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Plain English Summary The ecosystems in Silicon 
Valley, Munich, and Singapore spark different narra-
tives about entrepreneurship, which indicate what is 
common, appropriate, and successful in the ecosys-
tem and in turn encourage different kinds of entre-
preneurial approaches. We conducted 43 interviews 
with successful players in Silicon Valley, Munich, 
and Singapore. We found ecosystem-specific narra-
tives indicate what is common, appropriate, and suc-
cessful in an ecosystem and encourage different kinds 
of entrepreneurial behavior and decision-making. 
Those narratives seem to shape tendencies towards 
specific strategic logics. The narratives either encour-
age “effectuation” (i.e., when they focus on building 
partnerships and utilizing the networks, and when 
they encourage confidence and speed) or “causation” 
(i.e., when they focus on developing systematics and 
structured plans, and when they encourage harmony 
and conformity). Narratives in Silicon Valley seem 
to facilitate effectuation, in Munich causation, and 
in Singapore both. Our research suggests that narra-
tives explain mechanisms how ecosystems influence 
entrepreneurship: the national culture, market charac-
teristics, available resources, and networks in an eco-
system spark ecosystem-specific narratives, which in 
turn shape tendencies towards effectuation and causa-
tion. Thereby, we introduce a new ecosystem-focused 
perspective on predictors of effectuation and causa-
tion. Our findings suggest specific strategies and suc-
cess factors in each ecosystem. For example, the nar-
ratives prevalent in Silicon Valley have a sales focus, 

Abstract This paper introduces narratives in entre-
preneurial ecosystems as drivers of effectuation vs. 
causation. Drawing on 43 interviews with successful 
players in Silicon Valley, Munich, and Singapore, we 
found ecosystem-specific narratives indicate what is 
common, appropriate, and successful in each ecosys-
tem, and these narratives encourage either effectua-
tion or causation. Our findings indicate that the nar-
ratives in the ecosystem in Silicon Valley facilitate 
effectuation, in Munich causation, and in Singapore a 
cautious balance of both. Our research suggests that 
narratives can explain mechanisms how ecosystems 
influence entrepreneurship: the national culture, mar-
ket characteristics, available resources, and networks 
in an ecosystem spark ecosystem-specific narratives, 
which in turn shape tendencies towards effectuation 
and causation. Thereby, we introduce a new ecosys-
tem-focused perspective on predictors of effectuation 
and causation.

S. Hubner (*) 
Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, Bolzano, Italy
e-mail: sylvia.hubner@unibz.it

F. Most 
Ginkgo Management Consulting, Singapore, Singapore

J. Wirtz 
National University of Singapore, Singapore, Singapore

C. Auer 
Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich, Munich, 
Germany

Small Bus Econ (2022) 59:211–242

/Published online: 2 August 2021

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5879-1130
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11187-021-00531-3&domain=pdf


S. Hubner et al.

1 3

in Munich a need for detailed plans, and in Singapore 
value conformity. Thus, our findings provide insights 
for entrepreneurs for strategic location choices and 
on how to position their new venture at a specific 
location. VCs and policy makers gain from insights 
into how to leverage strengths and how to counteract 
problematic mechanisms in an ecosystem.
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1 Introduction

Entrepreneurs’ attitudes, decisions, and actions in 
the processes of idea generation and refining, experi-
menting, resource acquisition, and network building 
are influenced by environmental factors such as the 
national culture at their location, characteristics 
of the industry, and the availability of resources 
(Hayton et  al., 2002; Laskovaia et  al., 2017). Such 
environmental factors combine to specific factor 
constellations in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Spigel 
& Harrison, 2018). Entrepreneurial ecosystems are 
cohesive regional communities of entrepreneurs and 
their supporters (Spigel & Harrison, 2018). Previous 
entrepreneurship research has mainly neglected the 
locale, ecosystem-specific interplay of factors influ-
encing entrepreneurship, due to a focus on analyses 
of one or few influence factors in isolation. Neverthe-
less, research on entrepreneurial ecosystems shows 
that the factor constellation in an ecosystem deter-
mines the nature of entrepreneurial activity. In par-
ticular, factors can reinforce or counterbalance each 
other as they influence the flow of resources, avail-
able knowledge, and attitudes within the community 
(Spigel, 2017; Spigel & Harrison, 2018). This stream 
of research on ecosystems, however, focused on ana-
lyzing the characteristics, development, economic 
output, and regional outcomes of ecosystems (Wurth 
et  al., 2021). The mechanisms how ecosystems 
influence entrepreneurship remain under-theorized 
(Roundy & Fayard, 2019; Spigel & Harrison, 2018; 
Wurth et al., 2021).

In this paper, we illuminate how ecosystems influ-
ence the behavior and decision-making of entre-
preneurs. We suggest that certain factor constella-
tions in an ecosystem spark specific narratives about 
entrepreneurial activity. As part of the local entre-
preneurial culture, narratives take hold in an ecosys-
tem, for example, via entrepreneurs’ success stories 
and recommendations of stakeholders (Roundy & 
Bayer, 2019). Such narratives indicate what kind of 
entrepreneurial attitudes, decisions, and actions are 
considered common, appropriate, and successful in 
an ecosystem, and therefore influence entrepreneur-
ial behavior and decision-making. We suggest eco-
system-specific narratives can influence tendencies 
towards either effectuation or causation (Sarasvathy, 
2001, 2009).

The effectuation literature holds that individuals 
make decisions in accordance with characteristics 
of their situation (Sarasvathy, 2001). Specifically, 
effectuation has been suggested as a strategic decision 
making logic that can address the uncertainty and 
unpredictability in entrepreneurship (Sarasvathy, 
2001). When applying effectuation, entrepreneurs aim 
at controlling instead of predicting the future, think in 
a dynamic and nonlinear process, start their actions 
based on their means at hand, and focus on building 
partnerships with stakeholders. In contrast, when 
applying causation, they focus on a specific and fixed 
goal, think in a linear process, and rely on prediction 
to address competition. Previous effectuation literature 
suggests that individual level factors (Frese et  al., 
2019; Gabrielsson & Politis, 2011; Harms & Schiele, 
2012; Markowska et al., 2018) and also environmental 
factors (e.g., Frese et al., 2019; Laskovaia et al., 2017; 
Read & Sarasvathy, 2005) influence choices for either 
effectuation or causation. However, this research 
neglected that these influence factors play together and 
that this interplay may vary across different locations. 
We investigate how and why factor constellations in 
ecosystems influence tendencies towards effectuation 
vs. causation.

Our investigation draws on 43 qualitative inter-
views with successful serial entrepreneurs, business 
angels, VCs, and heads of accelerators and incuba-
tor programs, who have experiences in the entre-
preneurial ecosystems in Silicon Valley, Munich, 
and/or Singapore. Silicon Valley is particularly 
interesting because it is repeatedly highlighted as a 
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prototype entrepreneurial ecosystem (Gill & Larson, 
2014). Although the situation regarding the national 
culture, attitudes towards entrepreneurship, and the 
education and law system appear less favorable for 
entrepreneurship in Munich and Singapore, Munich 
is among the largest and strongest entrepreneurial 
ecosystems in Europe, and Singapore is among the 
strongest environments for entrepreneurs in Asia 
(Bosma et  al., 2020; House et  al., 2004; Schönen-
berger, 2014; Xavier et  al., 2016). Thus, all three 
ecosystems can be considered successful in their 
geography—but they might facilitate entrepreneur-
ship in different ways (Whittaker, 2009; Wurth 
et  al., 2021). Our analysis identifies specific factor 
constellations in those ecosystems, analyzes how 
the specific factor constellations relate to certain 
narratives about what is common, appropriate, and 
successful in those ecosystems, and investigates 
how those narratives relate to effectuation and 
causation.

