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Abstract
Achieving and sustaining growth depends on the effective work of multiple and 
interconnected actors—such as e.g. governments, the private sector, society, univer-
sities, entrepreneurs and many others—who build an ecosystem, i.e. a social and 
economic environment for innovative and entrepreneurial endeavors. The underlying 
idea is that firms do not just compete with each other through well-developed stand-
alone strategies to achieve advantages over their rivals, uniquely relying on their 
own resources, knowledge, and capabilities, but rather base their business models on 
shared resources, network externalities, knowledge spill-overs, local endowments, 
and governmental support. This introductory article offers a wide array of topics, 
methods and fields of application within the field of entrepreneurial ecosystems as 
well as a theorizing about potential fruitful future areas of research within the field, 
concentrating on legitimation and identification processes in ecosystems, possibly 
culminating towards a meta-identity of the ecosystem.
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1  Motivation

Achieving and sustaining growth and entrepreneurship depends on the effective 
work of multiple and interconnected actors, such as e.g. governments, the private 
sector, society, universities, entrepreneurs, and many others (Acs et  al. 2016; Fer-
reira et  al. 2019). Such ecosystems increasingly attract research and managerial 
attention (Alvedalen and Boschma 2017). Ecosystem research has considered busi-
ness, innovation, and, more recently, entrepreneurial ecosystems (Jacobides et  al. 
2018). An entrepreneurial ecosystem is the social and economic environment affect-
ing local or regional entrepreneurship (Acs et  al. 2017; Roundy et  al. 2017). The 
underlying idea is that firms do not just compete with each other through well-devel-
oped stand-alone strategies to achieve advantages over their rivals, uniquely rely-
ing on their own resources, knowledge, and capabilities, but rather base their busi-
ness models on shared resources, network externalities, knowledge spill-overs, local 
endowments, and governmental support (Audretsch et al. 2019).

The idea of ecosystems received increased attention in business studies in the 
last decade (e.g. Jacobides et  al. 2018), and is particularly important for improv-
ing the legitimacy and development of new ventures (e.g. Laamanen et  al. 2018). 
The liabilities of new ventures might lessen when ventures enter or form ecosystems 
in which they can exchange ideas, knowledge, and resources, while also improving 
the legitimacy evaluations of their audiences (e.g. resource providers or customers). 
However, there is still sparse evidence how entrepreneurial ecosystems develop and 
operate and in which ways they influence venture performance. This special issue of 
the Review of Managerial Science contributes eight different theoretical and empiri-
cal studies that aim to advance the research field of entrepreneurial ecosystems.

In addition to these contributions, we develop thoughts on the coupling in entre-
preneurial ecosystems and on legitimation and identification processes in ecosys-
tems. So far, only little is known about the legitimation process of ventures in eco-
systems, especially when those operate in emerging digital categories and how the 
ecosystem shapes identification processes.

In the following, we will first provide the theoretical and definitional background 
on entrepreneurial vs. innovation ecosystems, two widely overlapping concepts. 
Subsequently, we explain the contributions of the studies in this special issue. At 
last, we theorize and develop propositions about the coupling in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, legitimation processes, and how identification processes might evolve 
towards a meta-identity of the ecosystem.

2  Theoretical background

The concept of an ecosystem originally stems from the field of biology, describ-
ing an interactive system of living organisms within their physical environment 
(Cavallo et  al. 2019). In a similar vein, an entrepreneurial ecosystem describes 
a “set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way that they 
enable productive entrepreneurship within a particular territory” (Stam 2015, p. 
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5). The idea of the entrepreneurial ecosystem thus introduces ecological thought 
into the human socioeconomic order (Kang et al. 2019). Entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems can operate at multiple levels (e.g. municipal, regional, national, cross bor-
der) and within multiple sectors (e.g., health care, education, new materials, and 
technologies, environmental projects). An entrepreneurial ecosystem is made up 
of different actors, relationships and resources e.g. within innovation networks 
and knowledge clusters who all play a role in taking their innovative idea to trans-
formative impact at scale (Stam and Elfring 2008; Carayannis and Campbell 
2009).

