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ABSTRACT

Entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) is a novel perspective to analyse the interplay between support systems and
businesses in regions. Simultaneously, universities have been playing increasingly important roles in
entrepreneurship, fostering economic growth both through the wider regional economy (RE) and their
own university EEs (UEEs). Entrepreneurs in residence (EiRs), chosen by universities as exemplar
entrepreneurs, therefore provide potentially important conduits between the regional economy, UEEs
and entrepreneurs, leading us to explore how and why do EiRs and universities interact in relation to
entrepreneurial ecosystems to enhance the regional economy? Our qualitative study of a UK university
case, conducted in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic which severely impacted many businesses’
access to resources, gives a particular temporal context to this research. It identifies accessing resources,
building legitimacy and undertaking bridging activities as the three highest-level dimensions
characterising EiR-university interactions, which have relevance for both the UEE and regional economy
more widely, offering a framework for future EiR programmes. This study contributes to the regional
entrepreneurship and EE literature, by examining the role of regional universities as anchor tenants and
catalysts of entrepreneurial growth and resilience within regions, and calls for further research into the
evolution of EiR—university interactions in different institutional contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurial ecosystems (EEs) position the entrepreneur at the centre of regional economic
development, emphasising the interplay between regional business support systems and the
business itself (Cho et al., 2021). Simultaneously, academic discussion on how higher education
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institutions (HEISs) could foster regional economic growth and societal change has attracted
attention in the regional development literature (Breznitz & Zhang, 2022; Rossi et al,,
2023), with universities playing increasingly important roles in fostering entrepreneurship.
Within the different types of universities, entrepreneurial activity is influenced by stakeholders,
both internal and external resources, as well as physical and virtual new venture incubation
(Radko et al., 2023). These activities support both the university EEs (UEEs) and wider
regional economy (RE).

However, a holistic and systemic approach to understand how UEEs can best support early-
stage entrepreneurs, and the RE more widely, remains under-theorised. Specifically, identifying
the evolving elements of institutional resilience of entrepreneurial universities is critical to
regional development during external shocks (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic) when other entre-
preneurial support becomes limited (Belitski et al., 2024). Entrepreneurs in residence (EiRs),
chosen by universities as exemplar regional entrepreneurs, provide potentially important con-
duits between REs and UEEs, leading us to formulate the following research question: How
and why do EiRs and universities (through the EiR programme) interact in relation to entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems to enhance the regional economy?

To answer our research question, we designed a qualitative study to examine in-depth, the
interactions between the entrepreneurs and the university-based entrepreneurship support pro-
gramme at university A in the southeast of the UK. In particular, we conducted 20 qualitative
interviews between 2022 and 2023 with EiRs as well as experts in the ecosystem, investigating
their understanding of the relationship between the RE and UEE. Our research was conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic, when businesses, especially SMEs, were reportedly severely
impacted, with limited access to resources. This gave us an extreme context, and an opportunity
to investigate their relationships with, and contribution to, REs.

We find that the EiR programme fulfils a bridging function between entrepreneurs and the uni-
versity, that not only provides unique resources for both, but also spills over to the wider RE. While
EiRs seem to have received limited support from other stakeholders in their regions during the
COVID-19 pandemic, resources and support provided by the UEE are viewed as especially impor-
tant for their business development. At the same time, the university also anchored the role of brid-
ging between the entrepreneurs and REs. These bridging activities and related legitimisation
processes that EiR programmes provide are found to be important and relevant for EiRs, UEEs
and REs more widely. They allow EiRs to promote themselves to local communities, whilst simul-
taneously legitimising universities within the RE, thus allowing universities to play a greater role in
supporting economic development and building regional resilience.

Our study therefore contributes to regional entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial ecosystem
literature by building on the limited knowledge of how universities achieve their role in support-
ing economic and social development in specific regions. This paper extends current under-
standing in several ways. First, it tracks the horizontal evolution of entrepreneurial
ecosystems by examining the role of the regional university as an anchor tenant and catalyst
of entrepreneurial resilience within the regional economy. Second, it analyses how businesses
utilise the UEE to create sustainable change within their business and connect to the regional
economy (Pugh et al., 2021). Third, it indicates how UEEs can use EiRs to evolve, which is
important since higher education institutions (HEIs) have gained recognition as drivers of tech-
nological advancement and regional economic development (Boschma, 2015). Finally, this
study contributes to examining the multi-level engagement of EEs to better understand the
interaction between the elements within the EE. Empirically, it enriches our understanding
of the impact of COVID-19 on regional development.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The next section of the article focuses on theory
development via the literature, Section 3 presents the research methodology and Section 4
addresses our findings. The final section presents a discussion and contributions.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Entrepreneurial ecosystem

Entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) is defined as ‘a set of independent actors and factors coordi-
nated to enable productive entrepreneurship’, making the regional context a vital consideration
for entrepreneurial ecosystems (Stam, 2015, p. 1765). Entrepreneurship is critical for the inno-
vative transformation of regional development, and the EE concept encapsulates the regional
socio-economic community bounded by entrepreneurial activity and institutional settings
(Khlystova et al., 2022). Though for real transformation to occur, place-based alignment of
the elements is also critical, with EEs being developed at national systems level (Acs et al.,
2014), or within regional communities (Sorenson, 2017). However, the interaction between
ecosystem elements within the RE has rarely been explored, especially those with and within
universities.

2.2. Entrepreneurial universities and entrepreneurs-in-residence (EiRs)

Universities face increasing pressure to address the challenges of the knowledge economy, while
contributing to economic and social development, and mitigating decreasing funding from the
government (Pickernell et al., 2019). They play an increasing role in incubating entrepreneurs
within the region, enhancing the entrepreneurial intent of students, cooperating with industry
via knowledge transfer, and supporting the commercialisation of scientific ideas (Etzkowitz
et al., 2008). Some local universities tap further into enterprising universities (Woollard
et al., 2007) or focus on third stream activities, depending on their research intensity
(Hewitt-Dundas, 2012). In addition, by upgrading the technology base of the region, univer-
sities can enhance its capacity for the evolution of entrepreneurship.

Identifying relationships and interactions between entrepreneurs and the university is there-
fore important in understanding universities’ role in contributing to regional development.
While the definition of ‘entrepreneurs in residence’ (EiRs) is not clearly defined in the literature
and the terminology is often used interchangeably in different contexts. We propose a more
detailed working definition of an entrepreneur in residence (EiR) as:

an individual entrepreneur who is initially external to the university, is potentially an important node in
the external EE, has a formally agreed, recognised and publicised, relationship status with the university,
and who interacts with the university in multiple ways which include activities such as engaging with
students and graduate entrepreneurs/local economy.

Research indicates that they are capable of connecting investors and entrepreneurs from differ-
ent EEs (Engel & Del-Palacio, 2011). We recognise the university EE (UEE) as the support
system for propelling new venture creation within and from higher education. For example,
technoparks and universities, mainly in the US and the UK, have EiRs supporting and mentor-
ing students both in business and engineering subjects (Gordon et al., 2012), by introducing
them to current entrepreneurial trends and technology. However, while universities are found
to be vital partners in stimulating entrepreneurship and innovation (Rossi et al., 2023), pro-
grammes designed to support regional entrepreneurs are rarely discussed in the regional devel-
opment literature (Breznitz & Zhang, 2022; Pugh et al., 2021).

Our review of the literature highlights several gaps. First, only a few studies have introduced
the evolutionary aspect in the context of UEEs, and fully recognised the multiple potential roles
universities have as one of the anchors of EE. Taking an evolutionary lens allows us to analyse
the university’s evolving role within the RE. Second, mechanisms identifying university to EiRs
(U-to-E) inter-relationships, and how they contribute to the growth of REs need further
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exploration in the literature. Third, the EiR concept is still fragmented in different contexts,
requiring us to break down these relationships and better determine the processes at work, in
order to explain how these businesses maintained their resilience during exogenous shocks
via the UEE, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. RESEARCH METHODS

3.1. Research design

Our research is explorative by nature (Yin, 2009) and seeks to answer our research question
through inductive theory-building using qualitative interview data (Eisenhardt & Graebner,
2007). We follow a similar design to previous work on understanding EiRs, (e.g., study by
Pugh et al., 2021 identifying learning mechanisms of EiR programmes), to gain insights into
changes in the underlying mechanisms interacting between universities and EiRs.