Our research contributes to the literature in 
several ways. First, we illuminate mechanisms of 
how ecosystems influence entrepreneurship. Our 
research indicates that the national culture, market 
characteristics, available resources, and networks 
spark ecosystem-specific narratives which in turn 
shape tendencies towards effectuation or causation. 
These findings provide knowledge on the mecha-
nisms of how ecosystem characteristics influence 
entrepreneurs’ behaviors and decision-making. 
Second, we introduce differences in factor constel-
lations in entrepreneurial ecosystems as drivers of 
effectuation and causation. Our findings illuminate 
in what way characteristics of the local environment 
shape entrepreneurs’ tendencies towards effectua-
tion or causation and explain why some ecosystems 
encourage and facilitate effectuation more than oth-
ers. Thus, we introduce a new ecosystem-focused 
perspective on predictors of effectuation and causa-
tion. Third, as we suggest ecosystem-specific narra-
tives connect ecosystem characteristics and effec-
tuation, we bridge the ecosystem and effectuation 
literature. Connecting findings of the ecosystem lit-
erature with findings of the effectuation literature, 
we provide a more comprehensive picture than each 
of the literatures can provide. Finally, our analysis 
of effectuation and causation in different ecosystems 

provides insights into the suitability of effectuation 
and causation in different contexts.

Knowledge about ecosystem-specific mechanisms 
will help entrepreneurs strategically choose a loca-
tion, develop strategies that fit their environment, 
leverage location-specific success factors, and decide 
whether to position their new venture against or in 
compliance with the norms and values in their eco-
system. Understanding the commonalities and dif-
ferences of ecosystems can also help entrepreneurs 
identify and leverage best practices across different 
ecosystems while still focusing on the specifics of an 
ecosystem. Moreover, knowledge about ecosystem-
specifics and their potential causes and effects can 
inform venture capitalists and policy makers how 
to support entrepreneurs in different locations, and 
how to leverage strengths and counteract problematic 
mechanisms to advance an ecosystem.

2  Theoretical background

Entrepreneurial action is a response to a possible 
opportunity for profit under perceived uncertainty 
(McMullen & Shepherd, 2006). The uncertainty in 
entrepreneurial actions complicates predictions of 
consequences of decisions and in turn complicates 
any kind of planning. Entrepreneurial actions there-
fore require distinguished forms of decision-mak-
ing (Alvarez & Barney, 2005; Busenitz & Barney, 
1997; Engel et al., 2014). In the following, we first 
introduce the decision-making logics of effectuation 
and causation, and then discuss how ecosystem dif-
ferences might, via specific narratives, encourage or 
hinder one logic or the other.

2.1  Effectuation and causation

Effectuation has been suggested as a strategic deci-
sion-making logic which can address the uncertainty 
in entrepreneurial efforts (Sarasvathy, 2001). Effectu-
ation relies on control instead of prediction and works 
in a dynamic and nonlinear process. Effectuation usu-
ally is described in contrast to causation. This con-
trast can be pinpointed along four dimensions (Brettel 
et al., 2012; Sarasvathy, 2001, 2009): (1) effectuation 
sees contingencies as opportunities that should be 
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leveraged rather than avoided, whereas causation pro-
cesses try to predict the future as accurately as pos-
sible to avoid unexpected contingencies. (2) Effec-
tuation starts with the means at hand including the 
entrepreneur’s identity (who I am), knowledge (what 
I know), and networks (who I know) and considers 
all possible effects. Causation, by contrast, starts with 
the definition of a predefined goal (what I should do). 
(3) Effectuation focuses on minimizing risk by con-
sidering the maximum affordable loss, whereas cau-
sation focuses on maximizing expected returns. (4) 
Effectuation aims at establishing pre-commitments 
with potential partners, with a focus on building alli-
ances. Causation models, by contrast, analyze the 
market and focus on competition. Thereby, causation 
suggests planned strategy approaches, whereas effec-
tuation incorporates flexibility and experimentation 
(Chandler et al., 2011). Importantly, effectuation and 
causation can be used in combination (Reymen et al., 
2015; Smolka et al., 2018).

Depending on contextual factors, such as resource 
availability or the firm’s development stage, either 
causation or effectuation appears particularly useful 
(An et  al.,  2020; Berends et  al., 2014; Read & 
Sarasvathy, 2005; Sarasvathy, 2001). Causation forms 
the basis for several tools and procedures which 
support business decisions (Smolka et  al., 2018). 
Effectuation, because of its control-based and flexible 
decision-making approaches, has been suggested to 
be particularly advantageous in dynamic, uncertain 
and resource-constrained environments, which are 
common in entrepreneurship (Alvarez & Barney, 
2005; Mauer et  al., 2018; Read et  al., 2009; Roach 
et al., 2016; Wiltbank et al., 2009).

Recently, more and more studies investigated why 
entrepreneurs tend to apply either effectuation or cau-
sation. Individual, team, organizational, and environ-
mental factors can influence decisions for effectuation 
vs. causation. Influences on the individual level sug-
gest entrepreneurs are more likely to rely on effec-
tuation when they are frugal and have (harmonious) 
passion for the product, and have social aspirations; 
in contrast, they are more likely to rely on causation 
when they have high self-control, passion for growth, 
and commercial aspirations (Cannatelli et  al., 2019; 
Liu, 2019; Michaelis et al., 2020; Stroe et al., 2018). 
Moreover, Frese et  al. (2019) found entrepreneurs’ 
management and entrepreneurial experience foster 
effectuation. In contrast, Markowska et  al. (2018) 

found that work and founding experience foster cau-
sation. Engel et  al. (2013) suggest an influence of 
career experiences. Interestingly, the influence of 
psychological factors seems to differ across countries 
(Zhang et al., 2019), and the influence of experience 
seems to be stronger in earlier than later stages of 
venture development (Frese et al., 2019).

On the team or project level, the relations within 
the team (Tryba & Fletcher, 2019) and the intensity 
of planning and monitoring (Nguyen et al., 2018) can 
influence whether effectuation or causation is applied. 
On the organizational level, the service intensity of 
the firm (Cui et al., 2019) and its organizational cul-
ture and structure (Henninger et al., 2020) can influ-
ence a focus on effectuation vs. causation. Also, the 
environment and actors in the environment can have 
an influence: investors (Frese et  al., 2019), business 
and institutional ties (Zhang et  al., 2020), and the 
national culture (Laskovaia et  al., 2017) have been 
shown to influence preferences for effectuation or 
causation. Importantly, disruptive events can change 
preferences for one logic over the other (Nelson & 
Lima, 2019). In sum, there is a complex interplay 
of different factors on different levels (Johansson & 
McKelvie, 2012). We argue that the interplay of influ-
ence factors varies across locations and suggest there 
are ecosystem-specific influence mechanisms, via 
ecosystem-specific narratives.

