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3. Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems: 
a study on connectedness and 
collaboration in the edtech community
Anette Kairikko, Spinder Dhaliwal and Luca 
Cacciolatti

INTRODUCTION

If you wish to navigate through the sea area of Helsinki, it does not help to have 
a nautical chart of San Francisco Bay. (Start-up entrepreneur)

This chapter focuses on entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems and examines 
a connected and collaborative community of edtech entrepreneurs and stake-
holders within a broader regional entrepreneurial ecosystem. An entrepre-
neurial ecosystem in a region may encompass multiple ecosystems as Spigel 
(2017), Brown and Mason (2017) and recent research by Banc and Messeghem 
(2020) has shown by increasing attention at the micro-level.

We focus particularly on the connectedness and collaboration of entrepre-
neurial micro-ecosystems. The sense of community that characterizes such 
ecosystems fosters collaboration amongst its actors, thus dynamically shaping 
the behaviour of the collective. On the other hand, the behaviour of entrepre-
neurs and other stakeholders constantly shape the ecosystem, a process which 
has gained less attention than studies around ecosystem structures and patterns.

The notion that the ecosystem located in Helsinki has a leading position in 
the dimension of ‘local connectedness’ among the start-up ecosystems globally 
(Startup Genome 2018) triggers the interest to study collaborative aspects and 
underlying mechanisms. A relatively broad range of earlier research discusses 
the Finnish entrepreneurial ecosystems (e.g., Autio et al. 2014b; Nordling 
2019; Pikkarainen et al. 2017; Sipola 2015: Sipola, Puhakka and Mainela 
2016; Wallin, Still and Henttonen 2016). However, collaboration and connect-
edness deserve further investigations since the focus of the above-mentioned 
studies has been mainly on the elements of the ecosystem structure, growth, 
and policy discussions instead of the underlying mechanisms explaining the 
collaboration.
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33Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

To address collaboration and connectedness in a micro-ecosystem, we aim 
to illustrate, through rich in-depth data, the collaboration and connectedness 
of the edtech entrepreneurs and their stakeholders in the Helsinki ecosystem. 
Thus, this research addresses the following question: How do edtech entrepre-
neurs and their stakeholders create a sense of community and collaborate in 
a local entrepreneurial micro-ecosystem?

We draw on the different levels of entrepreneurial ecosystems and propose 
how collaboration and connectedness enable the interplay of the entrepre-
neurial actors and their multiple contexts in an entrepreneurial ecosystem. 
This chapter seeks to highlight the relevance of the micro-dynamics of entre-
preneurs and their stakeholders and suggests a novel micro-level perspective 
on entrepreneurial ecosystems. Thus, this study attempts to enrich studies of 
entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems (Banc and Messeghem 2020) by focusing 
on edtech entrepreneurs and other stakeholders within the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem in the Helsinki region, Finland.

Furthermore, this study addresses recent calls for contextual diversity and 
heterogeneity in entrepreneurship discourse (Belitski, Caiazza and Lehmann 
2021; Lehmann, Schenkenhofer and Wirsching 2019; Pahnke and Welter 
2019; Welter, Baker and Wirsching 2019; Korsgaard et al. 2020). Through the 
focus on the Finnish ecosystem, this study attempts to add to the discussion 
of the heterogeneous nature of diverse entrepreneurial ecosystems (Roundy, 
Brockman and Bradshaw 2017), which have been somewhat overlooked while 
focusing on the universal success factors of ecosystems (Brown and Mason 
2017). Furthermore, we aim to add to the stream of literature which considers 
that entrepreneurship is not only an output of the system but rather entrepre-
neurs play a significant role in creating and maintaining ecosystems (Stam 
2015; Spigel 2018).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Entrepreneurial ecosystems have become a popular concept among policy-
makers and practitioners and studies of entrepreneurial ecosystems draw on 
a broad range of research within a variety of academic disciplines such as 
regional development, strategy, economic geography, innovation, and network 
literature (Spigel 2018; Acs et al. 2017). Entrepreneurial ecosystems are com-
binations of social, political, economic, and cultural elements within a region 
supporting and encouraging the growth and development of start-ups (Isenberg 
2011) and defined by inter-related material, social, and cultural attributes 
(Spigel 2017). However, a common understanding of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems is lacking (Shwetzer, Maritz and Nguyen 2019), the concept is described 
as ‘fuzzy’ (Mason and Brown 2014) and seen as a conceptual umbrella (Spigel 
2017).
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34 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