3.2. Case context

We purposely selected the entrepreneurs from an EiR programme at a higher education insti-
tution A in the Southeast of the UK. With a unique focus on both practical and academic devel-
opment, university A has a strong orientation towards innovative and entrepreneurial education
making it a theoretically interesting case (Symon & Cassell, 2012). University A is located in a
region where a wide range of entrepreneurs have growing ambitions in actively expanding their
networks regionally and internationally, providing a good base for researching inter-relation-
ships between EiRs and regional development. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic provides
another extreme context for our research where all three stakeholders, EiRs, UEE and RE are
challenged. COVID-19 pandemic is found to severely impact business behaviour (Belitski et al.,
2022), identity (e.g., Alguera Kleine et al., 2023), resource relocation, and resilience (Dorr et al.,
2022).

3.3. Data collection

We conducted a two-stage data collection process. First, we formed a general understanding of
the establishment of the EiR programme through conversations with relevant members of staff
and via observations. This provided important contextual understanding for our later interpret-
ation of the focused EiR and stakeholders interviews (see Appendix Tables A2 and A3 interview
protocols in the online supplemental data). Second, we collected data from three sources to
ensure a thorough understanding of the interviewees and to enable data triangulation (Yin,
2009), namely interviews with the EiRs and stakeholders, observations of EiRs’ participation
in the university, as well as relevant websites to gain a deeper understanding of the EiRs’
business activities. We contacted EiRs registered in the university, identifying participants
from various industries and including both males and females to ensure broader representation
and analytical generalisability. We finalised data collection from voluntary respondents when we
reached saturation, after 15 interviews with EiRs. To triangulate, we also purposefully selected
and interviewed five key stakeholders in university A’s EiR programme. Overall, we held 20
semi-structured interviews, ranging from 30-60 min each. We anonymised the interviewees
using letter names (see Appendix Table Al interviewee profiles in the online supplemental

data).

3.4. Data analysis

Data from interviews have been transcribed and carefully read to get an overview of the contents.
We iterate between data and literature throughout the data analysis process (Corley & Gioia,
2011). The authors also identified the nuances of each transcript by both using textual and
audio recordings to enhance their understanding of the phenomenon. In the first instance,
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transcripts were analysed using key and frequent concepts, terminologies, phrases or sentences
and categorised and indexed into suitable codes using open coding (Corley & Gioia, 2011). We
then re-read the transcripts to identify similarities and differences between each participant in
the same group (i.e., the EiR’s or the university’s perspective). These within-case and across-
case codes form our first-level concepts. We then proceeded to understand the links between
the first order codes to form our understanding of the second-order themes. For example,
the EiRs’ activities in networking and representing the university in engaging with the RE,
forms the multi-level engagement with REs. Lastly, we compared the second-order themes
between groups, and theorise the aggregate dimensions between the EiRs and university-
level (see Figure 1).

4. RESULTS

Our findings identified several common themes and aggregate dimensions that highlight the bi-
directional relationship between university and EiRs, that is, university to EiRs (U-to-E) inter-
actions and EiRs to university (E-to-U) interactions, as well as the ‘bridging’ effects that also
resulted in wider engagement with the RE (see Figure 1). These interactions shed light to
the wider and dense exchanges within REs. We discuss the different themes identified under
the three key dimensions, i.e., accessing resources, building legitimacy, and bridging in the follow-
ing section. Through constant comparison between coding and literature we found that the first
dimension (accessing resources) has been widely studied in EE literature (e.g., Harima et al,,
2020). However, the two remaining dimensions (building legitimacy and bridging) were rarely
examined empirically, and this formed the main theoretical contribution of our research. The
key exemplary quotes identified are presented in Appendix Table A4 in the online supplemental
data.

4.1. U-to-E interaction leading to wider contribution to RE

Three main themes were categorised under the U-to-E interactions. This included resource
injection for entrepreneurs, raising EiR’s profiles, and real-world output for teaching and men-
toring to understand the RE.

E-To-U U-To-E
1st Order Categories 2nd Order Themes Aggregate 2nd Order Themes 1st Order Categories
Dimensions
- Student was identified as potential ~ ‘UniverSily o fering i EiR die
access to facilities

employee via the mentoring program

: " Resource Injection for - University provides business and

Accessing J ty pi

- Student hired after identifying new =
business opportunity in the - University support
consulting project (teaching) commercialisation for EiRs

- Small Business Charter accreditation
within the REE - Entrepreneurs having EiRs as
LinkedIn profile

o ——— st - Adhering to the company‘s CSR
university's » Ballding ‘ Raising EiR‘s profile policy
stakeholder profile Legitimacy