2.2  Narratives in entrepreneurial ecosystems

Roundy and Bayer (2019) suggest that narratives, 
which take hold in success stories and prevalent 
recommendations in an ecosystem, influence entre-
preneurs’ actions, and might even be an explanation 
for ecosystem success. Narratives signal reasons for 
entrepreneurship, inspire to engage in entrepreneur-
ship, increase the legitimacy of entrepreneurship 
(Isenberg, 2010), and can influence performance by 
shaping perceptions of success and failure (Wolfe 
& Shepherd, 2015). Gill and Larson (2014) show 
entrepreneurial narratives can be linked to spe-
cific locations and to particularities of a region. The 
most adequate storytelling and symbolism thus may 
differ at different locations. To reach legitimacy, 
entrepreneurs need to choose their storytelling and 
actions in accordance with expectations of the local 
environment (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009; Fisher 
et  al., 2016). Ecosystem-specific narratives can be 
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influenced by the environment and the actors in the 
ecosystem.

An entrepreneurial ecosystem is characterized 
by self-governance (Isenberg, 2016; Roundy et  al., 
2018) and refers to the people, institutions, poli-
cies, and resources that promote the translation of 
new ideas into products, processes, and services at a 
specific location (Bhawe & Zahra, 2019). Actors in 
entrepreneurial ecosystems contain entrepreneurs, 
angel investors, incubators, and other actors such as 
customers, suppliers, venture capitalists, research 
centers, universities, and governments (Audretsch 
& Link, 2019). Whereas most entrepreneurial eco-
systems share several goals and typical actors, they 
differ in their composition and dynamics (Bhawe & 
Zahra, 2019; Spigel, 2017). There is both a top-down 
approach, where one or more parties initiate the 
development of an ecosystem and shape goals and 
constraints (Nambisan & Baron, 2013); and a bot-
tom-up approach, where ecosystems evolve over time 
like natural ecosystems influenced by mechanisms 
of selection and self-selection (Bertoni et  al., 2019; 
Colombo et al., 2019). In either case, many non-lin-
ear dynamics may play together. Spigel (2017) show 
that material, social, and cultural attributes of entre-
preneurial ecosystems create and reinforce possibili-
ties and behaviors of entrepreneurs. So far, however, 
the influence of entrepreneurial ecosystems on entre-
preneurs is still under-theorized (Roundy & Fayard, 
2019; Spigel & Harrison, 2018).

Literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems is mainly 
focused on analyzing the characteristics, develop-
ment, economic output, and regional outcomes of 
ecosystems (Wurth et al., 2021) such that the mecha-
nisms of how an ecosystem influences entrepreneur-
ship remain unclear. Particularly, this research stream 
neglected the influence of ecosystem characteristics 
on entrepreneurs’ individual behaviors and decision-
making. In an ecosystem, factors that foster or hinder 
particular behaviors or decision-making of entrepre-
neurs, for example, either effectuation or causation, 
can reinforce or counterbalance each other. Uncover-
ing such mechanisms is possible in analyses that con-
sider influences of the ecosystem as a whole and the 
interplay of a wide range of influence factors. Such 
analyses can provide a comprehensive understanding 
of ecosystem-specific influence mechanisms.

We suggest that ecosystem-specific factor con-
stellations drive ecosystem-specific narratives which 

create and reinforce tendencies towards specific 
entrepreneurial approaches. Narratives indicate which 
approaches are considered common, useful, appropri-
ate, and/or successful in an ecosystem. Prominent and 
reiterated narratives create an impression that follow-
ing the narrative is necessary, regardless of whether 
or not this approach actually is more efficient. 
Because narratives vary across ecosystems (Gill & 
Larson, 2014), different ecosystems may shape ten-
dencies towards different approaches. We suggest 
ecosystems create and reinforce tendencies towards 
either effectuation or causation. In the following, we 
discuss findings of previous literatures which indi-
cate how ecosystem specifics, and ecosystem-specific 
narratives, might relate to effectuation or causation. 
We elaborate on influences of the “national culture 
and attitudes” referring to individual psychological 
pre-dispositions of people in the country of the eco-
system, “market characteristics” referring to locale/
city-specific market attributes such as its dynamism, 
“available resources” referring to the resources that 
are potentially available to entrepreneurs in the eco-
system, and “networks” referring to the local net-
works and partners that entrepreneurs in the eco-
system can reach out to. We discuss those influence 
factors because they emerged to be relevant during 
the analysis of our empirical data.

2.2.1  National culture and attitudes

Previous research shows that the national culture, 
such as the level of uncertainty avoidance 
(Brinckmann et al., 2010; Shane, 1993), and major 
institutions influence predominant attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial actions 
and decisions (Baumol & Strom, 2008; Estrin 
et  al., 2013; Fritsch & Storey, 2014). National 
culture relates to effectuation and causation (e.g., 
EstradaCruz et  al., 2019; Laskovaia et  al., 2017), 
for example because entrepreneurs with high levels 
of uncertainty avoidance are cautious and shy 
away from risky attempts (McMullen & Shepherd, 
2006). Those entrepreneurs are likely to engage 
in planning and prediction (Brinckmann et  al., 
2010), a logic that is part of causation. National 
culture also influences the perceptions of the 
value and risk of entrepreneurship, whether or not 
leaving a stable employment for entrepreneurship 
is encouraged (Fritsch & Schroeter, 2011), and in 
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what way entrepreneurial role models share their 
success stories (Wyrwich et  al., 2016). That way, 
culture also influences career motives, which have 
been shown to influence preferences for effectuation 
or causation. That is, entrepreneurs who identify 
with spiral or transitory career motives prefer 
effectuation, whereas entrepreneurs who identify 
with linear or expert career motives prefer causation 
(Gabrielsson & Politis, 2011). Moreover, Laskovaia 
et  al. (2017) found performance increases via 
causation in a performance-based culture, and via 
effectuation in a socially supportive culture.

2.2.2  Market

Entrepreneurship also is influenced by the richness 
of opportunities, growth and renewal, and the hostil-
ity and rivalry in the market (Tsai et al., 1991). These 
attributes determine an ecosystems’ dynamism and 
uncertainty. To address the uncertainty in an ecosys-
tem, de Vasconcelos Gomes et  al. (2018) highlight 
the importance of planning, an approach based on 
causation. In contrast, other researchers found that 
high uncertainty (Frese et  al., 2019) and dynamism 
(Markowska et  al., 2018) perceptions decrease cau-
sation and increase effectuation. Moreover, effectua-
tion has been suggested as a promising approach to 
internationalization, particularly for entrepreneurs in 
unstable environments (Kujala & Tornroos, 2018). 
Welter and Kim (2018) also found that effectuation 
outperforms causation in uncertain and risky envi-
ronments and suggest effectuation as preferable 
whenever entrepreneurs cannot accurately predict the 
future. Thus, effectuation might be more prominent in 
dynamic and uncertain environments.

2.2.3  Resources

Mobilizing and transforming resources is key to 
entrepreneurial success (Björklund & Krueger, 2016; 
Clough et  al., 2019) and is influenced by dynamics 
in ecosystems (Bertoni et al., 2019). Resource build-
ing can be related to effectuation because effectuation 
focuses on mobilizing resources, e.g., via building 
partnerships. Indeed, effectuation has been suggested 
to be more appropriate under resource constraints, 
whereas causation is suggested to be preferable when 
a lot of resources are available (Read & Sarasvathy, 

2005). Thus, resource constraints might lead to a 
focus on effectuation whereas high resource availabil-
ity might facilitate causation.