Viewpoints also differ on whether entrepreneurial ecosystems cut across 
industries (Auerswald and Dani 2017) or whether they may or may not exist 
within one industrial sector (Spigel 2017). Similarly, as regional innovation 
systems and clusters, entrepreneurial ecosystems are also often linked with 
a geographical area (Spigel 2017; Autio et al. 2014a; Shwetzer et al. 2019; 
Hakala et al. 2020) even though, for example, Isenberg (2016) argues the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem is mistakenly considered to be a geographical 
concept and Stam (2015) highlights other systems that are less strictly defined 
in spatial terms. There are also views in the middle, stating it may or may 
not be geographically bounded (Brown and Mason 2017; Mason and Brown 
2014). The territorial boundaries of the ecosystem also depend on the discipli-
nary position, regional development literature emphasizes the place, whereas 
strategy literature considers that the context is global (Acs et al. 2017).

The geographical dimension is also linked with the unit of analysis dis-
cussing what is a proper unit of analysis: is it country, state, region, university 
campus (Miller and Acs 2017)? Against the mainstream view of entrepre-
neurial ecosystems, even a university campus may be considered to be an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem (Miller and Acs 2017), differing from the general 
view to consider universities as central actors within an ecosystem but not as 
an ecosystem itself.

Current entrepreneurship literature focusing on entrepreneurial ecosystems 
has tended to be at the macro-level rather than focusing on practices and 
interactions at the entrepreneurial level. Various extant studies (Zahra and 
Nambisan 2012; Wang and Tan 2019; Letaifa and Rabeau 2013; Keane and 
Costin 2019; Turkina and Van Assche 2018) stress the collaboration aspect in 
entrepreneurial ecosystems and clusters. However, more analysis on interac-
tion and collaboration within the ecosystems from multiple actors’ points of 
view would be required (Hakala et al. 2020). This study is particularly focused 
on the underlying mechanisms enabling collaboration in entrepreneurial eco-
systems which has been defined as ‘coordinated, synchronous activity result-
ing from a continued attempt to construct and maintain a shared conception 
of a problem’ and it differs from cooperation which is accomplished by each 
actor solving a portion of a problem (Hernández-Chea et al. 2021).

Ecosystems shape entrepreneurs but are also shaped by entrepreneurs. 
Entrepreneurs do not merely construct their venture but also their contexts 
and understanding of entrepreneurial contexts which requires re-orientation 
towards practices of entrepreneurship (Johannisson 2011). Referring to Spigel 
(2018) one of the tensions is how to study ecosystems: the ecosystem 
itself (top-down approach) or the actions within the ecosystem (bottom-up 
approach). The former focuses on the actors and factors that constitute suc-
cessful ecosystems, whereas the latter emphasizes the micro-processes: what 
entrepreneurs do, how they engage in their community. Despite the certain, 
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35Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

universal aspects of ecosystems, contextual diversity is needed since what 
makes one region successful does not necessarily apply to another region 
(Spigel 2018).

Therefore, in this study we aim to focus on the bottom-up approach since 
the research question focuses on edtech entrepreneurs and stakeholders and 
connectedness and collaboration in their entrepreneurial micro-ecosystem. 
The attributes that constitute an ecosystem are extensively mapped by previous 
research (Spigel 2018). However, the process of emergence and development 
through individual actors of entrepreneurial ecosystems remains an understud-
ied area. To further contribute to this area, the research methodology needs to 
be designed accordingly. Bottom-up approaches usually rely on qualitative 
methods (Spigel 2018).

Entrepreneurial support systems such as accelerators and incubators play 
an important role. They are matchmakers in the interaction between start-ups 
and stakeholders in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Autio et al. 2018; Goswami, 
Mitchell and Bhagavatula 2018; Spigel 2017) and in the emergence of 
a sub-system within a broader entrepreneurial ecosystem (Harris 2021). 
Cavallo, Ghezzi and Balocco (2019) propose that understanding the inter-
actions in such sub-systems helps to understand the dynamics of the larger 
system.