- Offering mentoring support to local
community

- Opportunity to attract and distribute
government fund to EiRs

- Support students enterprise

- Growing engagement with local
companics

- Mentoring student‘s career
development

- Providing sponsorship to networking
events

Multi-level enga@ » e ‘
- EiRs acting as ambassadors of the with REE rigng

university to engage in wider REE

Real-world output for
teaching and mentoring
to understand the REE

- Bringing in practice into teaching
and rescarch

Figure 1. Data analysis framework.
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4.1.1. Resources injection for entrepreneurs

One of the main resources provided to EiRs by the university is access to facilities for either
meetings or other events: ‘But what I really like is obviously access to facilities ... we’re using
the future technology centre. So, the next week we are hosting an event ... that’s been amazing
to us to impress clients and potentially raise funds’ (B). Interactions with students equally pro-
vided EiR’s with an opportunity to identify relevant talent for their organisations during men-
torships and internships; thus contributing to employment growth within the RE. The
university also provided relevant training to EiRs, including supporting entrepreneurs’ commer-
cialisation efforts as one founder emphasised: ‘the programme (a university training programme
for entrepreneurs) helped me to gain the managerial and entrepreneurial knowledge to commer-
cialise our idea’ (C). The training also provided them with further scaling and funding oppor-
tunities within the RE.

4.2.2. Raising EiRs’ profile

Our findings also identified a number of other motives driving EiRs’ participation in the pro-
gramme. This includes increased exposure with the media and local community as a result of
their EiR status. Some of the EiRs were regarded as more favourable during the bid selection
process. They were also able to ‘attract local government support and developed stronger pariner-
ships with local businesses (D). The EiR was actively participating in teaching and mentoring
activities within the university as an alumnus which led to wider engagement. However,
EiRs also emphasise that while the increased status might be beneficial, their primary motive
for engaging in the programme is because it allows them to support their local community
through the sharing of experiences.

While EiRs’ view the programme as a means of giving back to their community, it also lends
credence to their businesses and allows them to build trust within their community. Being able
to highlight the university’s involvement in their events can thus be viewed as receiving a ‘stamp
of approval’ (F) or legitimisation. It thus enables entrepreneurs to contribute to their firm’s cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR) policies. For example, a local EiR volunteered for the pro-
gramme to ‘create opportunities for business to thrive in the city’ (H).

4.1.3. Real-world input for teaching and mentoring

EiRs also show a high level of engagement with the RE via the activities undertaken with the
university. Some of the activities they have been involved in include academic teaching, mentor-
ing, pitching events, online sessions, and so on. These activities can also be viewed as bridging,
linking theory and practice to offer ‘business perspective for the student’ (S), making an impact
within the university and ‘were excited to see the meaningful collaborations’ (F) while also rais-
ing awareness and encouraging engagement within the broader RE.

4.2. E-to-U interaction widening UEE-RE interaction

Similarly, we identified three main themes that fall under the E-to-U interactions. This
included student recruitment, Small Business Charter (SBC) Accreditation, and multi-level
engagement with the RE.

4.2.1. Student recruitment

Engaging in the programme is one route through which EiRs (through interactions with stu-
dents) are able to enhance the university’s value adding to student recruitment. This can be via
their mentorship programme, or through internship opportunities, particularly beneficial for the
students (and by extension to university programmes), who get opportunities to assist in provid-
ing solutions to real-life problems they might encounter, while gaining relevant experiences that
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increase their employability. Hence, the EiR programme has benefited the RE by building
‘mutual trust with the phenomenal talent’ (J) and hiring local talent.

4.2.2. Enhancing university’s stakeholder profile

One dimension to the Small Business Charter (SBC) is the requirement that universities
demonstrate how they engage with SMEs and other key stakeholders in their region for growth.
In the broad university context, SBC accreditation can therefore be viewed as a major motiv-
ation behind establishment of an EiR programme if one did not exist previously. The founding
manager of the EiR programme mentioned the importance of the accreditation process and the
motivation to commence the programme: ‘We had a small business charter accreditation, one in
2015, ... from 2016, and how we could make it work with the EiR programme’ (M). Having an
EiR programme can be seen as supporting SBC status, improving the likelihood that univer-
sities are ‘accredited’ within the broader RE, through a very explicit enhancement of their sta-
keholder diversity via explicit SBC accreditation and EiR programme activity. Similarly, the
SBC also explicitly ensures that universities provide support to local student enterprises. This
is normally fulfilled through various programmes run by the university targeted at potential stu-
dent entrepreneurs and actively involving EiRs.