2.2.4  Networks

How resources are used and allocated in an ecosys-
tem is determined by networks. Networks enable to 
connect with investors (Powell et  al., 2002), talent 
(Moser et  al., 2017), and with other entrepreneurs 
(Aldrich & Yang, 2014). Networks support the circu-
lation of knowledge (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003) and 
allow entrepreneurs to learn from each other (Aldrich 
& Yang, 2014). The presence of stakeholders includ-
ing universities (Maresova et  al., 2019), cooperative 
banks (Ghio et  al., 2019), and multi-national com-
panies (MNCs) (Bhawe & Zahra, 2019) can increase 
networking possibilities.

Whether or not networks leverage and facilitate 
effectuation is influenced by inter-relations between 
the structure and dynamics in the network (Galkina 
& Atkova, 2020). While business ties increase the 
use of effectuation, institutional ties increase the use 
of causation (Zhang et al., 2020). Additionally, which 
recommendations are prominent in an ecosystem 
is likely to depend on the educational background 
of key actors in support organizations. Supporting 
activities (e.g., training) can be offered by universities, 
organizations like incubators or accelerators, or 
specialized firms that focus on start-up needs (Isenberg, 
2010; Motoyama & Knowlton, 2016; Shankar 
& Shepherd, 2019). When expert entrepreneurs 
support and consult novice entrepreneurs, they might 
encourage effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2009). In contrast, 
when most entrepreneurs are taught in a business 
school in (non-entrepreneurial) business planning, 
they may be inclined to focus on causation. In general, 
although networking activities can build on both 
effectuation and causation (Galkina & Lundgren-
Henriksson, 2017), entrepreneurs in ecosystems with 
dense networks can leverage social ties more easily 
(Stuart & Sorenson, 2003). Therefore, ecosystems 
with dense networks might emphasize building 
partnerships, open exchange, and flexible networking 
as key to success, which relates to effectuation.

All those mechanisms, which are influenced by 
the national culture, market characteristics, avail-
able resources, and networks, can over time imprint 
narratives, which indicate what is common, useful, 
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appropriate, and/or successful in an ecosystem (Baker 
& Welter, 2020). Based on our empirical findings, we 
argue that such ecosystem-specific mechanisms cre-
ate and reinforce tendencies towards either effectua-
tion or causation.

2.3  Entrepreneurship in three different ecosystems

Our study focuses on Silicon Valley, Munich, and 
Singapore. Those three ecosystems are interesting 
comparisons because they are geographically spread 
across three different continents, culturally diverse, 
and based in diverse domestic markets of different 
sizes. Still, they are comparable because they are in 
similarly developed economies, and (in their geogra-
phy) in a comparably large city with high-ranked uni-
versities and similar compositions in terms of indus-
tries, and industry age and size (Engelen et al., 2009).

We specifically chose Silicon Valley because it is 
repeatedly highlighted as a prototype entrepreneurial 
ecosystem (Gill & Larson, 2014). Gill and Larson 
(2014) argue that Silicon Valley offers an image of 
an “ideal” entrepreneur with which entrepreneurs 
across the USA, and probably around the world, are 
encouraged to identify. They describe Silicon Val-
ley to have a start-up and networking culture which 
encourages technological innovation and risk-taking, 
and find that product development is driven by cus-
tomer inclinations and entrepreneurs’ all-encompass-
ing work (Gill & Larson, 2014). Silicon Valley is a 
“bottom-up” ecosystem, which can benefit from path 
dependencies and a specific culture that coordinates 
and motivates its members (Colombo et  al., 2019). 
In the Silicon Valley ecosystem, universities, indus-
trial research centers, venture capital, serial entrepre-
neurs, mature corporations, service providers, and the 
government seem to play together to create a highly 
successful ecosystem. Norms, rules, and behaviors 
appear to “naturally” select and positively influence 
the performance, the existence, and survival of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem (Colombo et al., 2019).

The ecosystems in Munich and Singapore serve as 
contrasts to Silicon Valley because the situation has 
been portrayed to be similarly successful but different 
(Klandt, 2004; Lee & Lim, 2004; Tan, 2003). In stud-
ies on national culture (GLOBE study, House et  al., 
2004), Singapore and Germany have been shown 
to score high in uncertainty avoidance, especially 
compared to the USA. Furthermore, Germany was 

portrayed as perfectionist (Aly & Galal-Edeen, 2020) 
and failure is less accepted in the societies in Ger-
many and Singapore than in the USA, which may hin-
der entrepreneurial activity (Bosma & Kelley, 2019). 
In Singapore, the education system is less encour-
aging for entrepreneurial activity. For a long time, 
rote learning had been more important than creativ-
ity (Tan, 2003). Strategic approaches in Singapore’s 
small businesses appear to be relatively conservative 
(Lee & Lim, 2004). In Singapore, also the bankruptcy 
laws are comparatively unfriendly to entrepreneurs, 
which means bankruptcy is more painful than in 
other countries (Peng et  al., 2010). Moreover, while 
Munich can be portrayed as a bottom-up ecosystem 
which is evolving influenced by numerous players and 
mechanisms of selection and self-selection (Bertoni 
et al., 2019; Colombo et al., 2019), Singapore can be 
characterized as a top-down ecosystem with a strong 
government influence.

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, a repeated 
comparative study on entrepreneurship across the 
globe (e.g., Bosma, & Kelley, 2019; Chernyshenko 
et  al., 2015), shows an ambiguous picture. Suggest-
ing a contrast in attitudes towards entrepreneurship 
(data about Germany and the USA available from 
2018, and about Singapore from 2014), the GEM data 
shows that in the USA, 79% of the population believe 
that successful entrepreneurs receive high status in 
the local society, in Germany its 75%, and in Singa-
pore 63%. The reason for starting a business is more 
than six times more often a perceived opportunity 
than a necessity in Singapore and the USA, but only 
three times more often a perceived opportunity than 
a necessity in Germany, suggesting more necessity-
driven entrepreneurship in Germany. In the USA, 63% 
believe that entrepreneurship is a good career choice, 
whereas 52% in Singapore and 50% in Germany 
believe in entrepreneurship as a good career choice. 
Interestingly, however, the percentage of participants 
naming fear of failure as reason for staying away from 
starting a business was very low in Germany (35%, 
like in the USA) and also in Singapore (39.4%, a fig-
ure also among the lowest compared to the other 24 
countries). When comparing different regions in Ger-
many, entrepreneurship appears to be more valued 
in Munich than in most other regions (Sternberg & 
Litzenberger, 2004). Munich has become a large eco-
system portrayed as a knowledge factory for start-ups 
(Schönenberger, 2014). Singapore was ranked No.1 in 
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ease of doing business in Asia (Xavier et al., 2016). 
Thus, Munich and Singapore have developed success-
ful entrepreneurial ecosystems, despite the abovede-
scribed hindrances.

Despite this knowledge about Silicon Valley, 
Munich, and Singapore, in how far entrepreneurs 
think and act differently in these ecosystems, and how 
the ecosystems influence these differences is unclear. 
Our research attempts to fill this void.