Hernández-Chea et al. (2021) studied how intermediary organizations 
orchestrate collaboration in entrepreneurial ecosystems and identified three 
collaboration patterns: one-sided, joint, and mutual dependency-based collab-
oration. These collaboration patterns were based on resource dependency and 
embeddedness factors such as trust, commitment, structural position, interests, 
and cognition.

We focus on everyday entrepreneurial practices within a broader ecosystem, 
which may consist of multiple ecosystems for industries and groups (Brown 
and Mason 2017). Particular attention is targeted to the interactions at the 
micro-level which enable the emergence of a collaborative and connected 
community within a broader ecosystem.

Our conceptual framework consists of a multiplicity of contexts, entrepre-
neurial micro-ecosystems, and collaboration and connectedness in entrepre-
neurial ecosystems. First, regarding context, we refer to Whetten (1989) and 
Welter (2011) and are guided by the following questions: when (temporal 
context), where (business, social, spatial, and institutional contexts), and who 
(entrepreneurs and ventures)? Second, due to our focus on the micro-level 
approach of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Banc and Messeghem 2020), we are 
interested in the entrepreneurs, intermediaries, and stakeholders. We aim to 
understand the micro-dynamics of connectedness, in other words, the sense of 
community as well as collaboration defined as a coordinated shared activity 

Anette Kairikko, Spinder Dhaliwal, and Luca Cacciolatti - 9781035320684
Downloaded from PubFactory at 08/25/2023 08:24:52AM

via communal account



36 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

instead of an activity partially solved by different parties (Hernández-Chea et 
al. 2021).

METHODOLOGY

We have adopted an abductive approach (Dubois and Gadde 2002) and the 
research strategy was emergent meaning that decisions regarding subsequent 
interviews were made alongside the growing understanding of this phenome-
non. Our empirical inquiry included a variety of sources such as interviews, 
observations, and documents. The data collection took place between 2016 
and 2019 and, in accordance with theoretical sampling (Gibbert and Ruigrok 
2010), the aim was to maintain flexibility throughout the data collection.

The research design was a single case study (Dyer and Wilkins 1991; 
Flyvbjerg 2006; Gummesson 2007; Ragin 1992). The strength of the single 
case is that it enables us to gain in-depth knowledge and nuanced insights of 
the phenomenon and has proven to be suitable for contextualized entrepre-
neurship studies (Paschke and Müller 2020). Understanding the dynamics, 
uniqueness, and limitations of context is central for entrepreneurship studies 
(Zahra 2007). Methodologically, participatory methods enable the researchers 
to be engaged in the community they are studying (Jack and Anderson 2002; 
McKeever, Jack and Anderson 2015; Shaw, Wilson and Pret 2017).

The data covers four years of the emerging edtech community (2016–2019). 
The focal community consist of the following contextual layers positioned 
in the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem: business context of edtech; spatial 
context of the Helsinki area; social context of edtech entrepreneurs; and stake-
holders originating from various geographical locations. One of the research-
ers of this study started to follow the activities of the edtech community in 
2016 and had access to the edtech community through the edtech accelerator.

The systematic data collection in the form of interviews (46) and obser-
vations (> 50 different occasions) took place from 2017 to 2018. A detailed 
description of different types of observations and interviews and their purpose 
is summarized in Table 3.1. The first steps in the data collection process were 
to define the range of key actors in the edtech community. The data collection 
through interviews evolved during the fieldwork period. The informants of the 
interviews consisted of entrepreneurs and key stakeholders from the emerging 
edtech community in the Helsinki area. These included start-ups, investors, 
mentors, corporates, representatives from the public sector, accelerator manag-
ers, and internationalization partners, both local and international.
The impact of contextualization on entrepreneurship research has several 
implications at the level of research practices (Zahra and Wright 2011), and 
one of them is the engagement of the researcher. One of the researchers 
undertook participatory and non-participatory observations – on 51 different 
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39Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

occasions – by attending activities and events coordinated by the edtech accel-
erator. Moreover, various documents, such as statistics and feedback from 
surveys, newsletters, and newspaper articles, as well as social media posts 
were included in the data collection.