The effectiveness of each part within the ecosystem is moderated by other parts 
of the system (e.g., entrepreneurs depend on being able to access financing). A 
change to one part of the entrepreneurial ecosystem leads to changes in other parts 
of the ecosystem, such as e.g. an increase in Internet connectivity and speed—such 
as the upcoming 5G broadband connections—will accelerate the design and testing 
of new technologies. Especially the evolution and growth of the Internet has made 
our world truly interconnected and has enabled a plethora of innovative technolo-
gies, applications, products or services (Bouncken et al. 2020d). Local, regional, and 
international connects between actors can be enhanced by the digital technologies 
(Kraus et al. 2019; Mudambi et al. 2018). The ties between the resources and actors 
in creating these innovations can be compared to the interdependent and coevolv-
ing species in an ecological system. Recent advancements in information and com-
munication technologies that foster an ongoing digitalization process (Newell and 
Marabelli 2015) offer new business opportunities and impose new challenges on 
firms (Laudien et al. 2018). Making use of the given market opportunities requires 
the development of digital knowledge and also calls for redesigning or innovating 
business models (Tallman et  al. 2018; Sussan and Acs 2017; Kraus et  al. 2020; 
Bouncken and Barwinski 2020). Ecosystems might use digital technologies for their 
inter-firm coupling and for complementarities of technologies among firms. Hence, 
especially the recent digital push encourages firms to strategically operate in eco-
systems accessing complementary resources and pursuing legitimation using digi-
tal media and platforms. Digitalization allows fast feedback and autonomous digital 
processes while also enabling a more active role of customers shaping the demand 
(Dedehayir et al. 2016; Moore 1996; Kraus et al. 2019).

Recent research accordingly suggests that the ecosystem concept is gaining 
increasing importance particularly in high-tech industries where coopetition and 
open innovation activities are conducted around digital platforms where direct rela-
tionships may not exist between its major complementors (Hannah and Eisenhardt 
2018; Kraus et al. 2018). More specifically, previous research has demonstrated the 
high importance of innovation ecosystems for new technology creation and growth 
(Adner and Kapoor 2016, 2010; Brusoni and Prencipe 2013; Jacobides et al. 2018; 
Laamanen et al. 2018; Vargo et al. 2015). Considering the developmental processes 
and the search for creative solutions and their implementation among different ven-
tures in an ecosystem, there is a high definitional overlap among entrepreneurial and 
innovation ecosystems. Ventures that form or consider entrepreneurial ecosystems 
search for improving their resource base, similar to innovation ecosystems (Adner 
and Kapoor 2010; Brusoni and Prencipe 2013; Jackson 2011). Entrepreneurial 
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ecosystems, in a similar way than to innovation ecosystems, enable the collaborative 
sourcing of knowledge, technology, and customer relationships (Adner 2017; Adner 
and Kapoor 2010; Jacobides et al. 2017). Yet, the focus of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems lies more on the early stages of a venture, including the founding process con-
sidering early focal entrepreneurial ventures in the system and the development of 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem as an entity.

Besides the numerous advantages, entrepreneurial ecosystems similar to innova-
tion ecosystems might improve the resource access and the legitimacy of their mem-
bers, but also bear high dynamics of roles, membership change, and changing logics 
(Adner 2006; Adner and Kapoor 2010, 2016; Kapoor and Lee 2013; Davis 2016).

The concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems also has overlaps with the cluster con-
cept (e.g., Scott et al. 2019). Yet the latter concentrates on improving regional com-
petitiveness and economic performance by co-location of businesses, e.g. in terms 
of productivity, innovation, or entrepreneurship (Dedehayir et  al. 2016). Entrepre-
neurial ecosystems specifically overlap with clusters of new firms aiming on the pro-
gressing with specific technologies. Yet, ventures in entrepreneurial ecosystems do 
not necessarily need to operate in the same geographical location, which clusters 
address. Entrepreneurial ecosystems also have overlaps with young ventures in incu-
bators or accelerators. Yet, ventures in incubators or accelerators, firms do not nec-
essarily collaborate, so that their fate is not necessarily connected to the system. In 
addition, while incubators or accelerators are defined by the vicinity of their mem-
bers, entrepreneurial ecosystems might span different locations. Their connection 
might be purely virtual (i.e. in platforms) or personal and virtual through linkages 
among persons or organizations across locations (Mudambi 2008).

Entrepreneurial ecosystems might develop or concentrate on a local or regional 
environment. Yet, the boundary of the entrepreneurial ecosystem as for the inno-
vation ecosystem is not the geographical location but instead the ‘collective func-
tionality’ (Dedehayir et al. 2016, p. 2). This means that ventures do not need to be 
located in vicinity to each other. Instead, the new ventures operate in different loca-
tions only through functional correspondence, i.e. in a virtual location of a platform. 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems mean that the performance of ventures is strongly tied 
to the shared fate of the ecosystem as a whole (Iansiti and Levien 2004). Entrepre-
neurial ecosystems can mainly include small and new firms (Singh et al. 1986). Yet, 
large firms or investors who provide financial resources and advice might operate as 
well in the systems. In addition, huger incumbents might provide some technology 
to entrepreneurial ecosystems. Besides the benefits in terms of resource exchanges, 
entrepreneurial ecosystems can compensate for low reputation, firm-level smallness 
and newness, and low category legitimacy. These all complicate accessing critical 
resources for innovation and venture progress and often are needed for the develop-
ment of digital technologies (Martens et al. 2007).

3  Studies of entrepreneurial ecosystems in this issue

This special issue entails eight contributions from the field of entrepreneurial 
ecosystems.
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It opens with overview study on the field. In their paper, “Entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems and networks: A literature review and research agenda”, Fernandes and Fer-
reira (2020) systematically review the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems and 
networks by using bibliographic coupling of documents. As a result, they grouped 
the literature into four topic clusters: (1) Context and Cooperation; (2) Established 
Networks; (3) Challenges to the Affirmation of Minorities; and (4) Formal Struc-
tures. Their additional analysis of keywords co-occurrence furthermore revealed 
the most important literature trends on the topic of entrepreneurial ecosystems and 
networks: (1) innovation and dynamics: actors and norms; (2) performance, knowl-
edge, and entrepreneurship; (3) technology and firms which might serve as a basis 
for future research on the topic.

In the article, “Towards a network-based view of effective entrepreneurial eco-
systems”, Scott et al. (2020) provide a conceptualization of how effective entrepre-
neurial ecosystems evolve and develop using a three-longitudinal and mixed-method 
ethnography. The authors suggest that prior static treatments of how entrepreneurial 
ecosystems emerge have overlooked the necessity to develop inter-organizational 
ties, behaviors, and the governance mechanisms to maintain the vibrancy, vitality, 
and wealth creation of the ecosystem. Using a network-based theoretical lens, the 
study sheds light on relational and governance mechanisms that underpin valuable 
and quality interactions with entrepreneurial ecosystems and the change that occurs 
during ecosystem evolution phases. The study suggests that ecosystems, relational 
configurations, and governance evolve in a cyclical and critical junctures pattern. 
The study also recommends that further studies into ecosystem development should 
examine the nature of relational behaviors,  structural mechanisms, and content in 
conjunction, rather than in isolation, to further evidence of the underpinning mecha-
nisms fueling their activities.

Endres et al. (2020) present “Digital innovation management for entrepreneurial 
ecosystems: Services and functionalities as drivers of innovation management soft-
ware adoption”. The authors highlight the digitalization of innovation processes for 
Entrepreneurial Ecosystems in their study. They use survey data from 199 innova-
tion managers to empirically examine the factors influencing the adoption of Inno-
vation Management Software. The findings from this study are important for help-
ing managers, consultants, entrepreneurs, and developers to choose and leverage the 
right options for improving the adoption of IT tools in the New Product Develop-
ment (NPD) process and therefore increase NPD performance and thus also promote 
entrepreneurial ecosystems.