3  Method and analysis

This study follows an exploratory, qualitative research 
design (Gioia et  al., 2013; Maxwell, 2012), which 
appeared particularly suitable for investigating the 
unstructured and complex relationships in the mean-
ings, contexts, and processes of dynamics across 
ecosystems. In an inductive process of analyzing 
interviews, we aimed to identify particularities and 
specifics of the ecosystems. Importantly, with this 
approach, we cannot infer or test causality between 
the concepts. Our aim was to identify concepts that 
are specific for each ecosystem and interpret how 
these concepts play together. Details about the meth-
odological approach are outlined in the appendix.

3.1  Sample

Applying a theoretical sampling strategy (Eisenhardt 
et al., 2016), we chose the ecosystems in Silicon Val-
ley, Munich, and Singapore, which are all successful 
ecosystems in a comparably large city in a developed 
economy but are still contrasts in terms of their geo-
graphical location, culture, and structure, as outlined 
above. To ensure comparability, our study centers 
around innovative and independent new ventures in 
predominantly technology related industries, in those 
developed countries, excluding entrepreneurial ven-
tures that are based on economic necessities rather 
than perceived opportunities (Stephan & Uhlaner, 
2010) and subsidiaries of existing firms.

Our sample includes serial entrepreneurs, busi-
ness angels, venture capitalists (VCs), and heads of 
accelerators and incubator programs with experience 
in the ecosystems in Silicon Valley, Munich, and/or 
Singapore. All our interviewees had an in-depth expe-
rience in new ventures, support novice entrepreneurs, 
and hold gatekeeper positions. We chose interview 

partners who are exceptionally successful players in 
the ecosystem(s) where they are active (see Table  1 
and the Appendix 1 for more details). Due to their 
high level of performance, which is a result of years 
of experience and deliberate practice in those ecosys-
tems, we consider them to be “experts” in the field. 
Table 1 provides detailed information about our inter-
view partners including a short description of their 
positions and activities. Interviewees’ age ranged 
from 26 to 65 years with an average of 47 years. With 
three female participants, the study reflects the male-
dominated nature of the field.

3.2  Data collection

The second author conducted interviews with 43 
entrepreneurial experts, several of them interviewed 
twice, in English or German. Most interviews were 
conducted personally, at the informants’ familiar set-
ting; few were conducted via phone, due to schedul-
ing restrictions. Travelling to all three ecosystems, the 
second author also got an impression of the environ-
ment at the respective locations. To capture the inter-
viewees’ perspective and minimize our influence on 
their responses, we used an interview protocol with 
open-ended questions (see Appendix 2) and allowed 
for flexibility to ensure that unexpected concepts can 
be introduced by interviewees (Glaser & Strauss, 
1968). Interviewees were asked to describe the eco-
systems they are familiar with from their own per-
sonal perspective (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). They were 
also asked to explain what they think is specific about 
entrepreneurship in the ecosystems, how they think 
these specifics influence entrepreneurship, and their 
recommendations for the ecosystems. The interview 
duration varied from 40 min to 1.5 h with a total of 
43.7 h of interview material.

3.3  Data analysis

Our data analysis followed an inductive approach 
(Eisenhardt et al., 2016) which allowed us to observe, 
consider, and integrate concepts and mechanisms 
that were not pre-defined but emerged from the data 
during the analysis process (Gioia et  al., 2013). We 
iteratively went through three phases, which we 
describe in more detail in Appendix 3. First, in an 
initial round of coding, the second and fourth authors 
independently coded all interview data with the help 
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Table 1  Sample information

No Short description Entrepreneurial Experience Age of 
inter-
viewee

Length of 
interview 
(min)(#) SG GER SV Other Years

1 Start-up CEO/CMO, accelerator founder and business angel • 18 45–54 53

2 Serial entrepreneur with several rounds of funding • 6 25–34 39

3 Innovator, start-up advisor and investor affiliated with a national 
government investment arm

• 6 35–44 57

4 Self-made serial entrepreneur • 2 35–44 44
5 Entrepreneurship researcher, educator, author, mentor and business 

angel
• • 20 55–64 31

6 Serial entrepreneur and multiple start-up CEO/CMO • • 18 55–64 84

7 Entrepreneur, fund manager and investor • • 15 45–54 44

8 VC, incubator co-founder, serial entrepreneur, start-up mentor and 
entrepreneurship educator

• • 14 35–44 52

9 Entrepreneur, business angel and entrepreneurship educator • • 13 55–64 40

10 Serial entrepreneur, social entrepreneur, advisor, business angel • • 7 35–44 38

11 Seed-stage VC, investor and 2 × founder • • 5 35–44 41

12 Serial entrepreneur and business angel with experience across 
ecosystems

• • 19 35–44 62

13 VC, serial entrepreneur, founder of top-tier university incubator, 
adjunct professor, author with several success stories incl. multiple 
IPO’s

• • • 30 55–64 86

14 Serial entrepreneur, managing partner of a large VC fund and social 
entrepreneur

• • • 20 55–64 51

15 VC and managing director of an accelerator program • • • 20 45–54 53

16 Serial entrepreneur, start-up mentor and adjunct professor • • • 16 55–64 83

17 Serial entrepreneur with investments from and experience across 
multiple ecosystems

• • • 11 25–34 79

18 VC, start-up mentor, advisor and educator with an affiliation to 
several international government funded accelerator and incubator 
programs

• • • 19 55–64 63

19 Serial entrepreneur, founder and director of a sales accelerator for 
start-ups

• • • 12 35–44 53

20 Serial entrepreneur and managing director of a top-tier university 
accelerator program with experience across all three ecosystems

• • • • 18 35–44 57

21 Serial entrepreneur, advisor and (co-)founder of several national and 
international incubator and accelerator programs

• • • 33 45–54 62

22 Lead mentor of one of the biggest incubator programs, serial entre-
preneur and business angel

• • • 25 45–54 93
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of MAXQDA to identify differences and common-
alities in interviewees’ statements (Gioia et al., 2013; 
Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). To increase 
validity, the first author then again coded the parts 
of the interview data which were identified as rel-
evant. We compared and contrasted our observations 
and discussed our interpretations until we reached an 
agreement (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The third author 
was not involved in the data analysis but challenged 

our emerging findings from an external perspective 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1994). In this process, we cat-
egorized statements about differences and specifics 
of the entrepreneurial ecosystems, and statements 
about what is perceived as typical as well as success-
ful attitudes, decisions, and actions of entrepreneurs 
in an ecosystem (examples in Appendix 3). We found 
that interviewees reiterated narratives which indicate 
what is considered common, useful, appropriate, 

Table 1  (continued)

No Short description Entrepreneurial Experience Age of 
inter-
viewee

Length of 
interview 
(min)(#) SG GER SV Other Years

23 Corporate VC, business angel and serial entrepreneur • • • 15 35–44 57
24 Serial entrepreneur and director of an accelerator program • • • 11 45–54 43
25 Co-founder of leading gaming company, VC, start-up advisor and 

business angel with affiliation to several International entrepreneur-
ship programs

• • 34  > 64 85

26 Director of one of the biggest business angel networks, VC, entrepre-
neurship educator, serial entrepreneur and start-up mentor

