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Abstract: 
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development. We argue that this is misguided, in general, and in low income economies 
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respect to both conditions and outcomes. We focus on a context with low incomes and 
massive population growth, with large cohorts of youngsters entering the economy: Africa. 
In this context there is a huge need for well-functioning entrepreneurial ecosystems to 
enable private sector development and more fundamentally to have the talents of a large 
new generation flourish and to tackle gigantic sustainable development challenges. We 
argue that for the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach to be useful for African economies it 
needs to be meaningful for the stakeholders involved, and that this can be achieved with 
locally-embedded narratives about the future of entrepreneurship in Africa. We analyze 
entrepreneurial ecosystem narratives that inform theory and policy practice of 
entrepreneurship-led development in Africa. Our argument is that for Africa, and other low 
income economy contexts as well, we need to embrace entrepreneurial ecosystem 
narratives that suit the local context and envisioned futures of the local stakeholders.  
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1 - Introduction  

 

Entrepreneurial ecosystems have become a central feature of industrial and economic development 

policies around the globe. It has the promise of enabling productive entrepreneurship as a driver 

of economic development, focusing on the interdependent actors and factors that are governed in 

such a way that they enable productive entrepreneurship in particular territory (Stam, 2015; Stam 

& Van de Ven, 2021; Wurth et al. 2022). But, there is a tension in what entrepreneurial ecosystem 

development (policy) means in academic and practical terms. On the one hand there is an adoration 

of the Silicon Valley model of entrepreneurship (Audretsch, 2021), with a plethora of Silicon 

Somewheres and ABC Valleys (Stam, 2023). On the other hand, the entrepreneurial ecosystem 

approach has explicitly been developed to go beyond the Silicon Valley model of entrepreneurship 

(Isenberg, 2010; Feld, 2012; Stam, 2015; Wurth, Stam & Spigel, 2022). We critically analyze the 

assumptions behind the dominant Silicon Valley model of entrepreneurial ecosystems, which is 

obsessed by maximizing financial value with startups in the shortest possible period. We contrast 

this with a much needed view from outside the North American and European contexts in which 

most theorizing and empirical research on entrepreneurial ecosystems has taken place, and answer 

the recent call by Bruton et al. (2018) to develop an alternative to the dominance in academic 

research of the U.S. model of entrepreneurship. We focus on a context with low incomes and 

massive population growth, with large cohorts of youngsters entering the economy: Africa. In this 

context there is a huge need for well-functioning entrepreneurial ecosystems to enable private 

sector development and more fundamentally to have the talents of a large new generation flourish 

and to tackle gigantic sustainable development challenges. We argue that for the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem approach to be useful for African economies it needs to be meaningful for the 

stakeholders involved, and that this can be achieved with locally-embedded narratives about the 

future of entrepreneurship in Africa.  

 

The objective of this paper is to analyze entrepreneurial ecosystem narratives that inform 

theory and policy practice of entrepreneurship-led sustainable development in Africa. Our 

argument is that for Africa, and other low income economy contexts as well, we need to embrace 

entrepreneurial ecosystem narratives that suit the local context and envisioned futures of the local 

stakeholders. This means that an alternative to the dominant Silicon Valley model of 

entrepreneurial ecosystems has to be created.  

 

We have selected three African economies as research context: all three have a rapidly growing 

population, but one of them has developed rather stable high quality institutions (Rwanda), the 

other two face substantial problems of low quality institutions, but have been able to act as regional 

economic centers for East and West Africa, respectively Kenya and Ghana. In each of these 

economies a key entrepreneurial support organization (ESO) – an entrepreneurship hub - has been 

used as a point of entry for selecting in total 100 stakeholders of entrepreneurial ecosystems in 

these economies, to construct narratives about good and bad futures of the national entrepreneurial 

ecosystems. This also answers the recent call by Bergman & McMullen (2022) for scholars to 

deepen their relationships with ESOs, as an opportunity for advancing entrepreneurship research.  

 

The key question of this paper is what an African model of entrepreneurship-led sustainable 

development can be. We use the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach as a lens and focus on four 

sub questions in the context of Africa:  
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1. To what extent are the public and private sector seen as drivers of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems? 

2. To what extent are entrepreneurial support organizations targeting individual entrepreneurs 

or the institutional foundations of entrepreneurial ecosystems? [leadership role within /of 

the ecosystem?!] 

3. What are the characteristics of successful entrepreneurs? 

4. What are the envisioned ideal and worst case scenarios of entrepreneurial ecosystem 

development? 

 

This paper is structured as follows. We first discuss the related literature on entrepreneurial 

ecosystems, including the role of the public and private sector, and entrepreneurial support 

organizations. We explicitly debate the dominance of the Silicon Valley model of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems, and the need for alternative models that do justice to other types of local contexts, in 

particular African contexts. This will lead us to a discussion of the societal outcomes beyond the 

narrow economic model that dominates the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach. In this we will 

conceptualize entrepreneurship-led sustainable development, that is: entrepreneurship that 

contributes to sustainable development, illustrated with the role of entrepreneurship in achieving 

the sustainable development goals in Africa. Next we will present the research design of the study. 

This will be followed with the results of our empirical analyses, answering our research questions. 

We will end with a discussion of our findings and implications and opportunities for further 

research.  

 

2 – Entrepreneurial ecosystems 

 

2.1 Origins in practice  

The concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems has gained enormous popularity within research, 

policy, and practitioner fields over the last decade. This contemporary popularity can be traced to 

several sources: Feld’s (2012) book Startup Communities and Isenberg’s (2010) work in the 

Harvard Business Review. The idea of entrepreneurial ecosystems was quickly adopted by 

governments and non-governmental organizations such as the United Nations (UNCTAD, 2010), 

the World Economic Forum (Foster et al., 2013), the OECD (Mason & Brown, 2014), the 

European Commission (European Commission, 2014), the Kauffman Foundation (Bell-

Masterson & Stangler, 2015), and the World Bank (Mulas, Minges & Applebaum, 2015), and 

commercial organizations including StartupGenome (StartupGenome, 2012) and StartupBlink 

(StartupBlink, 2014). This policy excitement led to a situation where research is led by policy 

rather than policy being guided by rigorous academic research  (Stam, 2015; Stam & Bosma, 

2015; Stam & Spigel, 2018). 

 

This does not mean that entrepreneurial ecosystem research per se is led by policy. 