In their contribution “The digital transformation of a traditional market into an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem”, Song et al. (2020) analyze how the adoption of Informa-
tion and Communication Technologies (ICT) brings about a traditional ecosystem 
to become an entrepreneurial one. Building on the case of a traditional wholesale 
fruit market in China, the authors propose a model to understand how some of the 
main mechanisms and outcomes of e-commerce (transaction costs; marketing chan-
nel power; business scope and network effects; value creation and business model 
innovation) enable productive entrepreneurship in a traditional market, leading to an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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Bichler et al. (2020) explore how family entrepreneurs’ embeddedness drives an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem as a regional context for innovation. Building on qualita-
tive research from the hospitality context and the pattern matching approach, the 
authors distill the EEE framework and expand the understanding of (1) horizontal 
embeddedness in the economic and socio-political environment, their (2) vertical 
embeddedness in industry regimes, in particular the family, and their (3) spatial 
embeddedness in the region for value creation. The implications show that incor-
porating the social fabric is particularly important in regional entrepreneurial eco-
systems and the study also proposes five propositions for future regional entrepre-
neurial ecosystem research.

In the next contribution, “Deconstructing the ivory tower: Identifying challenges 
of ecosystem partnerships”, Bacon and Williams (2020) use a fuzzy-set qualitative 
comparative analysis (fsQCA) to ascertain the key challenges affecting ecosystem 
management within university-industry partnerships. Collaboration between indus-
try and academia necessitates the management of entrepreneurial dynamics within 
ecosystem contexts. However, such partnerships perpetuate numerous challenges 
that, without effective management, can impact upon the ecosystem as a whole. The 
study’s findings confirm multiple, mutually exclusive pathways to ineffective eco-
system management, grounded upon distinct combinations of conditions.

In the next contribution, “Species in the wild: A typology of innovation eco-
systems”, Klimas and Czakon (2020) explore and develop typology of innovation 
ecosystems. Based on findings from in-depth review of prior systematic literature 
reviews, the authors identify five aggregate typology categories and 14 criteria that 
allow to distinguish 50 different types of innovation ecosystems. Aggregate catego-
ries include: (1) the genesis and existence of IE; (2) the structure of IE; (3) the lead-
ing innovation focus within IE; (4) the range of IE, and (5) the performance of IE. 
This typology framework clarifies current understanding of innovation ecosystems, 
and, the delineating typology criteria bring us closer to the development of their 
operationalization and measurement.

As we have learned, innovation is the one of the main motive forces of entrepre-
neurial ecosystems. However, most studies examine the context wherein innovation 
is directly undertaken by entrepreneurs within the industry. The context where the 
innovation driving the industry arises from outside its boundaries has received lit-
tle attention. Thus, Berman et al. (2020) examine in their final article of this issue, 
“Innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystems: Fintech in the financial services indus-
try”, the role of Fintech in the U.S. financial services industry. Their study shows 
that such innovation has had an asymmetric effect, strengthening start-ups at the 
expense of large incumbents, increasing the rate of entrepreneurial entry. This is 
opposite of the pattern documented for innovation that arises from within industry 
boundaries and suggests an interesting new avenue for research.
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4  Developing directions for future research on entrepreneurial 
ecosystems

4.1  Coupling in entrepreneurial ecosystems

Often entrepreneurial ecosystems develop around a focal entrepreneur who collabo-
rates with others to improve resource endowments and reputation. Entrepreneurial eco-
systems might support financial resources, advice, knowledge, but also tangible and 
intangible constituents as components or complements to the offering of the focal ven-
ture of the system. The greater the offering of the focal unit depends on components 
or complements from others, the greater is the need for coupling among the members. 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems explain collaboration between heterogeneous ventures that 
have different functionalities for entrepreneurship and innovation, e.g. where suppli-
ers provide key technologies or inputs and other organizations deliver complementary 
products and where other new ventures, support organizations (e.g., business angles 
or supporters), as well as customers might take an active role in shaping the offerings 
of the ventures and on the system level (Dedehayir et al. 2016; Jacobides et al. 2018; 
Moore 1996).