• • 31  > 64 40

27 Serial entrepreneur with affiliation to a government funded accelera-
tor program

• • 20 45–54 84

28 Serial entrepreneur and (co-)founder of a tech start-up with an inter-
national founding team

• • 15 25–34 37

29 Government funded VC, start-up advisor and 1 × founder with a PhD 
in entrepreneurship

• • 14 35–44 128

30 Head of a government funded accelerator program, start-up advisor 
and 1 × founder

• • 3 25–34 49

31 Serial entrepreneur and business angel • 19 45–54 75
32 Serial entrepreneur, founder and managing director of a VC firm • 16 55–64 98
33 Serial entrepreneur, entrepreneurship educator and head of state-

funded entrepreneurship program
• 11 35–44 68

34 Serial entrepreneur, business angel and managing director at a VC 
firm

• 8 45–54 62

35 2 × founder and program manager at a university entrepreneurship 
program and VC fund

• 8 25–34 92

36 Serial entrepreneur with multiple successful exits • • 30 55–64 101
37 Serial entrepreneur with multiple rounds of VC funding • • 15 35–44 41
38 Serial entrepreneur with several VC funded start-ups • • 7 45–54 60
39 Serial entrepreneur with several success stories incl. bringing a 

venture from incubation to IPO
• 23 55–64 79

40 Serial entrepreneur with multiple successful exits • 18 55–64 53
41 Serial entrepreneur in the VR/AR industry turned VC and business 

angel
• 9 35–44 82

42 Social entrepreneur and 2 × founder incl. one VC funded venture • 6 25–34 31
43 Start-up advisor and serial entrepreneur with several successful exits 

incl. IPO
• 5 35–44 55

Average 15.35 46.56 62.44
Sum 20 18 25 22 2685
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and/or successful in an ecosystem, and/or what is 
encouraged or discouraged; and those narratives were 
repeatedly suggested to drive tendencies towards spe-
cific approaches and logics of entrepreneurs.

Second, we iterated between the data and our 
interpretation as we discussed and explored different 
versions of data reduction and data display, which 
helped us drawing conclusions in a collaborative pro-
cess (Miles et al., 2014). To structure our insights, we 
extracted repeatedly mentioned ecosystem constella-
tions and grouped statements by whether they refer to 
the national culture, market characteristics, available 
resources, and networks. Moreover, we substantiated 
and labelled the identified narratives. Based on sug-
gestions of the first author, we collectively challenged 
and adapted the labels until we agreed that they 
reflect the data, pinpoint the narratives, and are clear 
and understandable to outsiders. In the following and 
in all figures and tables, we use the final labels which 
we refer to with the letters (a) to (o). We concluded 
from our observations and interpretations that the 
narratives may constitute pathways via which ecosys-
tems drive tendencies towards specific entrepreneur-
ial approaches.

Third, to explore how narratives may shape ten-
dencies in entrepreneurial approaches, we went back 
and forth between knowledge from previous research 
and the observations in our data (Miles et al., 2014). 
We could observe communalities in how mecha-
nisms were described for each ecosystem indicating 
that there could be locale-specific influence mecha-
nisms. When we investigated links between the nar-
ratives and concepts in previous literature, we came 
to realize that the concepts of effectuation and cau-
sation (Sarasvathy, 2001) can help us pinpoint the 
most striking differences between the ecosystems. 
Although we could not infer or empirically test cau-
sality with our research design, we could identify 
conceptual links between the narratives and tenden-
cies towards either effectuation or causation. Based 
on a combination of arguments of our interviewees 
and arguments in the literature, we concluded that the 
ecosystem-specific mechanisms may create and rein-
force tendencies towards either effectuation or causa-
tion. Therefore, we explored and visualized the links 
between the narratives and effectuation and causation 
(see Fig. 2). Our final analysis aimed at illuminating 
the whole mechanism, i.e., linking the differences 
between the three entrepreneurial ecosystems with 

the narratives about attitudes, decisions, and actions 
in each ecosystem, and showing which narratives may 
drive tendencies towards either effectuation or causa-
tion (see also Appendix 3).

4  Findings

We could identify commonalities but also differences 
across Silicon Valley, Munich, and/or Singapore. 
In the following, we describe what we identified as 
specifics in each ecosystem and how these specifics 
may spark narratives that create a tendency towards 
either effectuation or causation. Figure 1 provides an 
overview of all concepts, Fig. 2 shows the identified 
mechanisms, and Tables 2, 3, and 4 show illustrative 
quotes for each ecosystem. The letters in brackets in 
Fig.  1 and tables, and attached to arrows in Fig.  2, 
indicate the narratives identified in the interview 
analysis.

4.1  Silicon Valley ecosystem and its relation to 
effectuation and causation

The Silicon Valley ecosystem seems to facilitate 
effectuation and discourage causation (see illustration 
in Fig. 2 and example quotes in Table 2). Our inter-
viewees repeatedly highlighted the stimulating entre-
preneurial culture and the presence of extensive sup-
port for entrepreneurs. This environment was believed 
to encourage entrepreneurs to be confident and think 
big. The interviewees also emphasized the numerous 
possibilities for discussing and selling ideas, and for 
flexible experimenting. These possibilities were sug-
gested to facilitate partnerships-oriented approaches. 
This focus on networking and flexibility fits well 
with the logics of effectuation. Another repeatedly 
emphasized characteristic, which is likely to contra-
dict the predictive logics of causation, was the high 
speed of developments. Thus, although we discovered 
some causal logics—related to the competition in the 
market—we concluded that effectuation seems to be 
facilitated and causation primarily discouraged.

4.1.1  Be confident, think big (a)

When interviewees talked about the atmosphere, 
they described a strong entrepreneurial spirit and a 
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high value of entrepreneurship. They reported that 
the entrepreneurial spirit could be felt all over the 
place, not only within incubators but even in most 
cafés. People seemed to be proud to be part of the 
entrepreneurial community, regardless of whether 
or not their business is financially successful. 
Interviewee 43 described that “In different cities, 
in different parts of the world, if you start a com-
pany and it fails, I think you lose a little bit of the 
family name or you lose the ability to find stability 
later. And I think here if you fail, it is almost like an 
embrace. Everybody wants to have coffee with you 
to care about what you learned. You know, what 
was the experience like and how did you experi-
ment? And wow that is so amazing. And when are 
you going to start your next company?” Our inter-
viewees highlighted that in this community, entre-
preneurs can benefit from social and financial sup-
port and a sophisticated and mature environment 
with many different stakeholders including serial 
entrepreneurs and industry partners.

A strong entrepreneurial spirit was believed 
to inspire high confidence, even described as 

overconfidence, in entrepreneurs. This spirit was 
believed to encourage thinking big. VCs looked out 
for and encouraged entrepreneurs who were inclined 
to an idea and were able to convincingly sell the 
potential in that idea. Describing this tendency, Inter-
viewee 25 highlighted that “In the US people think 
big. I mean it takes as much work to build a hundred-
million-dollar company as it does to build a billion-
dollar company.” Appearing confident and thinking 
big allowed entrepreneurs to reach out for early pre-
commitments of stakeholders who could help grow a 
project, and confidently sell an idea even if the idea is 
not yet concrete. Therefore, entrepreneurs were con-
sidered to be able to reach out to many potential ends 
and leverage contingencies along the way such that 
these processes (a + in Fig. 2) facilitate effectuation.

