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Foreword

Why do many firms in some highly specialised industrial areas survive and thrive 
more than others in similar geographical contexts? In a nutshell, what makes one 
area more entrepreneurially fertile than another?

The answer to these questions is not so easy, since many factors can come 
into play. A crucial driver is the presence of relationships between various enti-
ties: public and private institutions, firms, as well as technical and social services 
organisations. Although these actors pursue individual goals, recognise their role 
within a larger system focussed on shared economic and social development. This 
can be metaphorically described as an ‘ecosystem effect’.

Companies working within this entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) may compete, 
as well as benefit from a collective positive effect that fuels virtuous support cycles 
and development. This is primarily due to relationships between different entities 
and shared values.

Such an ecosystem effect sparks huge interest. Some players, such as small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), might have vulnerabilities that would hin-
der their expansion or survival outside of this entrepreneurial context. However, 
within the EE, they prosper, even competing with firms outside of this support-
ive environment. Therefore, the EE becomes a valuable resource for companies, 
mitigating weaknesses and deepening strengths. This creates a virtuous circle of 
unique resource generation, bolstering long-term economic growth.

In this regard, an example comes from the tissue paper industrial district 
located in the province of Lucca (Toscana, Italy), described in the book, which 
today represents the most important EE in the specific industry in the world. In 
the early 2000s, many SMEs working in this district successfully competed with 
large American multinationals in Europe. Even though the multinationals ini-
tially achieved a clear competitive advantage and owned strong resources, they 
have subsequently chosen or are choosing to exit the European market. Lucca’s 
SME companies leveraged strong relationships with local technology providers, 
an innovative emulative effect, and the presence of local synergistic organisa-
tions (i.e., service centres, universities, schools, and others). They benefitted from 
widespread expertise, a rich history in paper production, a suitable geographical 
position (e.g. flat land and ample water), existing infrastructure, and, above all, 
cooperative activities (e.g., shared infrastructure and mutual support).

The author delves into the topic by examining EEs from theoretical and prac-
tical perspectives, using a rigorous and insightful research methodology. The 
analysis sheds light on the value EEs bring to individual firms and vice versa, 
thus attempting to measure their contribution to firms’ development.
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Introduction

The book aims to conduct an insightful journey to unravel the intricacies and 
dynamics of entrepreneurial ecosystems (henceforth EEs) along with their pivotal 
role in entrepreneurial activity and regional development. By employing a com-
prehensive and mixed-method research approach, this study sheds light on the 
complex layers and key attributes that define EEs, moving beyond conventional 
analyses to a deeper understanding of their influence on entrepreneurial endeav-
ours. The first chapter, titled ‘A Theoretical Overview’ aims to map the current 
state of research on EEs, focussing on the interaction of manifold actors (e.g. 
firms, universities, and policymakers) and factors (e.g. resources, digitalisation, 
and institutions) that contribute to regional economic development and social 
well-being (Bertini, 1993; Cavallo et al., 2019; Stam, 2015). The goal is to provide 
a comprehensive understanding of EEs, their evolution, and the key elements 
that drive their success. The main question driving the analysis is: ‘What is the 
current state of the art in the EE research field, particularly concerning the inter-
play between components and entrepreneurial outcomes?’A systematic literature 
review and bibliometric analysis are employed to examine 261 papers from the 
Scopus database published between 1996 and 2023 (Moher et al., 2009; Snyder, 
2019). The VOSviewer and Bibliometrix R package are used to map research 
trends and cluster studies based on key themes and theoretical frameworks. This 
mixed research method offers both a quantitative and qualitative comprehension 
of the EE academic debate (Marzi et al., 2024; Sassetti et al., 2018). The meth-
odology includes bibliometrics technique and explores the epistemological struc-
ture of EEs (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). The analysis 
unveiled that the EE research field has significantly grown since 2015, driven by 
global policy initiatives to promote entrepreneurship. Five clusters are identified: 
(1) dynamics and resilience; (2) economic outcomes and evolutionary trends;  
(3) drivers, network, and governance for sustainability; (4) digital, social, and 
institutional dimensions, and (5) historical developments and technological fron-
tiers. The findings not solely highlight the crucial role of EEs in promoting socio-
economic development but also emphasise the drivers for cultivating effective and 
resilient entrepreneurial environments. Some theoretical lenses support the topic 
emerging in this field, such as knowledge spillover theory, dynamic capability 
theory, institutional theory, and social capital theory (Acs et al., 2013; Häuberer, 
2011; North, 1990; Teece et al., 1997). The study provides a holistic view of EEs, 
shedding light on the critical factors, such as collaboration, innovation, and the 
role of institutions. By analysing previous research (Iacobucci & Perugini, 2021; 
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Isenberg, 2010; Mack & Mayer, 2016; Mason & Brown, 2014), valuable insights 
are developed for scholars and practitioners to improve theoretical understand-
ing and suggest policy recommendations.