4.2.3. Multi-level engagement

Participation in the programme, also helps create greater awareness with other universities and
businesses within the RE and is viewed as an important point of contact. EiRs perceive them-
selves as ‘ambassadors of the university’ (H) to ‘represent the university and promote their
activity to local governments and chambers of commerce’ (K). as they engage with businesses
in the wider RE, with some even providing sponsorship for local events organised by the uni-
versity. In the long-term, such exchanges could also potentially facilitate greater engagement
and interactions between EiRs, universities, and REs.

5. DISCUSSION

Our results provide a better understanding of how universities, and specifically EiR pro-
grammes, facilitate dynamic interactions between entrepreneurs and the UE that subsequently
enable greater engagement and contribution to the RE (Breznitz & Zhang, 2022). We identify
three key dimensions of these interactions, namely (1) accessing resources, (2) legitimacy building
and (3) &ridging, with spillover effects on the RE. The framework is illustrated in Figure 2

below.

5.1. Accessing resources enables nested interaction between the university and
RE

Increased interaction between EiRs and the university that is facilitated by the EiR programme
enables access to resources related to research, training, mentorship, knowledge transfer and
academic spinoffs. The impact of these interactions is also felt within the broader RE due to
increased engagement and injection of resources, by both the university and EiRs, into the
local communities (Harima et al., 2020). Additionally, the specific role of universities in facil-
itating regional resilience (Boschma, 2015) is shown through its role in supporting EiRs during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when EiRs experienced unexpected financial difficulties and disrup-
tion in the market and sought access to external resources. The EiR programme facilitated
entrepreneur stability and long-term commitment to work within higher education, ensuring
long-term collaborations with greater impact in shaping a specific socio-economic context (Por-
ras-Paez, 2023).
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E-To-U U-To-E

Enhancing

University’s Resource

stakeholder Injection for
profile entrepreneurs

Raising EiR’s
Multi-level " profile

Real world output
for teaching and
mentoring to
understand RE

Figure 2. Nested interaction between the university and EiRs.

5.2. Legitimacy building

While legitimacy building has been previously discussed within the university entrepreneurship
literature, with universities obtaining access to grants via technology commercialisation and
entrepreneurial education (Benneworth et al., 2017), our results highlight the role of EiR pro-
grammes in the legitimisation process. Establishing an EiR programme conveys accreditation
on the university in (1) supporting small businesses, (2) enhancing student entrepreneurship
and (3) engaging in the local community; thus explicitly signalling its connection with the
local community and facilitating its role as a key player in driving socio-economic development
in the region.

Similarly, the recognition and legitimacy gained by EiRs through joining the EiR pro-
gramme, enables them to raise their profile with the local business community (Pugh et al.,
2021). This leads to greater engagement with and contributions to the local community, for
example through mentorship opportunities. Moreover, EiRs also benefit from developing
wider networks (e.g., Small Business Charter or the local Chamber of Commerce) and connec-
tions to national and international entrepreneur communities, which facilitate knowledge
exchange across multiple-levels and geographic boundaries (Breznitz & Zhang, 2022). Further-
more, as the COVID-19 pandemic, necessitated the reorganisation of business models, EiR
programmes facilitated EiRs’ legitimisation of their alternative business models by connecting
them with the UE and wider RE.

5.3. Bridging to RE

The bridging activities undertaken by universities highlight their role in evolving the local eco-
system. Our cases show how universities can provide a platform for EiRs to promote their pres-
ence, fostering entrepreneurship within the region (Creutzberg et al., 2024). This was especially
relevant during times of crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, when typical RE support
functions were disrupted either through weaker ties between elements or temporary cessation
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of support. Even though EiRs typically connected to wider cross-locational EEs rather than
relied on RE support systems, the COVID-19 pandemic acted as a trigger for greater engage-
ment with UEEs. These were subsequently viewed as important for the survival of their
businesses, with the university also anchoring the role of bridging between EiRs and RE.