4.1.2  Be flexible and experiment, focus on sales 
ability (b)

Entrepreneurs were believed to be pushed to con-
stantly refine their ideas. The advice of VCs to lev-
erage the availability of money and support and the 

Fig. 1  Ecosystem constellations and ecosystem-specific atti-
tudes, actions, and decisions. Letters in brackets categorize the 
narratives indicating which entrepreneurial attitudes, decisions, 

and actions were considered common, appropriate, or success-
ful in an ecosystem by our interview partners. Tables 2, 3, and 
4 show illustrative quotes

222



Narratives in entrepreneurial ecosystems: drivers of effectuation versus causation  

1 3

constant open exchange in the community encouraged 
entrepreneurs to continuously work on their product 
and its marketability. The advice of the VCs in Sili-
con Valley, who often have entrepreneurship experi-
ence themselves, was believed to support entrepre-
neurs in being flexible and experimenting with ideas. 
Entrepreneurs were encouraged to learn by constantly 
talking about and selling their ideas and that way to 
leverage contingencies. Our interviewees highlighted 
that VCs in Silicon Valley relied their investment 
decisions and advice on their evaluation of entrepre-
neurs’ sales ability and passion, more than their prod-
uct expertise. Entrepreneurs seemed to learn to sell 
their ideas along the way. The belief in the value of 
flexible experimenting, and the support and possibili-
ties for this approach, suggested a predominance of 
effectuation (b + in Fig. 2).

4.1.3  Expose ideas, engage in networking, value 
failure (c)

The exchange in networks was considered to be an 
opportunity for entrepreneurs to expose their ideas for 
products and services, and their general approaches 
(e.g., to marketing), despite risks of being copied. 
Our interviewees emphasized that all entrepreneurs 
were expected to openly discuss their ideas because 
this allowed them to leverage the advice and sup-
port that is offered in the community. They described 
that entrepreneurs talk a lot about money, which was 
believed to be less common in Munich and Singa-
pore. Moreover, it was repeatedly highlighted that the 
spirit in Silicon Valley carried along with the value of 
failure. Failure was seen as a highly valuable learning 
experience, by some even as a necessary experience 
for becoming an expert entrepreneur. Open exchange 
of knowledge and talking to potential partners even 
about money and failure was considered a specific 
characteristic for Silicon Valley. The exchange was 
also described as extraordinarily valuable in Silicon 
Valley because supporting VCs were considered to 
have a lot of experience, a good network, and moti-
vation to “give back.” Furthermore, the connection 
with industry partners and academia was perceived 
as closer than in Munich and Singapore. For these 
reasons, entrepreneurs were expected to focus on net-
working and building partnerships, which again sug-
gested tendencies towards effectuation (c + in Fig. 2).

4.1.4  Reach high speed (d)

The entrepreneurial spirit and the support by expe-
rienced VCs were seen as reason why entrepreneurs 
can reach high speed of development in Silicon Val-
ley. Entrepreneurs were considered to profit from 
business models that allow for fast and scalable 
growth because realizing growth potential was per-
ceived to be easier in the US domestic market, com-
pared to the German and Singaporean markets, due to 
its size which was considered large enough to scale 
almost any business model. Entrepreneurs were rec-
ommended to let go if the growth potential could 
not be quickly realized, they were advised to go for 
“all-or-nothing.” The clarity of the processes of how 
entrepreneurs get funded and the experience of VCs, 
who usually had gone through many funding pro-
cesses themselves, were believed to allow for high 
speeds of development. Silicon Valley was therefore 
believed to value speed over quality. Entrepreneurs 
coming from other locations were described to be 
regularly surprised by the enormous pace. To keep up 
with the speed, entrepreneurs were encouraged to talk 
about their idea with VCs very early and go to mar-
ket as early as possible. Due to the high development 
speed and the necessity of fast reactions, accurate pre-
diction and causal planning were seen as detrimental, 
such that causation was discouraged (d − in Fig. 2).

4.1.5  Be competitive, use business plan to get 
funding (e)

The Silicon Valley region was believed to attract “the 
best talent,” particularly people educated in tech and 
IT, and people keen on entrepreneurship and therefore 
ready to take risk. On the one hand, the availability 
of talent was considered to stimulate a highly valu-
able discussion in the network, suggesting a focus on 
exchange with partners, relating to effectuation (c + in 
Fig.  2). On the other hand, the availability of talent 
was considered to drive competition for talent, sug-
gesting a need for competitive analysis which relates 
to causation (e + in Fig. 2).

Entrepreneurs were also believed to require some 
kind of business plan and a competitor analysis, 
focused on the closest successful competitors, in 
the process of securing funding. Such planning and 
analyses suggested that entrepreneurs were, despite 
the otherwise rather effectuation-oriented processes, 
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pushed to causal thinking in the process of getting 
funding (e + in Fig. 2). Nevertheless, such plans were 
described as often non-formalized in Silicon Valley 
– one respondent even said that they could be “on a 
napkin” (Interviewee 24).

4.2  Munich ecosystem and its relation to effectuation 
and causation

The Munich ecosystem seems to emphasize causa-
tion and hinder effectuation (see illustration in Fig. 2 
and example quotes in Table  3). Due to perceptions 
of negative attitudes in the entrepreneurial culture 
and the isolation of entrepreneurs, entrepreneurs 
were believed to avoid risk and to be reluctant to 
talk about their ideas. Moreover, the market structure 
and the availability of resources only for seed fund-
ing were believed to make entrepreneurs content with 
very little scaling. Also, due to the academic-perfec-
tionist focus of many VCs, supporters, and potential 
partners, entrepreneurs were warned to never over 
promise. Entrepreneurs were described to have a 
focus on planning, systematics, analyses, and calcu-
lations and a tendency towards perfectionism, which 
suggested a focus on causation. Only the tendency 
towards testing and iteration, stemming from the aca-
demic background of many entrepreneurs, suggested 
effectuation.

4.2.1  Do not talk about ideas (f)

Attitudes in Munich were described to be char-
acterized by the Germans’ uncertainty avoidance 
and low value of and respect for entrepreneurship. 
Entrepreneurs were believed to be afraid of failing 
and outsiders doubt whether starting a business was 
worth the effort. The doubt whether it is worth the 
required effort and risk even were believed to create 
Schadenfreude for failed entrepreneurs because fail-
ure proved that the attempt had indeed not been worth 
it. Interviewees also described that, after failure, 

entrepreneurs were stigmatized in the community 
and entrepreneurs then had difficulties to get fund-
ing again. Due to the negativity around entrepreneur-
ship, entrepreneurs were considered to be unlikely 
to talk about their ideas very often. Interviewee 30, 
for example, said that “Germans are always like ‘hm, 
well, I better don’t tell you too much. Wow, maybe 
you steal my idea.’” Being afraid that other people 
might steal ideas was a concern that was particularly 
present in Munich. Those mechanisms were sug-
gested to make entrepreneurs careful in conversations 
with outsiders because entrepreneurs worry others 
could steal their idea or find the business idea—or 
the idea to start a business—ridiculous. Networking 
was in general perceived to be less extensive than in 
Silicon Valley. The entrepreneurship community was 
described to be rather isolated from more established 
companies which was considered a reason for the lack 
of networking and the lack of interest from industry 
partners to invest in start-ups. Due to the difficulties 
to get in contact with local large firms, entrepreneurs 
were encouraged to get funding from overseas. Thus, 
the ecosystem in Munich seemed to hinder the part-
nerships-oriented effectuation approach (f − in Fig. 2).