Entrepreneurial ecosystem research stands on the shoulders of giants, in particular the regional 

development literature and the strategy literature (Acs et al., 2017; Malecki, 2018). Both lineages 

share common roots in ecological systems thinking, providing insights into the interdependence 

of actors in a particular community to create new value. But studies of both regional 

development and strategic management have largely ignored the role of entrepreneurs in new 

value creation, and the entrepreneurial ecosystem provides a fresh perspective to take into 
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account entrepreneurship as an output of the system, but also the role of entrepreneurs within the 

system.  

 

These origins in both policy and entrepreneurial practice and also different academic literatures 

provide an excellent opportunity to further develop the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach as a 

transdisciplinary research program (Pohl & Hadorn, 2007; Pohl, Truffer & Hirsch Hadorn, 

2017), involving multiple academic disciplines and explicit interaction with practice (“engaged 

scholarship”, Van de Ven, 2007) (see Wurth, Stam & Spigel, 2022).  

 

2.2 Silicon Valley model  

The Silicon Valley model has become dominant in entrepreneurial ecosystem thinking and 

practice. Three key elements of this Silicon model are 1) Venture Capital, 2) radical 

technological innovation, and 3) rapid business growth in financial terms (Audretsch, 2021). It is 

driven by financial value creation. This is both important on the input side and the output side. 

For example, on the output (and even outcome) side, the “value” of an entrepreneurial ecosystem 

is measured by the financial valuation (on paper) of its “startups” (Kuckertz, Scheu & 

Davidsson, 2023). On the input side, the prevalence of venture capitalists and the size of venture 

capital investments are seen as key indicators of the strength of an entrepreneurial ecosystem 

(Stokoe et al., 2016; WeeTracker, 2018a).  

 

Rapid business growth in financial terms driven by radical technological innovation is seen as 

the key output of the system: a fast paced process of idea development to prototyping, to 

product-market fit and scaling, and ultimately product-market (or platform) dominance. The 

faster the process, and the larger the financial valuation of the venture the better. This assumes 

not only the prevalence of venture capital supply, but also the prevalence of world class science 

and technology (abundant in Silicon Valley), and new ventures that are investor ready, ready 

absorb and “burn” millions of dollars of investment. The private sector, investors and other 

service providers (incubators, accelerators, legal services etc.), is central in the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem. The public sector plays several roles as well (providing the physical infrastructure 

and investing in science and education), but is a follower, not a leader.  

 

2.3 Need for context specific models of entrepreneurship-led development  

A dominant narrative behind ideal entrepreneurial ecosystems is that a region must produce local 

businesses that scale (Aldrich & Ruef, 2018). In this narrative, the speed it takes for a region to 

produce scaling businesses is an important measure of success (Audretsch, 2021). Ecosystems 

therefore prioritize specific forms of innovations, industries and related infrastructure in a race to 

quickly grow new businesses into desirable revenue growth levels and sizes. 

 

The narrative behind growth levels and sizes is often internationally benchmarked with infamous 

analogies and animated jargon such as "ponies/centaurus", “dinosaurs”, "unicorns/narwhals", 

"decacorns/pegasus" or "gazelles" (Hena Husain, 2019). The confluence of speed and growth has 

led to scholars and practitioners viewing entrepreneurship ecosystems from international and 

digital perspectives. This confluence often leads to designing entrepreneurial ecosystem 

approaches that do not take longer time dimensions arguably needed in low-income economies 

because of their fragility and institutional voids (Cao & Shi, 2021). This is because specific forms 

of innovations such as digital businesses tend to scale quicker with a vibrant support of so called 
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“tech-hubs” and international funding community making up the growing digital innovation 

ecosystems (Sussan & Acs, 2017; WeeTracker, 2018a,b; Afrilabs & Briter Bridges, 2019). Even 

though digital entrepreneurs and related entrepreneurial ecosystems are not umbrella descriptors 

but sub-ecosystem of the broader local entrepreneurship ecosystem in a region, their perspectives 

have become dominant and pervasive, consequentially contributing to local entrepreneurial 

ecosystems largely being viewed from outside-in lenses (Welter et al., 2017). The pervasive 

growth-orientated and international narrative is about how many US dollars did a particular region 

raise in a given year? Of the funded startups, how many are unicorns? What is the tech portfolio 

of the investments made? How many months does it take on average to raise startup finance in a 

particular region? Which international funding group has a bigger portfolio? Etc. 

 

This international and animated narrative of speed and growth in financial value is best captured 

by the infamous analogy of entrepreneurship ecosystems as "racetracks" where local entrepreneurs 

are "jockeys" racing to win startup finance for scaling internationally (Kaplan, Sensoy & 

StrÖmberg, 2009). In this analogy, the type of business they choose to compete with is a "horse" 

(Mitteness, Baucus & Sudek, 2012; Harrison & Mason, 2017). The more digital this horse is, the 

better (Sussan & Acs, 2017). This narrative and words "jockey", "racetrack” and "horse" often 

decouple business outcomes from socio-environmental impact and illustrate the divide between 

short-term monetary outcomes and long-term sustainable development goals (SDGs); especially 

SDGs 9, 10, 11 and 12. Apart from being reductionist, this narrative is also thin on the time 

dimension and political economy spatial dynamics that hold the entrepreneurial potential of the 

“jockey”, “horse” and “racetrack”.  

 

While international and digital perspectives in understanding entrepreneurial ecosystems can be 

useful, they need to be moderated by emerging local narratives and inspired by local practices 

(Bruton et al. 2022). This is as important in other economies as it is for low-income economies. 

Yet, few empirical studies have explored narrative evolution in low-income economies and how 

its confluence with the time dimension can help moderate the pro-economic goal of promoting 

industry, innovation or infrastructure (SDG 9) against the social and environmental outcomes of 

reduced inequalities (SDG 10), sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11) or responsible 

consumption and production (SDG 12) (Wurth, Stam & Spigel, 2022). In other words, few 

entrepreneurial ecosystem empirical studies have explored how locals feel, think, perceive, 

experience or interact with entrepreneurship as a social phenomenon in a region.  

