

' ~~____~ Entrepreneur ~_ 7

Benefits to start-up Benefits to entrepreneur

+ Shared equipment « Sense of belonging * Legitimacy

+ Economies of scale * Motivation and inspiration * Attracts new stakeholders

+ Knowledge sharing + Lower costs of doing business
« Credibility

« Social capital

Figure 7. Conceptual model of startup communities within the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. Adapted from Van Weele et al.®°

% van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-up Communities as Communities of Practice.”
7 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.
% van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”

* Marijn A. van Weele et al., “Conceptual Model of Entrepreneurial Communities and Ecosystems.”
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Leadership within startup communities is distributed rather than hierarchical. Certain
actors, such as incubator leaders or experienced entrepreneurs, take on facilitative
roles by connecting individuals, sustaining engagement, and reinforcing shared
values.”

In addition to interaction, communities operate through narratives. Stories about
entrepreneurial journeys, successes, and failures contribute to shaping collective
understanding and expectations. These narratives influence how entrepreneurship is
interpreted within a specific ecosystem.”’

Why They Are Important

Communities provide essential conditions that enable entrepreneurial activity,
particularly in uncertain and resource-constrained environments. They reduce
isolation by embedding entrepreneurs within networks of peers and collaborators,
allowing learning to occur through shared experience.”

Participation in a community also contributes to legitimacy and credibility.
Entrepreneurs gain recognition and validation through their association with the
community, which can influence access to resources and opportunities.”

At the ecosystem level, communities play a central role in shaping culture. They
influence how entrepreneurship is perceived and practiced, contributing to the
normalization of experimentation, collaboration, and risk-taking.”

Actors and Beneficiaries

Startup communities consist of entrepreneurs, mentors, investors, incubator
managers, and other ecosystem actors. However, entrepreneurs remain the central
participants, actively shaping and sustaining the community through their
engagement.”®

Roles within communities are dynamic. Individuals transition over time from
newcomers to active contributors and, in some cases, to leaders who facilitate
interaction and support others.”®

79 Philip T. Roundy, “Leadership in Startup Communities: How Incubator Leaders Develop a Regional Entrepreneurial Ecosystem,’
Journal of Management Development 40, no. 3 (2021): 190-208.

1 Philip T. Roundy, “Start-up Community Narratives: The Discursive Construction of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems,” Journal of
Entrepreneurship 25, no. 2 (2016).

2 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”

3 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”

4 Roundy, “Start-up Community Narratives.”

75 Feld, Startup Communities.

5 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-up Communities as Communities of Practice.”
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The primary beneficiaries are early-stage entrepreneurs and aspiring founders, who
gain access to knowledge, networks, and support. At the same time, other
ecosystem actors benefit indirectly through improved access to talent, information,
and collaboration opportunities.”’

Where They Fit in the Ecosystem

Communities occupy an intermediate position within the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
They connect individual actors with broader institutional structures such as policy,
markets, and capital.”®

To further clarify this positioning, startup communities can be understood as
embedded systems within larger economic and societal structures. As illustrated in
Figure 8, communities exist within entrepreneurial ecosystems, which themselves
are nested within innovation systems, economies, and broader societal contexts.
This highlights that communities are not isolated entities but operate as part of a
multi-layered system.

Startup communities are systems within systems

Society
Economy

Innovation
Ecosystem

Figure 8. Startup communities as embedded systems within broader economic and
societal structures. Adapted from Feld and Hathaway.”

7van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”
8 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”
79 Brad Feld and lan Hathaway, The Startup Community Way: Evolving an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (Hoboken: Wiley, 2020).
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They function as a relational layer that translates available resources into usable
forms through interaction and shared understanding. In conceptual models of
entrepreneurial ecosystems, communities bridge the gap between individual
entrepreneurs and the wider system.8°

When They Are Most Critical

Communities are particularly important in the early stages of ecosystem
development, when formal structures are limited or underdeveloped. They provide
initial connections, facilitate knowledge exchange, and create entry points for new
entrepreneurs.®’

Their role becomes even more significant in contexts characterized by instability or
fragmentation. In such environments, communities maintain continuity through
relationships and shared practices, even when institutional support is inconsistent.®?

At later stages, communities continue to play a role in sustaining interaction and
cohesion, ensuring that ecosystems remain dynamic rather than becoming purely
institutionalized.®®

Challenges and Limitations

Despite their importance, communities face several limitations. Their reliance on
informal interaction can make coordination and scalability difficult as they grow.

Communities may also become socially or structurally exclusive, limiting access for
new or underrepresented participants. This can reduce diversity and restrict the flow
of new ideas.®

Another challenge is dependence on key individuals who sustain activity and
engagement. When these actors disengage, community dynamics can weaken.2®

Finally, the absence of formal structure can limit long-term impact, as activities may
remain fragmented and difficult to translate into broader systemic outcomes.

8 van Weele et al., “Conceptual Model of Entrepreneurial Communities and Ecosystems.”

8 van Weele, Steinz, and van Rijnsoever, “Start-ups Down Under.”

8 Richard Pfeilstetter, “Startup Communities: Notes on the Sociality of Tech-Entrepreneurs in Manchester.”
8 Pfeilstetter, “Startup Communities.”

84 Pfeilstetter, “Startup Communities.”

8 Pfeilstetter, “Startup Communities.”

8 Roundy, “Leadership in Startup Communities,” 190—-208.
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Aram Lab is an ecosystem architecture consulting company based in Germany, and
established by a collective of experts and researchers. Our mission is to advance the
design and development of sustainable ecosystems in Syria.

We actively engage with both the local Syrian community and the global Syrian
diaspora, leveraging collaborative studies and in-depth research to shape ideal
ecosystems.

Our ultimate goal is to empower Syria's economy and foster long-term prosperity
through innovative, community-driven solutions.
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