As for innovation ecosystems, the emergence of entrepreneurial ecosystems needs 
coupling between the members, mainly of the ventures that exchange ideas, technol-
ogy, and resources (Orton and Weick 1990). Institutionalizations among the nodes of 
the ecosystem functionally couple the ventures’ components or modules (Akaka and 
Vargo 2013; Adner and Kapoor 2016; Jacobides et al. 2017; Orton and Weick 1990). 
Ventures in an entrepreneurial ecosystem interact for exchanging ideas and knowledge 
but also for adjusting components or complements. Through the exchanges on ideas, 
knowledge, components, and complements, the ventures become dependent on each 
other’s activities in different ways. At the same time, ventures in the ecosystem have 
to maintain autonomy (Adner and Kapoor 2016; Adner 2017; Jacobides et al. 2017; 
Moore 1996). Hence, seamless coupling is crucial for entrepreneurial ecosystems the 
greater the performance of the participating ventures is tied to the shared fate of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem as a whole (Iansiti and Levien 2004).

Coupling might be receptive or tight among the ventures in an ecosystem. While 
receptive coupling is more trust based and informal, tight and more rigid coupling 
comes from adhering to formal rules that define the functions, performance, and infor-
mation exchange among partners (Brusoni et al. 2009). Alliance research has already 
shown that the trust based coordination in ties might provide smooth exchanges of also 
tacit knowledge while the more formal coordination provides more control but less 
absorption of tacit knowledge components (Fredrich et al. 2019). Still, coupling does 
not characterize the degree of rivalry among collaborators (Bouncken et al. 2020c).

Given it’s the young ventures that form and operate in an entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, there will be low levels of formal coordination among those young organizations. 
Hence, we expect soft and more receptive forms of coupling for entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems while innovation ecosystems might apply tight and receptive forms of coupling.
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Proposition 1 Receptive coupling guides the coupling in entrepreneurial ecosystems 
rather than tight and formal coupling.

Considering that ecosystems base on membership and coupling highlights that to 
processes of institutionalization and legitimization are important for the development 
and functioning of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Akaka et al. 2017).

4.2  Theorizing towards legitimacy in entrepreneurial ecosystems

Gaining legitimacy is crucial for firms and their growth, especially when they have 
liabilities of smallness and newness, or when they operate in emerging digital cate-
gories that need to advance the category legitimacy (Durand and Khaire 2017; Navis 
and Glynn 2011). Especially ventures and ecosystems in emerging categories are 
confronted with high dynamics and unclear sources of legitimacy (Vergne and Wry 
2014). The new ventures in emerging categories face strongest limitations by their 
own liabilities of smallness (Singh et al. 1986) and low category legitimacy which 
complicate acquiring critical resources (Martens et al. 2007). Hence the process of 
gaining legitimacy is important for ventures in an entrepreneurial ecosystem and for 
the ecosystem itself. Legitimacy captures different forms.

Most previous research categorizes socio-political-regulative, socio-political-
normative, and cognitive legitimacy (e.g., Zimmerman and Zeitz 2002). Others 
emphasize normative vs. cognitive legitimacy (Zhao et al. 2018). We follow the cat-
egorization of cognitive and normative legitimacy. Audiences perceive firms as cog-
nitively legitimate when they are recognized as one of us or “one of those” (Bitek-
tine 2011; Aldrich and Fiol 1994; Suchman 1995). Normative legitimacy describes 
how strongly organizations are perceived as adhering to the norms and values of a 
community. In the pursuit of legitimacy, entrepreneurial ecosystems as a whole and/
or its members might concentrate on shaping either cognitive or normative legiti-
macy or both. In addition, ventures might address cognitive and normative legiti-
macy in their identities and convey them in the claims they make in their narratives.