 

To the extent that entrepreneurial ecosystems are normative and political (Malecki, 2018), 

measuring how they succeed or thrive must reflect spatial configurations in support of local 

progress. Further, entrepreneurial ecosystems are arguably a journey of ecosystem collaboration, 

not a race. To achieve relevant spatial configurations, scholarship can benefit from harvesting local 

stories that teach us about how locals view and interact with entrepreneurship as a practice and 

how those narratives offer alternative directionalities or sensibilities to help construct new success 

measures and pathways (cf. Bruton et al. 2018 . It follows that a useful question explored in this 

paper was what a locally embedded narrative about the future of entrepreneurial ecosystems in 

Africa can be, by exploring stories of local stakeholders and how their lived experiences contribute 

to alternative measures of policy effectiveness and narrative evolution that can inspire both 

business success and sustainable local impact? Enabling entrepreneurship for an Africa that is 

wanted by its citizens. Dominant entrepreneurial ecosystem perspectives and narratives lead to 
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dominant practices which inform which indicators are used to measure success. The reductionist 

jockey, horse and racetrack analogy from the dominant growth and speed narrative offers very 

little about the macro-economic environment and time dimension needed to make these three 

ingredients orchestrate for local entrepreneurs to not only win but also champion SDGs. 

 

The literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems can help provide useful worldviews about how to 

embrace spatial configurations and local development agendas, in particular by entrepreneurship 

support organizations. The literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems was therefore explored in 

order to understand how entrepreneurship support organizations can reconfigure their support to 

achieve vertical and horizontal linkages with other stakeholders in ways that achieve sustainable 

development. This is important to understand empirically as business growth alone is not enough 

to deal with the systemic challenges of development (Gough & Langevang, 2017).     

 

In the following sections we review literature on development theory (section 2.4) and 

entrepreneurial ecosystems (section 2.5) in order to deconstruct the limitations of traditional 

perspectives on entrepreneurship and reconstruct an alternative narrative for entrepreneurship-led 

sustainable development in low income economies. The purpose of section 2.4 is to reflect on 

development theory that would inform a conceptual framework for ‘entrepreneurship-led 

sustainable development’ to further provide the reader with an appropriate worldview 

emphasizing the importance of a development perspective in entrepreneurship. We compare 

development as ‘technological advancement’ with development as ‘governance processes’ and 

development as an ‘outcome’. These three theoretical aspects highlight, among other things, 

conceptual differences that help to discern an appropriate concept of development that 

practitioners may use in order to translate the promise of entrepreneurship into sustainable 

impacts in Africa. 

 

2.4 Entrepreneurship-led Sustainable Development  

 

2.4.1 Development as technological advancement 

Development has traditionally been understood as forces of change associated with significant 

waves of technological advancement, often instigated in the Western economies. This view of 

development as structural change, driven by technological changes finds its roots in 

Schumpeterian theories of economic development (Schumpeter, 1934: 1942) and its Neo-

Schumpeterian extensions (Freeman & Soete, 1974; Perez, 2010). This technological perspective 

has led to a reductionist notion of development as a process of ‘catching up’ with industrially 

advanced countries (Mkandawire, 2011; Palan, 2013). However, despite unparalleled levels of 

accompanying acceleration in economic growth, this orthodox perspective of development is 

problematic because it fails to address why the big technological revolution waves create 

economic growth that is accompanied by extreme income inequalities, poverty and 

environmental damage (Fioramonti, 2013; Steffen et al., 2015). 

 

2.4.2 Development as governance  

However, if one views development as improved governance mediating diverse activities that 

inspire unity and diversity of human action in the process of structuring and recreating patterns 

in the social world order (Preston, 2010), then development implies the importance of 

governance in the processes of social engagements (Offe, 2009; Ostrom 1990). Governance 
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means processes that in many cases involve managing never-ending contestations and 

negotiations between those in power and those affected by it. Some scholars suggest we 

understand these processes of social engagements through three metatheoretical levels of 

adaptive complex systems, namely micro, meso and macro (Swilling, Musango & Wakeford, 

2016). This means governing constated engagements in development through all societal, 

private-sector institutional and policy lenses simultaneously and without privileging one level 

over another.  

 

The technological development and governance perspectives suggest development involves input 

activities injected into the economy in order to achieve some desired local outcomes that address 

societal and environment needs. These inputs involve investments in science and technology and 

efforts to align the interests of stakeholders involved with new or adapted forms of governance. 

Development as a grand discourse which is associated with input activities and related 

governance processes, regards these as means to desired social change, as is emphasized in the 

next subsection. 

 

2.4.3 Development as outcomes 

Conceptualized in this way, development is therefore seen as an intentional outcome from 

development as a technological advancement and development as governance processes. In this 

study, development is therefore seen as dynamic and dialogic processes of creating pathways to a 

just, equitable and sustainable social change (Swilling & Annecke, 2012) in ways that are 

experimental, non-extractive and within the planet’s capacity (Van den Bergh & Kallis, 2012). 

Furthermore, we do not perceive these dynamic and dialogic processes of development in an 

orthodox economic sense that assumes private sector-led economic growth. Instead, we see 

development as freedom (Sen, 1990) within planetary boundaries (Meadows et al, 1972), so that 

future generations can also flourish (Brundtlandt, 1987). In this way, development projects as 

input should inspire sustainable development outcomes, as projects degenerate and regenerate 

appropriately over time (Wahl, 2016).  

 

In the next section we explore the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems which we later use to 

construct entrepreneurship-led sustainable development by connecting it to the development 

discussion above. We use the origins of entrepreneurial ecosystems from business strategy and 

regional development approaches to further strengthen our human agency argument for 

harvesting local narratives as a way to connect pro-economic and pro-social ambitions of Africa 

with pro-environmental sustainability transitions needed to achieve SDGs. We then situate the 

entrepreneurial ecosystems discourse against the state, market and human agency forces in 

attempt to reimagine the role of ESOs as moderating meso-level development institutions to 

create bridges between the triad of pro-economic, pro-social and pro-environmental Africa goals 

well-articulated in African Union’s continental agenda 2063 (African Union Commission 

(AUC), 2015). 

 

2.5 Ecosystems for entrepreneurship-led sustainable development  

The key ingredient of a transdisciplinary entrepreneurial ecosystem research program is an 

entrepreneurial ecosystem model that is abstract and valid enough from a scientific point of 

view, and comprehensive and actionable enough from a practitioners point of view. A generic 

model that satisfies these criteria, has been developed in a series of academic publications (Stam, 
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2015; Leendertse, Schrijvers & Stam, 2021; Stam & Van de Ven, 2021; Wurth, Stam & Spigel, 

2022), and is represented in Figure 1. It includes the key elements needed for productive 

entrepreneurship to flourish, and to realize sustainable development. These key elements are 

derived from hundreds of studies into entrepreneurship and economic development around the 

globe (primarily from the European and North-American context, reflecting “Western” 

dominance of scientific production). The elements also include the science and technology 

investments (mainly in the “knowledge” element) that dominate the development as 

technological advancement approach, and the efforts to align stakeholder interests in “formal 

institutions”, “networks” and “leadership” that are key in the development as governance 

approach. The development as outcomes approach is mainly reflected in the sustainable 

development outcome, which can also feedback in the entrepreneurial ecosystem elements, 

triggering virtuous cycles of development. These elements reflect functions that need to be 

present for enabling productive entrepreneurship. These functions can be fulfilled with all kind 

of mixes of public and private sector involvement.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Entrepreneurial ecosystem model (source: adapted from Wurth et al. 2022) 