The method of analysis was a constant comparative method (Anderson and 
Jack 2015; Timmermans and Tavory 2012) which consisted of several rounds 
of comparisons within, between, and across data sources. During those steps in 
the analysis, the researcher ensured that the contextualized viewpoint remained, 
even though categories of codes were created. The technique of constant com-
parison has been used in entrepreneurial network studies (Anderson, Park and 
Jack 2007; Jack and Anderson 2002; Jack et al. 2015; Shaw 1999), rendering 
it as a suitable method by which to analyse relationships and networks in 
ecosystems. The analysis included the following steps: comparisons within the 
type of data-collection sources; comparisons between the interviews followed 
by coding; comparisons between the interviews across different groups of 
interviewees and organizing the data according to the sub-groups of interview 
informants; and finally, comparisons between all types of data and between 
different sub-groups, merging categories and generating themes. These themes 
were generated by analysing relationships between different groups of actors 
within the edtech micro-ecosystem: start-up–start-up; start-up–stakeholder; 
start-up–accelerator; and accelerator–stakeholder.

CASE STUDY AND THE FINDINGS

Referring to Zahra and Wright (2011), contextualized studies mean the context 
is treated as part of the story if not the story itself. Therefore, the findings 
and analysis start with the story of the edtech community within the Helsinki 
start-up ecosystem and thereafter, we move to the analysis of the collaboration 
and connectedness.

Edtech Community within the Helsinki Start-Up Ecosystem

This case research portrays the emerging edtech community within the Finnish 
start-up ecosystem during the temporal context 2016–2019, a period that has 
been characterized by a growing interest in start-ups in Finland. The start-up 
boom in Finland has manifested itself, for example, in the emergence of both 
private and public incubators and accelerators as well as in other support 
services for start-ups (Lahtinen et al. 2016), and in the steady growth of invest-
ment in start-ups (Finnish Venture Capital Association 2019). Furthermore, 
Finland has received attention in start-up comparisons (Startup Genome 2018).

The growing publicity and interest in start-ups have also been fostered 
through movements by volunteers and students to create entrepreneurial 
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40 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

societies and events for start-ups, such as the event Slush, which started first 
as a small initiative run by volunteers, mainly students and start-up enthusi-
asts. Within 10 years, Slush has become one of the major start-up events in 
Europe, gathering increasing numbers of investors and start-up entrepreneurs, 
garnering extensive media coverage each year.1 The event has also expanded 
to Tokyo, Singapore, and Shanghai.

Referring to Finland as an environment to create and develop educational 
solutions, the narrative of ‘Finnish education’ has been shaped by the fact 
that according to several international comparisons the quality of Finnish 
education is ranked high (e.g., Schwab 2016; PISA 2015) and positive inter-
national media attention for Finnish education has profiled the country with 
expressions such as ‘education superpower’.2 Consequently, Finland has also 
attracted foreign delegates from educational institutions and ventures alike to 
learn more about the Finnish system.

Regarding the characteristics of edtechs, the opportunities in the education 
technology and learning solutions are based on the 21st-century paradigm 
shift in learning and simultaneous advances in technology. The start-ups of 
this study represent the following types of edtech solutions targeted to meet 
the skill needs of the 21st century: Game-based learning; creative develop-
ment; STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics); learning 
and device management; AI; 3D printing; programming; lifelong learning; 
AR/VR; socio-emotional learning; early childhood education; and language 
learning. Notably, a solution may be a combination of several categories. 
Illuminating these combinations, one example of a learning solution is a robot 
to enhance language learning: that is, a combination of AI and language learn-
ing or a digital platform for immersive storytelling combining AR/VR and 
socio-emotional learning.

