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Sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem is one of the latest trends for 
researchers and practitioners (see TBSearch, 2019). Every institution 

and every city wish to become a successful entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. A fantastic place where second chances are welcomed, 

where innovation is a personal and collective goal, where the 

entrepreneurial spirit is cultivating in educational institutions, where 
risk taking and proactiveness are key characteristics. But how can it 
be possible?  

 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems are sets of interdependent species 

connected through various interactions within a specific geographic 

area to foster entrepreneurship and new business creation.  

 
What about successful ecosystems? 

 

Silicon Valley, Tel Aviv, Boston’s Route 128, North Carolina’s Research 
Triangle, Waterloo, Boulder, Sophia Antipolis are some of the famous 

entrepreneurial ecosystems that succeeded to create this 
entrepreneurial mindset. Most research discussions focus on these 
successful ecosystems by describing their configuration to inspire 

other cities to do the same. Other discussions take for granted that 
these successful ecosystems just happened, without investigating 
the nature and birth of these ecosystems. Furthermore, these latest debates fail to explain 

why these ecosystems succeeded better than others and how successful entrepreneurial 

ecosystems could be created in other places while considering local specificities. 

  

Previous research tried to predict the magic recipe by listing all elements of a successful 
ecosystem, replicating and locating them on a different place, hoping that they will interact and create a 
successful ecosystem. The result of these studies is ZERO! The recipe didn’t work because the local 

specificities are unique in each place and just putting isolated elements in a place does not guarantee that 
they will interact.  

It’s time to dig beyond the simplistic description of successful ecosystems and find out why some of them fail 

while others succeed. Entrepreneurial ecosystem success and sustainability are related to the governance 
and the strategies they develop. 
 

 

http://www.tbsearch.fr/en/the-development-of-sustainable-entrepreneurial-ecosystems-through-social-capital-the-cases-of-academic-incubators/


 

 

 
Top-down VS bottom-up governance 

 
Institutional defenders consider that policy makers should have an active role in the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem by creating laws favorable to the entrepreneurial activity and funding high potential start-ups to 

help them grow. The cyclic model works as follows: the policy makers create favorable laws and fund start-
ups – the latter grows, creates employment and pays taxes to the government – the society evolves, as 
economic development is growing, more public money can be invested on new start-ups. 

  
Therefore, policy makers maintain a strong impact in the governance of entrepreneurial ecosystems. Should 
they continue to do that? Brad Feld (2012) will probably answer “No”. According to his book “Startup 

communities: Building an entrepreneurial ecosystem in your city”, policy makers should stop influencing the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem life cycle and promote bottom-up initiatives. 
  

In contrast of these pure extremities, the solution is somewhere in the middle. A balanced governance is 
required for the well-functioning of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. This governance is strongly related to the 

elements’ interactions. Which individual behavior is more suitable for the well-being of the overall 

community? 
 
To that end, governments favor synergies and cooperative behaviors to create a supportive entrepreneurial 

culture and collaborative atmosphere within the ecosystem. Is cooperation the most suitable strategy in the 

ecosystem?  

• Governments have a key role in the entrepreneurial ecosystem in establishing complementarity 
between ecosystem members and creating a shared entrepreneurial culture within the ecosystem.  

• A combination of top-down and bottom-up initiatives is necessary for the functioning of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

 

Cooperation VS Coopetition strategies 
 

Is cooperation strategy profitable for the success of the ecosystem? The answer is “Yes”, of course. But what 
about coopetition. Is it better? 

  

Coopetition is the simultaneous combination of cooperation and competition strategies. In the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem, some species collaborate while others compete. Some discussions raise 
concerns about pure cooperation and pure competition. Under some 

circumstances, pure cooperation can be critical for the ecosystem when opportunistic behaviors of some 
members occur and profit of private benefits rather than collective ones. In these circumstances, cooperation 

with eyes closed will cause significant damage in the ecosystem functioning. In contrast, pure competition 

may decrease the climate of sharing and co-creating more value as a collective community rather that the 
value created on its one. In both cases, hybrid strategies, such as coopetition are more suitable for the well-
functioning of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Brandenburger and Nalebuff (1995, Harvard Business Review) 

introduce the “cake metaphor” where members cooperate to make collectively the biggest cake and then 

they compete to individually take the largest part of it. This metaphor clearly shows the intensity of 
coopetition behaviors. To manage them, it is important to accept their existence and understand their 

functioning. 
  

https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Startup+Communities%3A+Building+an+Entrepreneurial+Ecosystem+in+Your+City-p-9781118483312
http://faculty.som.yale.edu/barrynalebuff/rightgame_hbr1995.pdf


 

 

The letter n°14 of the Labex Entrepreneurship reveals that coopetition strategy exists in the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem and this hybrid strategy is more suitable, rather than pure cooperation or pure competition. In 

short, cooperating with other ecosystem members is the key solution of the well-functioning of the 
ecosystem, as it creates a safe and trustful atmosphere between members. However, to guarantee 
ecosystem’s sustainability it is important to also favor competitive behaviors as a challenging engine for the 

ecosystem’s improvement. 
While governments overprotect the ecosystem by promoting pure cooperation, the ecosystem metaphor is 
built on the predators and prey’s interdependencies, which establish the need of coopetition (see Moore 

1993, Harvard Business Review). They should hence encourage coopetition behaviors as enablers of the 
ecosystem sustainability. 

• Policy makers should favor hybrid strategies, such as coopetition, to maintain the sustainability of the 
ecosystem. 

• Cooperation strategies contribute to the wellbeing of the ecosystem and to build a trustful community. 

• Coopetition strategies are more suitable in the ecosystem rather than pure cooperation or pure 
competition.  

 

Ecosystem evolution  

 
Summarizing, the entrepreneurial ecosystem is not a static image but a living community of species and 
strategic interactions. Thus, coopetition relationships change as the ecosystem evolve. In the first stages of 

the entrepreneurial ecosystem creative and more cooperative relationships may dominate. During this 

period, members need to collaborate to develop a trustful climate and a solid foundation of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem. With the maturity of the ecosystem, more opportunistic behaviors of members 

may emerge in the quest of leadership or value capture. These opportunistic behaviors, if appearing too early, 
may destroy the entrepreneurial ecosystem. If not, they will enhance the sustainability and adaptability of 
the ecosystem and allow it to endure in time.  

• Strategic behaviors are related to the ecosystem phase. These behaviors are evolving based on the 
ecosystem stages.   

 

In short, coopetition strategies are more suitable in the entrepreneurial ecosystem as they allow to pull up all 
members and improve their practices. Thus, coopetition is necessary for the evolution of the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem and its sustainability.  

 

 

http://labex-entreprendre.edu.umontpellier.fr/files/2013/06/LABEXLETTRE-14-ANGLAIS-HD-page.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/James_Moore29/publication/13172133_Predators_and_Prey_A_New_Ecology_of_Competition/links/59a9ad2d0f7e9bdd114ac690/Predators-and-Prey-A-New-Ecology-of-Competition.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/James_Moore29/publication/13172133_Predators_and_Prey_A_New_Ecology_of_Competition/links/59a9ad2d0f7e9bdd114ac690/Predators-and-Prey-A-New-Ecology-of-Competition.pdf
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https://www.tbs-education.fr/fr/professeurs-recherche/professeurs/annuaire-des-professeurs/theodoraki-christina
https://www.tbs-education.fr/fr/professeurs-recherche/professeurs/annuaire-des-professeurs/theodoraki-christina
https://ids.oneill.indiana.edu/who-we-are/index.html
http://eernetwork.org/
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