 

The entrepreneurial ecosystem concept emanated from dual fields of origin in the literature on 

business strategy and regional economic development (Acs et al. 2017; Malecki, 2018). Given 

this dual historical origin from two separate fields,  Stam (2015) and Brown & Mason (2017) 

have critically highlighted the theoretical and application limitations of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems following their rapid adoption and integration into policy in an attempt to delineate 

main components of the concept. Their critical review provides an original contribution that 

addresses definitional limitations, measurement issues and broader policy implications. At the 

same time, this historical origin highlights a healthy balance we all need to be reminded of, that 

entrepreneurial ecosystems are fundamentally about both economic outcomes (growth-orientated 

business strategies) and local political agendas (local economic development) that can only be 

understood through deep embedded enquiry from local narratives characterizing a region or 

country (Van de Ven, 2007; Park, 2017). A contextual way to understand and measure 

entrepreneurial ecosystems is by embracing the plurality of these two lineages; one about 

business strategies to grow revenues in service of self-interest of entrepreneurs and financiers 
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and other one about using the fruits of resultant economic rents in service of humanity and 

planets. This plurality of narratives embraces the complexification of what sustainable local 

economic development means and the integration of unfolding narratives along a sensible time 

dimension based on prevailing social contracts. To achieve this, harvesting stories is a key 

component of understanding prevailing social contracts about what a sensible set of impact 

indicators and appropriate time frame are to achieve the dual missions. 

 

Building on this foundational basis, one can argue that if entrepreneurship is to achieve 

sustainable development outcomes, scholars would need to first go beyond the theory behind 

business strategies for scaling and expand their conceptual understanding through other relevant 

interdisciplinary development approaches. This way of conceptualizing entrepreneurial 

ecosystems is related to emerging alternative views of related literature in line with sustainable 

development.  

 

Acknowledging theoretical limitations of foundational economic theories holding entrepreneurial 

ecosystems as the basis for self-interested or reductionist approaches is helpful to make sense of 

entrepreneur support practices by entrepreneurial support organizations in low-income 

economies. If the foundational theories behind entrepreneurial ecosystems are in and of 

themselves individualistic, it is not inconceivable that practitioners employing the theories would 

also be individualistically oriented. As such, recognizing the importance of the ever-changing 

unfolding narratives among local entrepreneurial ecosystem stakeholders is key in negotiating 

what success should be in low-income economies. 

 

Regarding development as sustainable progress, policymakers behind entrepreneurship 

promotion imply there is a causal relationship between entrepreneurship and development – in 

some cases with an underlying assumption that entrepreneurship leads to development. These 

tacit assumptions have resulted in many seeing entrepreneurship as a viable strategy for 

addressing chronic development problems such as youth unemployment, poverty and inequality 

(Akinyoade, Dietz & Uche, 2017; Gough & Langevang, 2017). 

 

The murky relationship between entrepreneurial ecosystems and development has been 

complicated by scholarly gaps in disaggregating entrepreneurship as a complex social 

phenomenon. This disaggregation can help to highlight the policy insights needed to successfully 

grow the activity in differentiated environments or business lifecycle; and without it, public 

policymakers and practitioners risk making erroneous implementation assumptions, arguably 

explaining mass failure rates and poor uptake (McMullen, Wood & Kier, 2016). 

Entrepreneurship has also not led to development, because conventional promotion efforts 

employ decontextualized linear ESO approaches leading to new young firms (or start-ups) that in 

many instances do not produce the consistent and significant growth that proponents of 

entrepreneurship argue is a necessary condition for development to occur (Isenberg & Onyemah, 

2016). While business growth is desirable to an end, entrepreneurship for growth can 

concurrently lead to destructive and unproductive economic activities without the desired 

development effects. This is because entrepreneurship for growth promotes a progressive 

business mindset that goes beyond survivalist aspirations, but without necessarily steering new 

innovations or fetching the future of industry that achieves sustainable development. For these 

reasons, Baumol (1990) argued that promotion efforts should be about the formation of 
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productive entrepreneurship, a type of growing ventures driven by genuine innovations and not 

rent-seeking or free-riding through extracting value from existing innovations.  

 

Productive entrepreneurship can even be seen in a mission-orientated form, when it is not only 

driven by market forces but also by new governance approaches driven by state-led mission-

orientated development finance institutions (DFIs) and civil society in some peer-to-peer fashion 

in order to steer market innovations in line with sustainable development. Accordingly, 

entrepreneurship cannot be seen only through micro lenses with the individual entrepreneur as a 

unit of scholarly analysis or practice, but should equally be seen through institutional meso-

analytical lenses, while at the same time assessing the macro political economy strength of 

policy signaling not only to de-risk follow-on investments through patient capital, but also to 

drive responsible entrepreneurial norms and values from the ground. 

 

3 – Research design  

 

3.1 Transdisciplinary Research 

The study objectives were addressed through exploring 100 stories of local ecosystem stakeholders 

in Ghana, Kenya and Rwanda in order to make sense of lived realities of ESOs efforts toward 

momentum and maturity entrepreneurial ecosystems in low-income economies. This was 

conducted through a transdisciplinary research (TDR) methodology that aimed to integrate 

scientific and societal knowledge in exploring entrepreneurial ecosystems in the African 

economies of Kenya, Ghana and Rwanda. This means both academic and non-academic literature 

were reviewed with the aim of undertaking a meta-analysis of the concepts and strategies applied 

to study and operationalize entrepreneurial ecosystems in Africa. This was followed by engaging 

scientific and social actors (policymakers, the funding community, enterprise support 

organizations and development practitioners) in a participatory mapping of the approaches and 

practices used to promote entrepreneurship in low-income economies.   

 

The research project drew on the extensive networks of local social actors such as the African 

Entrepreneurship Collective (trading as Inkomoko), AfriLabs, Nairobi Design Institute (NDI), 

African Union Commission (AUC), Ashesi University Incubator (AVI) and Allan & Gill Gray 

Philanthropy Africa (AGGP). These development institutions have a continental presence in many 

African countries including Kenya, Rwanda and Ghana and provide a gateway for academics and 

relevant stakeholders. In this way, a conceptual understanding of entrepreneurial ecosystem  

practices was grounded in the lived experiences of local actors involved in African scholarship 

and practice.  