Increasing interest and opportunities in the area of edtech are linked with 
the transformation in education. The World Economic Forum (2017) estimates 
that 65 per cent of current primary school children will work in occupations 
that do not exist today, challenging educational systems to renew themselves 
and to apply new methods. Still, according to Schleicher (2015, p. 61), ‘inno-
vation in education is not just a matter of putting more technology into more 
classrooms; it is about changing approaches to teaching’. Consequently, the 
edtech start-ups are expected to articulate the pedagogical impact in their 

1 Year 2018 Slush Helsinki attracted 20000 attendees, 3100 start-ups, 1800 inves-
tors, and 650 journalists.

2 The reputation of Finnish education has been discussed, for instance, in the fol-
lowing media: BBC News (2016); Business Insider (2011); Independent (2015); The 
Guardian (2015a, 2015b); The Hechinger Report (2016); and The Huffington Post 
(2016).
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41Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

learning solutions. In a similar vein, different stakeholders in the edtech indus-
try share the viewpoint that a successful learning solution is a combination of 
the following three elements: business, technology, and pedagogy:

You need to understand business, technology and pedagogy and then understand 
how to create a concept, a service that is balanced. (Corporate partner – Interviewee 
20)

The importance of stressing the social impact is another characteristic routed 
to edtech. Many ventures in edtech are motivated and driven by the motto 
‘working for a greater cause’; they genuinely want to change the world through 
education, at the same time creating profitable businesses.

Analysis of Collaboration and Connectedness

That you are known and there is a link to something. A link to something that you 
aren’t just simply a start-up from Oulu or Tampere. You are part of something 
larger, and that itself is already significant. (Start-up entrepreneur – Interviewee 10)

The actors of the Finnish edtech community include start-ups, investors, 
accelerator management, corporate partners, partners for internationalization, 
public sector partners, and mentors. Instead of looking at how ecosystems 
affect the entrepreneurs, the approach is to look at the actors in the edtech 
community who are part of the broader regional ecosystem.

The role of the edtech accelerator in the entrepreneurial micro-ecosystem 
was significant. The accelerator was established 2015 in Helsinki, Finland, as 
a privately funded accelerator focusing on transformative learning solutions in 
the education sector and located next to the Faculty of Educational Sciences 
of the University of Helsinki where teachers are educated, and educational 
research is conducted. The intention was to attract promising start-ups globally 
to be accelerated within the Finnish ecosystem. Thus, the idea from the very 
beginning was to accelerate Finnish start-ups to meet the needs of international 
markets and also to host start-ups from different parts of the world and support 
their efforts to become international and global. A group of private investors 
and corporate sponsors enabled the accelerator to be initiated. The people 
who started to run the accelerator, the CEO, and the programme director, had 
personally seen the difficulties faced by edtech start-ups during their earlier 
careers in start-ups with an educational focus and while trying to export 
education.

In this study we focus on the everyday actions of entrepreneurs and stake-
holders, not merely on the role of an accelerator. This analysis attempts to add 
knowledge to the heterogeneity of ecosystems by focusing on the connected-
ness and collaboration of entrepreneurs and key stakeholders and how they 

Anette Kairikko, Spinder Dhaliwal, and Luca Cacciolatti - 9781035320684
Downloaded from PubFactory at 08/25/2023 08:24:52AM

via communal account



42 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

construct the context with their activities. As a result, the analysis identifies 
how collaboration appears in practice. Table 3.2 displays the various actors 
addressing the question ‘who?’. Furthermore, the table addresses the question: 
how do connectedness and collaboration show in practice? The quotes from 
the interviews provide evidence of different types of collaboration. 
In the next step of the analysis, the factors which characterize the connected 
and collaborative community are further grouped around three different 
themes: connecting actors from various contexts; the power of peer support; 
and collaborative development. These themes were generated following the 
process described in the methodology section.

Connecting Actors from Various Contexts

All the listed actors in Table 3.2 foster the connectedness of the community. 
The edtech accelerator connects several local and international start-ups with 
different professional and national backgrounds and maintains a network 
of start-ups and stakeholders. The accelerator orchestrates the selection of 
the cohorts and runs the programmes, during which team-building activities 
enable participants to become acquainted with each other, build relationships, 
and create trust. An industry-focused accelerator guarantees the relevance of 
the connections.

Start-up ventures represent different spatial contexts; start-ups originating 
from different parts of the world enrich the edtech community through their 
participation in accelerator cohorts. Internationally the accelerator provides 
a network of similar foreign organizations and relevant educational partners 
for internationalization. An important form of connecting is also through 
various events such as social events, fairs, and start-up events.