The second chapter, entitled ‘A Descriptive Country-level Analysis’, holds a 
twofold purpose. On the one hand, the study systematises the leading concep-
tual frameworks that define EEs (Isenberg, 2010; Stam & van de Ven, 2021); 
on the other hand, a detailed analysis of the Italian context is implemented  
(Iacobucci & Perugini, 2021; Perugini, 2023). The examination of such a setting 
is particularly intriguing since its long industrial history has not translated into a 
greater score on the Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI). Hence, the research 
seeks to identify the strengths and weaknesses of regional EEs by offering insights 
for policymakers, entrepreneurs, and scholars. The research question is posited as 
follows: ‘To what extent do framework, systemic, and human conditions influence 
the performance of regional entrepreneurial ecosystems’. To this end, a compos-
ite EE index, comprising 12 indicators, is computed to measure the performance 
of regional EEs from 2010 to 2019. This index is divided into three sub-indexes: 
framework conditions, systemic conditions, and human conditions (Iacobucci & 
Perugini, 2021; Leendertse et al., 2022). The study reveals significant geographical 
disparities in Italian regional EE, with the Northern and Central regions outper-
forming the Southern regions in terms of EE conditions. Strong EEs are found 
in Northern regions, such as Emilia-Romagna and Lombardia, where framework 
conditions, systemic, and human conditions were well-balanced in the analysed 
time horizon. Southern regions, such as Calabria and Sicilia, lagged behind due 
to weaker systemic conditions and institutional frameworks. This study adds 
empirical evidence to the broader debate on measuring EEs, advancing both the 
theoretical and practical understanding of regional EEs. By applying a composite 
EE index, it offers a practical framework for assessing entrepreneurial health, 
contributing to regional development strategies. The theoretical implications feed 
the academic debate on regional EEs. In detail, the development of the EE index 
operationalises complex theoretical concepts and converts abstract notions into 
measurable components, enabling comparative analysis. From a practical per-
spective, the EE index serves as a tool for policymakers to appraise the health of 
regional EEs and inform strategic decision-making. The study stresses the need 
for targeted regional strategies, in light of the disparities between Northern and 
Southern Italy, as well as it underscores the relevance to consider the broader 
conditions that underpin entrepreneurial activities and the dynamic interactions 
within EEs.

The third chapter, titled ‘A Mixed Research Analysis: From Industrial Dis-
tricts to Entrepreneurial Ecosystems’, seeks to examine how historical, social, and 
economic factors influence the development and resilience of industrial districts 
within the EEs. In particular, it focusses on the tissue paper industry in Lucca 
(Toscana, Italy), exploring the transition of industrial districts towards more 
complex and dynamic EEs. The research questions driving the analysis are: ‘To 
what extent does EE influence the firm performance in a specific province? And, 
how do historical, social, and economic factors shape the development and resil-
ience of industrial districts?’ In so doing, a mixed research approach is employed. 
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The quantitative analysis adopts a panel data regression model to examine the 
relationship between the regional conditions of Toscana’s EE and the firm finan-
cial performance in Lucca province (Baltagi, 2021). Qualitative information is 
obtained from case studies and in-depth interviews with key players in the indus-
trial district (Yin, 2003). Quantitative analysis shows that framework and sys-
temic conditions positively influence the firm financial performance, while human 
conditions exert a negative effect. The qualitative analysis reveals that Lucca’s 
tissue paper industrial district benefits from networks, innovation, and a skilled 
workforce, but faces some challenges, such as globalisation and changing owner-
ship structures. This study offers insights into the dynamics that lead industrial 
districts to evolve into EEs by underlying the relevance of collaboration, innova-
tion, and strategic integration of the whole EE conditions to maintain global 
competitiveness.

As a result, this book provides an in-depth exploration of EEs, focussing 
on their evolution, measurement, and impact on the firm performance. The 
implementation of different methodological approaches helps to identify that 
framework, systemic, and human conditions are strictly embedded in their local 
surrounding contexts. The book not only contributes to the academic understand-
ing of EEs but also offers practical tools, such as the EE composite index, which 
can steer policymakers in defining effective strategies for regional development.