 

The rationale behind using TDR methodology was to enhance partnerships that can advance 

African scholarship and advocacy on entrepreneurship-led development, especially towards the 

realization of sustainable development goals 9, 10, 11 and 12 of the UN’s Agenda 2030 (Osborn, 

Cutter & Ullah, 2015). TDR thus uses implementation challenges to anchor the rationale for social 

change, so that projects bridge implementation knowledge and social co-learning processes 

between stakeholders by using experimental pilot projects and the elimination of global ‘best 

practice’ for organizing structures as well as practices that do not work in African settings (Moser, 

2016). TDR empirical studies suggest the methodology and associated processes are nonlinear but 

iterative and may differ for each project. Regeer & Bunders (2009), Lang et al. (2012) and Mauser 
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et al. (2013) propose five broad phases in following a TDR methodology. These involve problem 

framing; stakeholder engagement (co-design) as framing and reframing of the inquiry; co-

production of new knowledge; dissemination of results as bringing results to fruition; and inspiring 

action. 

 

3.2 Narrative research 

To complement the TDR methodology, the study followed a narrative-based action research 

(NAR) method using the SenseMaker® online data collection tool. SenseMaker® also follows 

roughly a similar process, logics and principles as TDR with iterative non-linear stages and steps. 

These stages involve co-design and preparation, narrative-based data collection, collective sense-

making (returning stories to stakeholders), documentation of pathway possibilities and finally 

implementation. The study employed SenseMaker® (SM), a narrative-based method and tool that 

facilitates online data collection based on people’s many different and lived experiences of a 

particular problem situation (Van der Merwe et al., 2019). SenseMaker® draws upon 

anthropology, complexity theory and neuroscience to create a narrative-based research method 

that enables the capture and analysis of a large quantity of stories in order to understand complex 

change (Girl Hub 2014). It is a form of meta-analysis of qualitative data that bridges the gap 

between case studies and large-sample survey data. The approach offers a methodological 

breakthrough for recognizing patterns and trends in perceptions, emotions, behaviors and 

relationships. SenseMaker® was developed by Cognitive Edge to provide “near real-time” 

mapping of individual opinions, attitudes, perceptions and motivations that allow for both adaptive 

project management and knowledge generation for effective organizational change and policy 

formation (Cognitive Edge, 2019). According to the developers, the sensemaking method draws 

on self-signified micro-narratives to understand the evolutionary potential of the present in order 

to provide stimulus to those behaviors that are beneficial and to modify those that are unfavorable. 

A self-signified micro-narrative is a short personal story that a respondent tells as an answer to a 

prompting question – a question related to the issue being analyzed. The story is then categorized 

by the respondents themselves by locating their story within triangles (or other shapes or sliding 

scales) consisting of broad variables (for example, in relation to entrepreneurship, finance, policy 

and mentorship/coaching). 

 

Gathering many of these micro-narratives and running them through the SenseMaker® software 

enables the creation of a map of clusters of common narratives. Through the examination of these 

clusters, an insight can be gained into the specific attitudes, perceptions or motivations concerning 

the question being analyzed (IUCN, 2020). Most importantly, the process of collective reasoning 

and learning through stories can detect “weak signals” (small clusters or outliers) and allows for 

wider and deeper scanning of these specific narratives to identify whether there are underlying 

potentials that need to be scaled or mainstreamed, e.g., financial inclusion innovations for asset-

less and first-time African entrepreneurs (Cheveldave, 2015).  

 

This tool thus allows for both an examination of dominant behaviors and emerging trends. Based 

on the analysis of the clusters, organizations are not only able to assess the quantitative data, but 

also the qualitative data through a direct sampling of the narratives. This can be useful in aiding 

decision-making in complex working environments. Table 1 below provides a brief overview of 

the phases, stages and processes involved in this study’s research design, methodology and method 

respectively. 
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Table 1. Summary of the research design, methodology and method (Source: Authors, 2023) 

 

Narrative-based action research is fundamentally a futuring method. Futuring involves  the 

deliberate design of small-scale social experiments as a way of fetching the future people desire. 

Adopting the idea of small-scale experiments is powerful because it challenges the passive notion 

that the future happens to us. While there are things we cannot know upfront or predict, we can 

indeed design and test some social ideas and isolate lessons that can help us walk to the future 

differently (Halpern & Mason, 2015). At the very least experimentation may help challenge 

existing frameworks making claims about the future in ways that are negative or unsustainable for 

all of us. By coupling carefully designed social experiments with a deep understanding of path 

dependencies of our past in the present, we can anticipate the resources and ways of becoming we 

ought to have and be; and in doing so walk our imperfect path to the future (Snowden, 2005; Poli, 

2010a,b; Snowden et al., 2020). At least in this way, we do not merely wake up to the future but 

are consciously failing forward and stumbling upon useful key arsenal that can or will be part of 

the future (Miller, Poli & Rossel, 2018). 

 

Another useful way of thinking of futuring as a sensemaking method is to see it as teleological in 

that one looks back at the present normally from some or other normative or idealistic perspective 

(what ought to be) against what is incrementally possible to inspire the evolutionary potential of 

the present (what is possible in or under the current conditions) and coming up with ways and 

means of moving away from the current conditions if found to be unjust and/or unsustainable 

(Campbell & Cowan, 2016; Swilling, Pieterse & Hajer, 2018). However, the directionality of this 

‘moving away from’ can be in different directions: at times it can be forwards, other times 
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backwards or sideways (Oomen, Hoffman & Hajer, 2022). How this happens in the practice 

depends on the context or conditions, including peoples’ sense of their power and agency to bring 

about social change (Mangnus et al., 2021).  

 

3.3 Thematic analysis 

We used thematic analysis (TA) to identify, analyze and report patterns (themes) within the ideal 

and worst-case qualitative data scenarios. TA is a widely used analytical method for minimally 

and systematically organizing and interpreting qualitative datasets (Friese, Soratto & Pires, 2018). 