For stakeholders in the edtech community, it is easier to approach start-ups 
as a group to find the most suitable potential collaboration partner instead of 
approaching individual start-ups. The key here, from the stakeholder’s point of 
view, is the role of the accelerator as a link between start-ups and network part-
ners, enabling communication with start-ups through centralized coordination, 
agreements, and arranged events. In addition to the coordinated agreements, 
accelerator managers connect individual start-ups as and when appropriate 
with other relevant networks, which are not official partners of the accelerator 
and stem from the prior contacts of the accelerator.

Relevant stakeholders bring their own valuable connections for start-ups. 
The start-up peers provide contacts for further networks both at a local level 
and internationally. Start-ups have varying team formations in terms of 
national backgrounds. Certain well-known start-ups in the community are 
active and have the most visibility and seem to have the reputation of sharing 
and being open and helpful to others by appearing to be sparring partners for 
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45Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

new start-ups. Mentoring and giving back to the community are important 
factors.

Power of Peer Support

The sense of community and collaboration are also shown in peer support 
which refers to the relationships between start-ups. Mutual support means 
sharing information, knowledge, contacts, and resources. Start-ups share 
unique features, which are not characterized by more established firms. Peer 
support covers both intangible and tangible support, varying from vague 
‘mental support’ to concrete activities. Even for many start-ups, it is difficult to 
articulate the nature of peer support, yet they strongly argue that peer support 
is a key driver for the accelerator.

Peer support among start-ups is demonstrated through the new networks 
that the start-ups are able to develop through their peers. In this study, ‘the 
power of peer support’ is exhibited through the versatile activities the peers 
share. Even though each start-up venture focuses on its own development, 
start-ups strongly sense that being part of a strong community is beneficial 
for them. Peer support is present within accelerator cohorts and in the edtech 
micro-ecosystem, and this support encompasses collaborative efforts in local 
and international markets.

Peer support may also be initiated by key stakeholders such as investors, 
for example, through CEO gatherings of an investor’s portfolio start-ups and 
strong encouragement to shadow each other’s activities.

Collaborative Development

On one hand, for start-ups their development relates to the level of their own 
venture which, in turn, will also renew the whole industry if successful. On 
the other hand, development refers to the development and renewal of the 
activities of various stakeholders in the edtech community, which motivates 
actors to be part of the start-up community and contribute to the community.

In the start-up environment, businesses are emerging. As contrasted with 
established intra-industry linkages, the whole industry may still be emerging. 
Start-ups influence context, and context influences start-ups. Key stakeholders, 
such as corporate partners, consider start-ups not only as business opportuni-
ties but also as important drivers for renewal and change in their organizations. 
For large technology corporates collaboration with start-ups is part of their 
innovation activities. From start-ups’ point of view partners and stakeholders 
are essential to establish sustainable businesses. As a result of these mutually 
beneficial collaborative relationships, the industry continues to develop. Thus, 
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46 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

through the development of start-ups the network partners develop and renew 
their organizations.

The accelerator in this study was a trigger for new forms of collaboration 
systemizing co-creation to acquire a first domestic customer at the public–
private interface, which is an important reference for start-ups to enter foreign 
markets. For public sector partners, start-up collaboration brings innovation 
and renewal. Such collaboration enables start-ups to have chances to test and 
develop their products and educational institutions and public sector partners 
to have access to the latest edtech applications.

Start-ups have a high failure rate. The key is to recognize that, even 
though not all the start-ups succeed, the knowledge stays in the industry. This 
strengthens the overall emerging industry and ensures long-term knowledge 
accumulation in the given industry. Finally, the actors – start-ups and various 
actors in the community – all relate to each other in terms of credibility. The 
good results of any of the actors help the others to increase their credibility; 
thus, the success stories of start-ups benefit the whole emerging community.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This research highlights the multiple voices of actors within the edtech com-
munity which belong to an entrepreneurial ecosystem in the Helsinki region. 
The findings illustrate particularly the connectedness and collaboration at the 
micro-level. Thus, this study adds to the literature of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems by focusing explicitly on the role of entrepreneurs and stakeholders at the 
micro-ecosystem level (Banc and Messeghem 2020).