Fig. 1 depicts an overview of the book, comprising its aims, research methods, 
and main findings from each chapter.
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Chapter 1

A Theoretical Overview

Abstract

Over the past 20 years, entrepreneurial ecosystems (EEs) have emerged as a 
significant research field, inspiring several scholars to provide valuable con-
tributions. The chapter aims to map the current state of literature by high-
lighting the most prominent research strands and the main theoretical lenses 
employed in the research field. By carrying out a systematic literature review 
and bibliometric analysis, the study examines articles published over a peri-
od of 27 years. The time frame from 1996 to 2023 offers an extensive outlook 
of the field’s evolution and current trends, resulting in the identification of 
five research strands and different future research avenues. From the analysis 
of prior research works, this study provides an in-depth examination of the 
complex nature of EEs. The results hold theoretical and practical implica-
tions. From the scholars’ point of view, they offer future research directions 
to move the current level of knowledge forward. From the entrepreneurs’ 
perspective, they provide valuable insights to address ongoing challenges 
and catch new opportunities within the dynamic panorama of EEs. There-
fore, the insights are poised to drive future research, inform policymakers, 
and enhance business strategies aimed at fostering resilient EEs. In other 
words, the purpose is to provide readers with a well-rounded understanding 
over the state of the literature on EEs and the research strands that deserve 
further exploration.

Keywords: Entrepreneurship; entrepreneurial ecosystem; systematic 
literature review; bibliometric analysis; VOSviewer; Bibliometrix

1.1. Introduction
Entrepreneurship is recognised as a critical factor for firm success and a driver 
of progress. The typical and most valuable output of entrepreneurship is identi-
fied in the ability to impact the external environment that results from collegial 
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combined efforts more than individual. This output is developed thanks to an 
innovative idea able to change not only the technical and economic characteris-
tics of the company but also those of the social system (Amaduzzi, 1963; Bertini, 
1993). Specifically, entrepreneurship can be described as the activity of discover-
ing, appraising, and exploiting new opportunities to develop goods and services, 
organisational methods, processes, and markets that did not previously exist 
(Venkataraman, 2019). The focus is on identifying and seizing these opportunities 
through a deeper analysis of the background, environmental consequences, and 
the influence of individuals in the new business creation (Shane & Venkataraman, 
2000). Entrepreneurs introduce innovations to the market by founding and scal-
ing companies that continuously operate in a state of disequilibrium and change 
due to technological, social, and cultural transformations (Bertini, 1993; Coda, 
2021). In such a firm–environment relationship, conducive circumstances arise 
for entrepreneurs who can combine resources in new ways aimed at generating 
value (Amaduzzi, 1963; Cassandro, 1958; Ferrero, 1980; Minoja & Coda, 2012; 
Onida, 1970).

From the early 20th century to the present, visionary entrepreneurs such as 
Henry Ford, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Jeff  Bezos, Elon Musk, and others have had 
an unprecedented impact on the world we live in. These successful entrepreneurs, 
along with others who have taken the risk of starting a new business, typically 
navigate the entrepreneurial path outlined in Fig. 1.1. The process involves iden-
tifying, evaluating, and leveraging an opportunity that needs significant effort in 
gathering resources, especially in the realm of a new business creation. It includes 
the development of a business strategy formulation, also considering the influ-
ence by both internal factors and the external environment (Abraham, 2012; 
Bianchi Martini, 2009; Coda, 2012; Ulwick, 1999). The starting point of this pro-
cess inherently implies that business risks as the outcome of exploiting opportu-
nities are unpredictable; there is no certainty that value will be created through 
the recombination of resources. Despite this, it is well-known and perhaps taken 
for granted that entrepreneurship is the primary driving force of economic devel-
opment. Schumpeter (1934) was among the pioneer scholars to acknowledge 
the prominent role of entrepreneurs in economic development. Building on his 

Entrepreneur’s 
personality Identification

External 
environment

Evaluation

Exploitation

Execution

• Combination of  resources
(financial, human, physical, etc.)

• Business formulation strategy

ENTREPRENEURIAL 
OPPORTUNITY

Fig. 1.1.  The Entrepreneurial Process. Source: Author’s elaboration from 
Shane (2003, p. 11).
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