TA differs from content analysis (CA) in that the latter assumes the texts (messages) are the 

predetermined phenomena to be studied, with codes developed upfront (a priori), whereas TA is 

“a way of seeing”  and “making sense out of seemingly unrelated material” with codes emerging, 

a posteriori, in the process of “immersion” (Neuendorf, 2018: 212–213). According to Vaismoradi, 

Jones, Turunen & Snelgrove (2016: 101) a theme is “an underlying meaning implicitly discovered 

at the interpretative level and elements of subjective understandings of participants, used to as an 

implicit attribute, descriptor, element, concept or topic that organizes a group of repeating ideas 

and enables researchers to answer the study question.” Whereas, coding as applied in this 

entrepreneurship study, is a process to reduce data into organized participant perspectives based 

on negative, positive or indifference comments about a phenomenon experience in a particular 

context (Vaismoradi et al., 2016: 103). To conduct TA we used a general framework of steps 

involving compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding as is outlined by 

Castleberry & Nolen (2018). We used a general framework of steps involving compiling, 

disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding to conduct thematic analysis as is 

outlined by Castleberry & Nolen (2018). To compile the raw data, we jotted down key words in 

each respondent’s response and visualized them into a Pareto Chart (See Figure 8). We then created 

an Excel table and organized them into a single column as a set up to disassemble them into text 

codes. To disassemble the data, we used a Microsoft Excel function known as CODE i.e., f(x) = 

CODE (Column Text). This generated codes one could reassemble into emerging themes. To 

reassemble coded text, we mapped and contextualized each code into an emerging category theme 

that signaled something important about the data in line with the research question.    

 

3.4 Respondent selection  

The study generated data from three African hubs situated in the cities of Accra (Ghana), Nairobi 

(Kenya) and Kigali (Rwanda): Ashesi University Incubator (AVI), Nairobi Design Institute 

(NDI), and Inkomoko, respectively. Outside these three research sites, the researchers also 

observed pertinent broader continental themes, issues and opportunities affecting hubs from 

continued engagements with AfriLabs. AfriLabs is an independent development practitioner 

institution, based in the capital city of Nigeria, Abuja. It exists to facilitate transnational 

knowledge sharing of practice, as well as the collaboration of hubs across the continent to better 

promote African innovation and entrepreneurship. With an Africa-wide entrepreneurship 

network of over 400 technology and innovation hubs from 52 African countries, AfriLabs 

convenes about a quarter of hubs on the continent. The choice of the three countries was in part 

inspired by contrasting institutional quality and entrepreneurship success indicators. Ghana and 

Kenya are frequently rated amongst the best performing entrepreneurship ecosystems in Africa, 

but have low (Kenya) to moderate (Ghana) quality institutions. In contrast, Rwanda does not 

have high entrepreneurship outputs, but has one of highest quality institutions in Africa. Figure 2 

shows a scatterplot with all African countries, with the control of corruption (World Bank 2020) 
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on the x-axis and the prevalence of high-growth firms (based on the Financial Times 2022 

ranking) on the y-axis.  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Control of corruption and prevalence of high growth firms in African countries  

 

Our research design, methodology and related SenseMaker® approach sought to integrate both 

formal and informal voices into the study. Related to this is that three main hubs were the 

targeted laboratory sought to explore as a window into the broader local and national 

ecosystems. This explains why of the 100 responses, 2% were hub managers in the study as 

shown in Figure 3. Each of these hub managers was approached to not only participate in the 

study but to also invite relevant stakeholders (financiers, policymakers, trainers, etc.), including 

local community members and other professionals, all of whom are in principle affected directly 

or indirectly by entrepreneurship. This adds to the credibility of the empirical findings on the 

reality on the ground and whether in fact hubs play a significant role in the space. The alternative 

would have been to gather data in the classic way from only hub members and managers, risking 

issues that arise with self-reported data, but also risking a contribution to science without the 

voices of the community members and the ‘other’ groups that experience entrepreneurship 

outcomes perhaps in unrelated contexts but tangentially nevertheless. 
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Figure 3. Respondent role in the ecosystem 

 

The percentages in Figure 3 show that while the majority (48%) of the respondents were 

entrepreneurs, the second highest figure (23%) reported playing ‘other’ roles in the local 

ecosystem beyond ‘formalized’ contributions such as coaching, training, financing or managing 

a hub. These ‘other’ roles included university students, software developers, government 

employees, ecosystem builders, monitoring and evaluation advisors, community workers, IT 

personnel, humanitarian aid workers, researchers, stock and forest traders, development 

practitioners and other professionals. Additionally, another so-called “informal” stakeholder is a 

‘community citizen’, who make up a significant 12% of the respondent total. Therefore, in 

balancing not only the number or diversity of respondent perspectives but also the combination 

of formal and informal stakeholders, the sample data makes the study both inter-and trans-

disciplinary in nature, as indicated in the TDR methodology.  

About a third of the respondents were born in another country then where they currently practice 

entrepreneurship. It highlights African entrepreneurship practitioners are not merely domiciled in 

the countries where they experience entrepreneurs, but also draw from the expertise, experiences 

and perspectives of other global contexts. This then makes for a useful respondent context to 

remember when interpreting results, because implicit within this table is arguably that 

stakeholder templates, tools, practices, principles or approaches may very well be shaped by 

multiple local African contexts. 

 

  

48%

4%
5%

4%

2%

2%

12%

23%

Respondent role in the ecosystem

Entrepreneur Business coach Training facilitator University  educator
Financier Hub manager Community citizen Other
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4 - Empirical findings 

 

In this section we will answer the four sub questions to answer the key question of this paper, 

what an African model of entrepreneurship-led sustainable development can be. We use the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem approach as a lens and focus on four sub questions in the context of 

Africa: the first two questions focus on the elements of entrepreneurial ecosystems, the third 

question at the entrepreneurial output, and the fourth questions focus on the envisioned outcomes 

(cf. Figure 1).  

 

4.1 Public and private sector as drivers of entrepreneurial ecosystems 

To what extent are the public and private sector seen as drivers of entrepreneurial ecosystems? 

Only 21% of the respondents perceived government as a lead steward in driving traction and 

momentum in African entrepreneurship, while a significant number (38%) suggested the private 

sector usually takes the lead in coordinating ecosystem activities and events in their contexts. 

The position of the median line suggests an overwhelming number of respondents have 

experienced private sector driving traction and momentum in their local ecosystem.  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Leadership in entrepreneurial ecosystems (source: Authors, 2023) 

 

Furthermore, Figure 5 shows that only 15% of the respondents’ stories indicated the experience 

of government was that it was predominantly supportive. 31% and majority of the respondents’ 

stories indicated that government was experienced as absent. Whereas 21% of the respondent 

stories had experienced a government that is supportive, absent and punitive all at the same time. 