Entrepreneurial ecosystems might be influenced by the legitimation effects of the 
category they operate in, but also by the legitimation processes that occur when an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem evolves. The entrepreneurial ecosystem might be subject 
to legitimation processes and thus gain legitimacy of its own.

Hence, ventures might purposefully select ecosystems that are coherent with 
their legitimacy concerns, i.e., those ecosystems that cohere with values, norms, and 
expectations of the venture and of those to be expected in the category. Legitima-
tion does not just happen to organizations but might evolve by pursuing a strategic 
approach. Legitimation describes the process of building legitimacy (Zimmerman 
and Zeitz 2002). Developing and participation of ventures ecosystems allow using 
and even influencing the legitimacy evaluations of ventures’ audiences.

There might be heterogeneous audiences that ventures and ecosystem need to 
consider in their legitimation efforts. Audiences in (entrepreneurial) ecosystems 
might relate to the inside and outside of the ecosystem, the levels of the ecosys-
tem, and the different roles in ecosystems, and be connected with different founding 
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stages and behaviors. The different levels of the ecosystem, the spill-overs from a 
focal organization, its reference to the ecosystem and, if applicable, the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem’s own tactics (e.g., signaled by narratives of the ecosystem) shows 
the diversity of audiences for normative and cognitive legitimation.

Researchers have discussed how firms, especially new ventures can pursue con-
formity or try to stand out through distinctiveness and gain external resources (Navis 
and Glynn 2010; Täuscher et al. 2020). Firms might reach an optimal point where 
both demands are in balance (Zhao et al. 2017, 2018). Cognitive legitimacy might 
not be sufficient alone for the new ventures in ecosystems that have strong liabili-
ties of resources and newness. Normative legitimacy and cognitive legitimacy might 
exist in a complementary relationship on both the venture and the ecosystem level.

Distinctiveness vs. conformity and the optimal level of distinctiveness has been 
discussed in the context of category membership so far. Yet, the question of distinc-
tiveness and conformity is more complex with respect to ecosystems, because mem-
bers not only have to consider their distinctiveness or conformity in a category, but 
also in the context of the ecosystem. The members of an entrepreneurial ecosystem 
might strive towards distinctiveness from each other or towards greater conform-
ity of their components. Thus, entrepreneurial ecosystems can consist of members 
that might remain distinctive. Alternatively, following conformity, ventures might 
search for ways so that they potentially substitute components of each other and 
so become more similar e.g. by co-evolving capabilities and systems (Adner and 
Kapoor 2016; Adner 2017; Jacobides et  al. 2017; Moore 1996). Via greater con-
formity, the ecosystem will find it easier to achieve coherent cognitive legitimacy as 
a whole. Hence, the components that form the ‘Gestalt’ of an entrepreneurial eco-
system can be less or more distinct or more conform to each other. We assume that 
ventures in entrepreneurial ecosystems can pursue a conformity or a distinctiveness 
pathway alternatively. Highly growing ecosystems might first develop a more coher-
ent cognitive legitimacy and later become more disjunct while developing specific 
sublevel-distinctiveness.

Proposition 2 High growth entrepreneurial ecosystems will undergo coherence 
pressures first, and then develop towards more disjunct sublevel-distinctiveness, 
while ventures in low growth entrepreneurial ecosystems will remain more autono-
mous and distinct.

4.3  Theorizing on identification processes in entrepreneurial ecosystems

Coordination among firms in entrepreneurial ecosystems might be connected 
to identification processes that allow a more fluid and norm-based coordination 
(Schreyögg and Sydow 2010). Thus, softer coupling in entrepreneurial ecosystems 
might be based on shared identification processes, perhaps even some shared identi-
fication on the ecosystem level.