We emphasized what entrepreneurs and stakeholders do and how they 
engage in their community. We identified practices and interactions at the 
entrepreneurial level. Thus, this case study contributes to the literature empha-
sizing the bottom-up approach (Spigel 2018) that has received relatively little 
attention compared to the top-down approach despite the broad existing litera-
ture on entrepreneurial ecosystems.

This study identifies the mechanisms driving collaboration and connect-
edness. Both entrepreneurs and stakeholders foster connections between 
other entrepreneurs and stakeholders from various contexts, peer support as 
well as collaborative development. The role of an accelerator was pivotal in 
initiating and enhancing a collaborative community to emerge and evolve. 
Thus, this research strongly supports the matchmaking role of an accelerator 
as an intermediary between the start-ups and stakeholders (Autio et al. 2018; 
Goswami et al. 2018; Hathaway 2016; Spigel 2017). This study indicates that 
the accelerator may enable peer support through the selection of matching 
cohorts, by enhancing group dynamics, and supporting the alumni community. 
Importantly, the role of an accelerator as a bridge builder in the ecosystem 
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47Entrepreneurial micro-ecosystems

might include a systematic approach to form collaborative models as this case 
study shows through the example of public–private collaborations. The inter-
mediary role of the accelerator in this study stresses the positive impact on the 
non-accelerated start-ups as well. The more the accelerator absorbs the role of 
an ecosystem builder, the more the benefits from the accelerator go beyond the 
acceleration programme.

The focus on collaboration in this case study demonstrates how entrepre-
neurs respond to different environments and contexts (Baker and Welter 2020; 
Welter and Baker 2020). Through this contextualized study we were able to 
identify an interesting difference. Remarkably, competition among start-ups 
did not appear to be strongly present in this study, yet there is contrary evi-
dence from other studies in other contexts (Cohen, Bingham and Hallen 2019). 
The aspect of collaboration versus competition does, however, deserve further 
examination.

We acknowledged the manifold facets of context (Welter and Baker 2020; 
Baker and Welter 2020) and studied the local entrepreneurial ecosystem by 
considering the multiplicity of contexts and following the idea of ‘thinking 
contextually’ (Welter, Gartner and Wright 2016). Methodological consider-
ations are closely related to the complexity of multiple contextual layers. In 
terms of a further research agenda, we propose collecting self-reported data 
from the entrepreneurs (Chlosta 2016) in order to have endogenous views 
from the entrepreneurs upon the collaboration and connectedness in an entre-
preneurial ecosystem.

Furthermore, a sense of community and collaboration in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems in the post-Coronavirus pandemic world provides interesting 
research opportunities such as including the spatial perspective to entrepre-
neurship (Korsgaard et al. 2020). Studies focusing on local potentialities could 
include studies of dispersed, peripheral places since a holistic, collaborative 
approach and digital technologies allow even more peripheral places to 
develop entrepreneurial ecosystems (Xu and Dobson 2019). The insights 
regarding new forms of collaboration at a distance during the pandemic would 
provide an interesting starting point for such a study.

This study has limitations as the focus is on start-ups even though it is mis-
leading to consider entrepreneurial ecosystems merely as start-up communities 
(Brown and Mason 2017; Mason and Brown 2014; Isenberg 2016). Thus, 
arguably the limitations of this study refer to the selected scope of start-ups.

Despite the focus on edtechs, the findings may be transferable to other 
business contexts, especially to those where public sector customers form an 
important customer segment. Entrepreneurs within the same ecosystem but 
representing different sectors, benefit from each other, for example, through 
learning (Spigel 2017).
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48 Contextual embeddedness of entrepreneurship

Finally, the findings of this study are particularly illuminating for anyone 
interested in the dynamics of an industry community within a broader ecosys-
tem. This study has the following implications for organizations enhancing 
entrepreneurial activities regionally or involved in early-stage venture growth. 
Collaboration amongst entrepreneurial actors does not simply emerge; it takes 
effort to connect entrepreneurial actors from various contexts, and to ensure 
peer support and collaborative development. We have illustrated these efforts 
through this case study. The willingness and openness to support each other 
and to form a connected community may be enhanced by an intermediary such 
as an accelerator. However, a connected and collaborative community emerges 
through collective actions by entrepreneurs and stakeholders.
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