Additionally, even though EiRs’ businesses were located within a specific region, their cli-
ents were often based in other regions or UK-wide, resulting in greater involvement with
broader ecosystems than the local RE. The national involvement of EiRs enabled them to con-
tribute to bridging activities by promoting the UEE community to wider regions — the EiRs
acting as ‘ambassadors’ of the university. Consequently, we argue that EiRs develop and
build university-entrepreneur interactions to maintain and enhance their resilience within
REs and universities in a number of ways, whilst universities use EiR programmes to develop
and build university-entrepreneur interactions that support their activities in the RE. Interest-
ingly, we found that the COVID-19 pandemic played a key role, not only in attracting entre-
preneurs to the EiR programme, but also in expanding the role of the university in contributing
to building resilience within the wider RE.

6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1. Contributions

Our study therefore contributes to regional entrepreneurship and EE literature by building on
the limited knowledge of how universities achieve their role in supporting economic and social
development in specific regions (Radko et al., 2023). By adopting an evolutionary lens in under-
standing the context of UEEs, and specifically focusing on EiRs, our study draws attention to
the dynamic interactions between different ecosystem elements and emphasises the role of uni-
versities in building regional resilience (Breznitz & Zhang, 2022).

First, it sheds light on the horizontal evolution of EEs by highlighting the role of the
regional university as anchor tenant and catalyst of entrepreneurial growth and regional resili-
ence. The multiple, dynamic and reciprocal interactions between EiRs and the university
(through its EiR programme) results in resource and knowledge spillover to the wider commu-
nity, thus contributing to regional resilience in times of exogenous shocks such as during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Second, it shows how businesses utilise the UEE to create sustainable change within their
organisation and connect to the regional economy (Pugh et al., 2021). The legitimisation pro-
cess that is facilitated through the EiR programme, provides opportunities for EiRs’ greater
engagement with, and contribution to, local communities. Simultaneously, EiR’s legitimise uni-
versities within the RE, enabling universities to have a more prominent role in shaping and sup-
porting socio-economic development within the region.

Third, it draws attention to how UEEs can use EiR programmes to evolve, by emphasising
the bridging activities between universities and EiRs and its relevance to the RE. Bridging
activities facilitate increased multi-level engagement between the UEE and the RE, and estab-
lishes universities as key players in driving technological advancement and regional economic
development (Boschma, 2015).

6.2. Limitations and future research directions

This study, however, has some limitations. First, it is based on the in-depth investigation of a
single HEI during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although our theorisation of the ecosystem offers
unique insights and extensions to the regional entrepreneurship literature, we recommend
further studies of different contexts to examine our theorisation and its generalisability. For
example, future research could look at the impact of teaching and research outcomes of EiRs
in universities, particularly in areas such as: (1) treating teaching activities as bridging activities
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both between the EiRs and the university and (2) investigating the impact on the entrepreneur-
ship-ready graduates these teaching activities should produce.

Second, while our study is based in the UK context, in order to fully unpack the EiR-
university interactions and build its boundary conditions, it is necessary to expand our theoris-
ation to multiple national environments. Thus, further research in different institutional
contexts (i.e., at national or ecosystem-level), especially considering variations in EiR activities
and the terminology referring to EiRs would be useful.

Consequently, the following four propositions for future research can be developed from
these results:

e P1: Entrepreneurs-in-residence (EiRs) develop and build university-entrepreneur inter-
action to maintain and enhance their resilience within REs and UEEs in a number of
ways.

e P2: Universities use entrepreneurs-in-residence (EiRs) programmes to develop and build
university-entrepreneur interaction to support their activities in the RE.

o P3: EiRs and universities use a range of activities to bridge to the RE.

e P4: The COVID-19 pandemic has played a key role in the attraction of entrepreneurs to
the EiR programme, the expansion of UEEs and the role of the university in the wider
RE.

6.3. Practical implications

Empirically, our research shows that under constrained situations, like the COVID-19 pan-
demic, EiR programmes become an important bridge between EiRs, UEEs and REs. Our find-
ings have implications for universities, policymakers and governments seeking to develop
entrepreneurial ecosystems in their regions. In particular, there is need for more clearly articu-
lated aims of EiR programmes, with resources being allocated accordingly in order to achieve
the desired results, and to more effectively link EiRs, universities and REs. We, therefore, pro-
pose a broad definition of an EiR programme as:

explicitly including, both for universities and entrepreneurs, access to valuable resources, opportunities
that build both internal (UEE) and external (RE) legitimacy, and activities that build bridges with
the RE.

It is essential, therefore, for policymakers to understand the side effects of their interventions in

early ecosystem development, and how too much dominance can lead to hierarchical dependen-
cies inhibiting the natural mechanism of entrepreneurial ecosystem evolution.
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