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in the hope of transferring Silicon Valley performance effects to their own region. Previous research 

in focus when developing policies for ecosystem development without a thorough specification and 

theoretically founded explanations. In this article, we address this gap and develop propositions why 

each ecosystem is unique in nature by employing resource-based reasoning. The article concludes that 

ecosystems are highly idiosyncratic and are, therefore, inimitable and non-transferable to other regions 

startup ecosystem, idiosyncrasy, resource-based approaches.
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1. Introduction

its construct and the early state of research in this research field. With the 

 

and selects a theoretical foundation that directly addresses the anatomy 
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ecosystems as “a set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such 

of ecosystems. With the rise of successful startup ecosystems around the 
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Author(s) (Year) Categories Components

Support 

capital.
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the idiosyncratic nature of startup ecosystems.
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Asset interconnectedness

Social complexity

Causal ambiguity 

directly related to specific resources employed as these cause-and-effect 
relations are difficult to explain since they are based on firm-specific 
roots.
Asset mass efficiencies  

Time compression diseconomies

Routines  and tacit 

knowledge  

.

(Intellectual) Property rights  

Absorptive capacity  is “the ability of a firm 
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precisely to the multilateral relationship sphere of startup ecosystems to 

idiosyncrasy. 
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at an idiosyncratic pace based on system-specific drivers.
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variety of certain resources in ecosystems could also result from ecosystem 
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Proposition 1. Startup ecosystems are idiosyncratic due to the presence 

and combination in ecosystems. While ecosystems consist of resources 
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have the advantage of “asset mass efficiencies” (Dierickx & Cool, 1989) 
as their future success and pace of ecosystem development depend on 
this initial asset stock. In contrast to regions which lack relevant actor 
groups, successful regions profit from “time compression diseconomies” 
(Dierickx & Cool, 1989) as the weaknesses of the competing ecosystems 
is beneficial for the development of own ecosystem. In this vein, Morris, 
Neumeyer, and Kuratko (2018) as well as Malecki (2018) highlight the 
importance of variety among actors in ecosystems. This reveals the effective 
work of “social complexity” (Barney, 1991) as an isolating mechanism. Each 
actor group has distinctive impacts on resource agglomeration, some of 
them even as an accelerating factor. For instance, migrant entrepreneurs 
add resources to ecosystems that native entrepreneurs might not possess 
(Baron & Harima, 2019). The number of these actors varies extremely 

present ecosystem resources. While migrants in Silicon Valley and Berlin 
represent between 42 and 46% of the founders, Barcelona has a share 

female founders among the entrepreneurs varies between 8% (Tel Aviv 
and Helsinki) and 34% (Chicago) in the top ranked ecosystems. Female 
entrepreneurs act differently from their male counterparts and, therefore, 

focus on certain regions with their specific venture types defines what kind 
of actors are attracted to a region (cf. Neumeyer & Santos, 2018), and also 
historical setting impacts actor availability such as in case of Berlin where the 
English speaking and open culture attracted Bohemian entrepreneurs and 
the creative class (Florida, 2003) to its ecosystem. Zacharakis et al. (2003) 
support the argument of varying types of entrepreneurs by regions with 
their finding that types of internet companies vary significantly by regions. 
The success of sustaining ecosystems cannot be traced back to the initial 
influence of a certain actor as the complex impacts of the different actor 
groups in interplay with other resources are opaque. The cause-and-effect 
structure cannot be specified and, thus, imitated by other regions. Hence, 
“causal ambiguity” (Rummelt, 1984) leads to ecosystem idiosyncrasy. In 
addition, the co-creation of ecosystem resources leads to another isolating 
mechanism in the sense that certain “property rights” (Freiling, 2004) 
emerge. In contrast to the original theory, the term “right” is in this context 
misleading. However, the resources only emerge in co-creation and their 
usage is limited to the actors who have access to them. As ecosystems are 
region specific, predominantly actors involved in the regional community 
might get access to these aspects. This makes it difficult for outsiders to 
understand which mechanisms are at play. Furthermore, high dynamics in 
labor mobility in ecosystems with its resulting recombination of knowledge 
(Stam, 2014) leads to a varying composition of actors over time even within 
the same ecosystem. In addition, impacts of actor groups might come 
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from different levels as a continuous interpenetration of ecosystem levels 

mobile as the interconnectedness of the resources and the related effects 
result from the specific local embeddedness of the resources and actor 

actors and helps create the resource structure of ecosystems.

Proposition 2. Startup ecosystems are idiosyncratic due to the composition 
of ecosystem actors.
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ecosystem behave and interact is dependent on this aspect as ecosystems 

specific and impacted by historical path commitment and social complexity. 

Proposition 3. Startup ecosystems are idiosyncratic due to their distinctive 
cultures.
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of the life cycle impact the overall structure of ecosystems also in later 

these dynamic processes may be illusive as the resource-based approaches 

Proposition 4. Startup ecosystems are idiosyncratic due to the complex 
evolution of their structure over time.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

resources and actors that in interplay nurture the creation of innovative 

approaches to the context of startup ecosystems to support this important 

the concept requires. 

continuously at an idiosyncratic pace based on system-specific drivers. By 

Isolating
mechanism

(P1)
Structure

(P2)
Actors

(P3)
Culture

(P4)
Dynamics

x

Social complexity x x

x x

x x x x

x x x

Routines x

x

x

x

mechanisms in contexts of startup ecosystems are not actively created by 
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