This empirical diagram can be interpreted to highlight respondent experiences where government 

had been largely either absent or punitive.   
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Figure 5. Experiences of government support in the entrepreneurship ecosystem (source: 

Authors, 2023) 

 

4.2 Entrepreneurial ecosystem resource focus 

To what extent are entrepreneurial support organizations targeting individual entrepreneurs or 

the institutional foundations of entrepreneurial ecosystems? Figure 6 suggests that 

entrepreneurial ecosystem support resources are largely dedicated to local entrepreneurs as 

opposed to supporting institutions. Only 14% of the respondents reported to have experienced 

ecosystem resources going to supporting institutions, while 26% experienced resources going 

exclusively to local entrepreneurs. The median indicated that on average local entrepreneurs are 

the focus of attention in growing entrepreneurship in the African continent. 
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Figure 6. Entrepreneurial ecosystem resource focus (source: Authors, 2023) 

 

This empirical finding suggested local entrepreneurial ecosystems continue to employ 

individualistic approaches that assume selecting promising individuals, training them along with 

providing the appropriate incentives, will grow entrepreneurship. While practitioners claim to 

follow ‘ecosystem approaches’, on the ground this lacks orchestration depth necessary to address 

structural issues, often experienced by local entrepreneurs as institutional barriers.  

 

4.3 Characteristics of successful entrepreneurs 

What are the characteristics of successful entrepreneurs? To complete the system knowledge 

generation the respondents were asked to share their experiences on career backgrounds of 

successful local entrepreneurs. The prompting statement to elicit their responses was: “In my 

experience, successful entrepreneurs in my area...”. Entrepreneurial ecosystem respondents could 

choose one or a combination of options from ‘are first-time entrepreneurs’, ‘have past business 

experience’ or ‘are former government employees’.  
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Figure 7. Characteristics of successful entrepreneurs (source: Authors, 2023) 

 

Figure 7 shows that the majority (53%) of the respondent stories concentrated on local 

experiences of successful entrepreneurs having past business experience. While only 16% of 

respondent accounts of local experiences were about successful first-time entrepreneurs who 

have had some past business experiences with only a negligible number of respondent stories 

(8%) that shared experiences where successful entrepreneurs have had previous ties with local 

governments. 

 

This finding is in line with empirical findings from other studies showing the importance of past 

business experience as one of the differentiating entrepreneurial competencies with high 

predictability for a successful entrepreneurship career (Mitchelmore & Rowley, 2010; 

Farrington, Venter & Louw, 2012; Lekoko, Rankhumise & Ras, 2012; Obschonka & Silbereisen, 

2012; Rahman et al., 2015; Bacigalupo et al., 2016; Ploum et al., 2018). These studies rank past 

business experience high because of demonstrable evidence and history of risk-taking ability and 

action orientation that arguably leads to business success if combined with other secondary 

innate and trainable competencies. 
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4.4 Ideal and worst case scenarios of entrepreneurial ecosystem development 

What are the envisioned ideal and worst case scenarios of entrepreneurial ecosystem development? 

To elicit envisioned futures, respondents were asked a futurist question, ‘Now imagine its 2030, 

what do you think would have been the main changes in entrepreneurship. Please share a separate 

ideal scenario and a worst-case scenario...’. This question was important in order to understand 

not only where transformation levers (thematic factors) might be but also to study how respondents 

imagined a desirable future. Given that respondents shared their ideal and worst-case scenario 

futures, the generated findings were much richer. We conducted thematic analysis (see section 

3.3), and  jotted down key words in each respondent’s response and visualized them into a Pareto 

Chart (See Figure 8).  

 

After arriving at emerging category themes, we interpreted what emerged as the essence of the 

data into useful phenomenon findings about entrepreneurship in Africa. These findings were 

eventually categorized into 8 themes viz. access to finance and market, sense of control, enabling 

policy, dynamic ecology of support, formative context, enabling technology, scale and sustainable 

development outcomes. These category themes attempted to capture respondent’s realities in terms 

of their outlook of entrepreneurship by the year 2030. 

 

While economic growth, which is associated with SDGs 8 and 9, was a feature among ideal 

scenarios, only 2% of the emerging story themes were clustered around stakeholder desires for 

their respective local ecosystems to be characterized by scaling economic growth. In fact, 23% 

and the highest clustered theme was around the directionality with which entrepreneurial 

ecosystem development would help the growing, investing and buying local, integrate 

environmental and social consideration in businesses, involve more youth in rural areas, create 

more economic opportunities for locals, drive public-private partnerships, ensure entrepreneurs 

from poor families are able to create and innovate a new business, promote the reversal of the poor 

perception of local entrepreneurs, contributes to a responsive entrepreneurship environment and 

contributes to the reduction of socio-economic barriers to entry in order to ultimately have 

welcoming entrepreneurship environments. To be specific, one respondent articulated this 

directionality as follows, “a worst-case scenario would be [that] entrepreneurship would be run by 

citizens from other countries instead of our own entrepreneurs who are instead locating to more 

developed countries to innovate their ideas there”. While another respondent offered “a worst-case 

scenario would be lack of market for locally produced products due to increased imports”. 

 

Ideal entrepreneurial ecosystem scenarios were best captured by other stakeholder respondents 

who were calling for entrepreneurial ecosystems that were characterized by “more access to 

funding”, “business friendly interest on loans” and “less of government exorbitant taxes and 

licenses” respectively. Other respondents described their ideal entrepreneurial ecosystem 

conditions as those where “entrepreneurs are …locally trained and financed” and “…at the 

center of societal development and local economy resilience.” Four additional respondents would 

ideally wish to see entrepreneurial ecosystems across Africa where “private sector will grow 

investment in startups”, “established businesses identify challenges and work with startups to 

solve them”, “government increased support to local entrepreneurs” and “in West Africa, each 

country would have developed an entrepreneurial ecosystem supportive of innovation and 

industry and ECOWAS is functional and takes advantage of these strong ecosystems to take 

leadership on the continent in agribusiness, light manufacturing, health tech.” 
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Figure 81. Ideal and worse case future scenarios about African entrepreneurship ecosystems 

(source: Authors, 2023) 

 

As many as 12% of the emerging story themes were clustered around entrepreneurial ecosystem 

issues relating to formative context or barriers to entry. The worst-case scenario that highlighted 

the empirical findings is a scenario where entrepreneurial ecosystems contribute to no significant 
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social change. Specifically respondents highlighted local entrepreneurial ecosystems would be a 

failure if there was “no change as corruption keeps taking place and business opportunities are 

not fairly dispersed”, there is continued “limited creation employment opportunities due to 

versatility of individuals”, there would be “… higher rate of unchanged situation where people 

are still struggling and homeless”, labor markets were “without permanent jobs” or “there would 

be more socioeconomic barriers to become an entrepreneur”; among many other similar 

perspectives. Among other desired effects would be local entrepreneurial ecosystems that 

“…prove that people from poor family will be able to create and innovate a new business!”, 

where there is a “low rate of people who are not working” along with improved conditions where 

“barriers to entry will be non-existent.” 