Identity is related to how an individual self is formed in a social context, 
but the self might transform from an individual to a group or a collective entity. 
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Organizational members can form an intersubjective understanding by creating a 
seemingly objective reality, which transcended their individual and shared repre-
sentations in a group. Such inter-subjective identity can become a taken-for-granted 
reality, which is not related to individual. It might be visible in goals, claims, and 
routines and other institutionalizations of an organization (Ashforth et  al. 2011). 
The different individual and group based behavioral expectations influence evalua-
tions in a group, organization, and society about what is define appropriate behavior 
(Burke 2003).

Identification process are powerful for new and young firms where few formal 
regulations demand fluid and joint value based coordination. Physical proximity and 
operating in a shared, even social emotionally laden environment (e.g. in incuba-
tors, makerspaces, or coworking-spaces) eases the inter-personal development of a 
shared identification (Bouncken et  al. 2020b, 2020a). Shared identification assists 
the exchange of tacit knowledge even over spatial distance (Bouncken and Bar-
winski 2020). It has already been shown that identification in family firms can be a 
strong anchor for the coordination via values in family firms. Reay 2009 shows that 
contractions of individuals and groups in a family firm became resolved by a family-
business meta-identity. Shepherd and Haynie 2009, regard to the meta-identity “as 
the set of behavioral expectations associated with the family role” (p. 1251), which 
resolves identity conflicts of their members. The family-business identity emerges 
over time and interacts with the business owner identity “as the set of behavioral 
expectations associated with the business owner role” (Shepherd and Haynie 2009, 
p. 1251) that might be mutually reinforcing. It can explain specific conflict resolu-
tions and following opportunities.

Founders might follow specific identity types and coin their identity on the new 
venture. We assume that there are spill-over effects of identity among the found-
ers in entrepreneurial ecosystems that might develop a shared identification within 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem. More shared identification processes also relate to 
the normative legitimation anchor and processes of ventures in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems.

The fluid coordination among ventures in an entrepreneurial ecosystem con-
tributes to shared identification processes. Yet, ventures will not fully focus on the 
ecosystem identity and maintain their own, strongly founder-based identity. Hence, 
entrepreneurial ecosystems might combine venture and entrepreneurial ecosystem 
logics that members of the ecosystem use for identification processes. Strong growth 
processes and longer relationships bind members and develop a wake of a shared 
identity in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. This might be based on an amalgam of 
both venture and ecosystem identification. It can anchor and build a meta-identity of 
the ecosystem.

Proposition 3 Strong growth processes and long-term relationships among ven-
tures in entrepreneurial ecosystems stimulate anchoring on a meta-identity of the 
ecosystem.
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5  Conclusion

Entrepreneurial ecosystems have recently gained more and more importance in the 
“real world”, and research is proliferating on this topic. This special issues contrib-
utes conceptual and empirical research on the forefront of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems research. It deepens the understanding of ecosystems, actors and norms, delin-
eating typology criteria, different forms of ecosystems, their relational and digital 
government mechanisms, paths for the development of ecosystems and how they 
can advance the development of start-ups compared to incumbent large firms. Entre-
preneurial ecosystems do occur in different forms, using different governance mech-
anisms, which are again key to performance. Social relationships, norms, and trust 
are fundamental to entrepreneurial ecosystems, especially when they occur in a spe-
cific local or regional environment. Yet, the management of these systems benefits 
from a wider and efficient use of digital technology and technological tools while 
additionally allow strengthening the entrepreneurial orientation of an ecosystem and 
finding new innovative business models. Greater innovation in the system allows 
start-ups to proliferate in the system, thereby increasing the rate of entrepreneurial 
entry and activity. The social relationships and relational governance of an entre-
preneurial ecosystem triggers identification processes among the firms in the eco-
system towards an ecosystem meta-identity. Those processes in turn can strengthen 
the relational governance of an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Future research might 
analyze legitimation processes on the venture and on the ecosystem level. In this 
vein, future research might analyze how optimal distinctiveness of a venture is influ-
enced through operating in an entrepreneurial ecosystem, if optimal distinctiveness 
can exist on the ecosystem level, and which converging or distinction related factors 
influence this meta-level distinctiveness.
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