 

An additional 5% of respondent stories relating to this emerging theme highlighted the 

importance of entrepreneurial ecosystems needing to also produce social enterprises that 

achieved both business expansion and social change in line with SDGs as part of the core 

narrative. This made for another strong theme in line with sustainable development outcomes. 

One of the respondents captured an ideal scenario in line SDGs 9 and 12 as follows, “by 

2030…production agriculture will have increased significantly, contributing to widespread 

increase in food security in Africa. That we will have access to technologically advanced 

methods of production that are affordable. These technological advancements will not just be 

confined to IT, but also to marketing, science, and engineering including post-harvest food 

preservation. That we will be able to process our produce and add value instead of simply selling 

raw materials. That we will have access to capital and mentors. That governments and policy 

makers create conducive ecosystems for entrepreneurs. That our markets will expand not just 

nationally but further into the region and continent.” Another respondent highlighted that a worst 

case scenario by 2030 would be entrepreneurial ecosystems that do not address “poverty and 

malnutrition” in society – which links to SDG 10, among others. 

 

In summary, while some individual future scenarios reflected positive outlooks suggesting that 

they did not see problems with the current status quo; a significant number of respondents revealed 

dissatisfaction with lack of visible policy direction in Africa, along with poor support for local 

entrepreneurs. In particular the emergent findings highlighted that the environment under which 

local entrepreneurs operated was characterized with poor access to finance, uncoordinated support, 

unfavorable policy (specifically high taxes, penalties and stringent regulation), and privileging of 

foreign entrepreneurs with strong corporate networks and financial capital access. In turn, these 

issues create a negative formative context that undermines the scaling of new ventures driven by 

locals and therefore stifling of development outcomes. 

 

5 – Conclusion  

 

As a way of distilling the study findings into implications for practice and future studies, the 

reader is reminded that the purpose of making sense of the empirical findings was to explore 

locally embedded narratives about the future of entrepreneurial ecosystems in Africa, to inform 

an African model of entrepreneurship-led sustainable development. To effectively do that, it was 

important to first deconstruct the complex environment within which entrepreneurs in low-

income economies operate. In addition, the investigation went further to garner areas of possible 

intervention levers that may signal strategic areas of intervening for the ideal results local 
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respondents reported they wanted to achieve: entrepreneurial ecosystems for the Africa we want. 

Put together, the tapestry of these generated knowledge forms allowed for more grounded 

constructivist institutional perspectives on African entrepreneurship used to derive 

recommendations from empirical findings.  

 

For example, the study highlighted an ongoing dominant perspective that the private sector 

continues to be experienced as the lead force in coordinating ecosystem activities that drive 

entrepreneurship momentum and maturity in the continent. A significant number of respondents 

who suggested that government was absent or punitive, which could be interpreted to mean that 

the government’s efforts are either experienced in a negative light or invisible at the level of 

local entrepreneurs. This resembles other findings about institutional voids in emerging 

economies (Cao & Shi, 2021; Sydow et al., 2022) .  

 

Yet, as a significant number of respondents reported, if successful local entrepreneurs on the 

African continent are essentially minority foreigners and members of the African diaspora with 

international education, past corporate experiences or upper-middle-class family backgrounds, 

one can deduce that private sector and international development institutional efforts have a bias 

towards mainly benefiting the same demographic groups. While it may be argued that local 

private sector and international enterprise support organizations are prudent in their highly 

selective and exclusionary minority support schemes, the findings of this study point to a non-

inclusive directionality of development. If one couples this with the earlier argument that these 

private or international development support organizations may be using ineffectual 

individualistic approaches, the much-hyped development promise of entrepreneurship on the 

African continent may not be realized.  

 

The pervasive nature of individualistic approaches employed by local and international 

enterprise support organizations in low-income economies was evidenced by emerging data in 

this study which indicated that respondents perceive resources to foster entrepreneurship in their 

context as mainly focused on individual entrepreneurs as opposed to institutions and the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem at large. This individualistic approach elevating individual 

entrepreneurs as opposed to support institutions arguably follows a ‘self-selecting’ logic of 

developed nations where education and other demographic factors can be left to chance because, 

for example, everyone has access to good education and opportunities at a minimum. More 

worrisome is that such an approach leaves entrepreneurial ecosystems without appropriate 

directionality, which places them at a risk of creating entrepreneurship pathways not in the 

service of local stakeholders and indigenous entrepreneurs. 

 

Therefore, chief among other takeaways from this study is that, while entrepreneurial ecosystem 

support in the three study sites was reported as effectively fragmented and exclusionary at the 

level of individual entrepreneurs, an even more urgent matter is that the very hybrid ESOs set up 

to supplement state and private sector forces are at risk of not being effective nor sustainable 

without appropriate institution-building or institutional innovations to harness and intensify their 

hybrid mediating efforts. Examples of such institutional innovations could be developing 

contextual institutional arrangements for and between competing entrepreneurs on the ground, 

because too much competition – especially from large corporations – was reported as destructive 

(creating losers and artificial barriers to entry), while too little or no competition is also 



23 
 

undesirable (creating a static environment or a disincentive for innovating) from the perspective 

of African states looking to spur economic growth and inspire local firms to compete at 

international trade level. They may also include innovative ways of sharing working or winning 

practices in different African ecosystems. Such shared knowledge infrastructure could be used to 

knit together new coherent policies at African Union or continental level. 

 

Additionally, to realize these ideas it may be important to distinguish between two different 

kinds of ESOs, namely those working closely with entrepreneurs on the ground and those that 

work with or co-ordinate other support institutions, i.e., those we can call “hubs of hubs”. These 

can exist to mediate the dominant existing and fragmented state and market forces which 

manifest and influence local entrepreneurs differently in different African settings. Specifically, 

hubs of hubs could be funded by both the private sector and the state as new forms of private-

public partnerships or coalitions to help with institution-making for and between individual 

entrepreneurs. These institution-making initiatives could be better organized through hubs of 

hubs, as conventional ESOs slowly transition to the inclusive practices. One of their mandates 

could also be to capacitate conventional hubs to operate across different scales, which would 

help expedite the scaling of the relational macro-economic approach proposed in this study. 
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