4.2.2  Be content, never over‑promise (g)

Our interviewees saw a lot of options for getting 
seed funding from the government in Munich. Initial 
funding was perceived to be easier than in the com-
petitive environment in Silicon Valley, but they saw 
hardly any options for getting funding for growth and 
scaling. Additionally, due to the academic-perfec-
tionist focus of many VCs, supporters, and potential 
partners, entrepreneurs were warned to never over 
promise. Moreover, the size of the German domestic 
market, which was considered the starting point for 
most start-ups in Munich, was labelled as “stuck-in-
the-middle,” neither large enough to scale nor small 
enough for low-scale experimentation. The difficul-
ties of growth and scaling were considered to be a 
reason for entrepreneurs being content without large-
scale developments, and therefore also without reach-
ing out for many pre-commitments, as suggested by 
effectuation (g − in Fig. 2).

Fig. 2  Ecosystem constellations and effectuation and cau-
sation. The size of the circles for effectuation and causation 
indicates their relative prominence in the ecosystem. Letters 
attached to arrows categorize the narratives indicating which 
entrepreneurial attitudes, decisions, and actions were con-
sidered common, appropriate, or successful in an ecosystem 
by our interview partners. Tables 2, 3, and 4 show illustrative 
quotes

◂
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4.2.3  Test and iterate (h)

The entrepreneurial ecosystem was described as aca-
demic because a high percentage of entrepreneurs 

developed their idea by creating a business model 
around a result of a scientific study. Entrepreneur-
ship centers of the universities are considered the 
main actors helping these entrepreneurs to build new 

Table 2  Sample quotes for the ecosystem influence in Silicon Valley

Silicon Valley

Ecosystem constellation Ecosystem-specific attitudes, decisions, and actions

Spirit and value of entrepreneurship   
 So culture wise, you see, there are so many entrepreneurs and there are so many 
opportunities and there is this entrepreneurial spirit that it’s very easy to find other 
entrepreneurs […] so people respect you and they value you and then the society in 
general, really really admires and respects entrepreneurs, they consider them almost 
like national heroes, almost. Interviewee 37   
  They are talking about start-ups all the time. And that does not happen in Munich. 
You go in a restaurant and in any restaurant, there is at least a few of them that are 
talking about start-up stuff in the Bay area, everywhere in the Bay area, not true in 
Munich. Interviewee 25 
VCs are entrepreneurs   
  But one of the major differences from the US market to the German market is not 
just the availability but also the distribution of venture capital. And who makes deci-
sions there / Many venture capitalists in the USA, here in the Valley, have founded a 
business themselves. Interviewee 30   
  They just have this whole spirit, they know what it means to have or to be a  
start-up they know how to act, how to do partnerships or what is important for the 
start-ups and at the same time, they know what is important for themselves as a  
big company and thus it often works even better than in Germany or in Singapore 
where somehow you have managers who have no idea whatsoever about start-ups. 
Interviewee 27 
Talent attracted   
  You have a lot of people who are doing very interesting things, so there’s an energy 
around start-ups. Obviously, the other piece of it is – that attracts the top talent. This  
is the destination for technologists. It’s where everything’s happening. It’s the mother-
ship. As a result, you find the quality of talent here is immense. Interviewee 43   
  And when it comes to talent, the pool here is very, very extensive. Interviewee 28         
  The Valley is like this center of technology because you have everybody who can 
help you build a business is sitting there. […] Institutional knowledge there is very 
high. Interviewee 12 
Sophisticated environment   
  Silicon Valley offers the ecosystem well. Legal systems, financial systems, 
accounting, banking systems, bank to banks, service providers will handle all this 
very efficiently for you. Interviewee 26   
  Silicon Valley is a very mature start-up community. Interviewee 14   
  I’d say basically investors here are more experienced and there is a better structure, 
it is clear how a deal looks like, you do not have to renegotiate every deal but either 
you are in or you are not in. Interviewee 27 
Money availability and industry support   
  There is always money available, it is a question of how much and at what point. 
Interviewee 14   
  It is a bit different, especially in the US where you can raise a lot of money and, 
in some cases, build competition between investors. It is more of a seller’s market 
there. Interviewee 29   
  In the Silicon Valley you can be a lot more informal. And a lot of times you hear 
about entrepreneurs that never even expected to raise money but then investors came 
to them and they ended up raising money. Interviewee 28 
Open knowledge exchange   
   Everyone has always 20 min for you and everyone is always open. Interviewee 30       
   The difference is that you, it is much easier to make strategic alliances in the   
 United States than it is to make them in Germany. Interviewee 21   
   Here people are not hesitant to say ‘I know somebody. Let me give you their name 
and I’ll give that person your name and then you two try to meet.’ Interviewee 25

Be confident, think big (a) 
  They have this confidence, that they can go out and do it. And even if they 

get a bunch of “No I don’t want to talk to you,” they still keep going. 
Interviewee 25  

  People, Americans, you know this is not always the case but Americans 
tend to believe that they are the best at whatever they do. Interviewee 25 

  American entrepreneurs are more willing to lose everything –whatever that 
means– than the Germans are. Interviewee 21

Be flexible and experiment, focus on sales ability (b)  
  Yeah, I think the American companies are much more open to changing 

faster than the German companies, they are not as stuck on their ideas I 
would say that there is a lot more flexibility. In the US people think big. I 
mean it takes as much work to build a hundred-million-dollar company as 
it does to build a billion-dollar company. Interviewee 21  

  Here in the US market, people are crazier—in a good way—about testing 
new things, discovering new things, playing with new things. Interviewee 
30

Expose ideas, engage in networking, value failure (c)  
  Here, people are encouraged to talk about their idea all the time. Who 
  cares if somebody else comes up with a copy of it or a better version of it? 

The answer here is, well if somebody else can listen to your idea, figure 
out a better way to do it and do it faster than you can, well shame on you. 
Interviewee 25  

  You don’t find that openness and willingness to share ideas and perspec-
tives in many parts of the world. Interviewee 30  

  So in Silicon Valley failure is a good thing, right, in a convoluted way. 
   So if two people come to me for funding in Silicon Valley, one guy has 
  had no failure and one has had a failure. The guy who has had a failure is 

more likely to get funded which is backwards what people think in Asia. 
Interviewee 14  

  Someone who is a leader of a company who has never failed, that is a red 
flag to them. It is a caution note them. They feel like if you’ve been suc-
cessful great, but you are not seasoned enough if you haven’t had failure. 
Because the failure teaches you as much as success does and sometimes 
even more. Interviewee 25

Reach high speed (d)  
  Silicon Valley is just like, everything is a lot faster, right, here. Interviewee 

28  
  It’s all about agility and instead of just pouring a lot of resources and time 

and effort and money and then walling it out, today you can do certain 
steps, be lean, you know, and then test it as you go. Interviewee 37  

  Americans also like to launch intermediate versions, their beta versions. 
Where the product is finished but certainly not perfect. Interviewee 30

Be competitive (e)  
  He needs to have that kind of competitiveness between even the founders 

because they will make mistakes and they need to challenge each other. 
Interviewee 40  

  The start-ups that come over from Europe, there is two more things that 
they miss: They miss, they underestimate the competition completely. And 
they underestimate the pace of engineering and marketing development 
here. […] It is like that horse race. In the minute you get here, driiiiing, 
they are off and running and there is someone still at the front. You are 
in this horse race. And the second thing you learn is, if you are not in the 
first three horses, it is over. And it doesn’t matter if you are tired, it doesn’t 
matter if you are in the front all the way around the track and you need to 
slow down to catch your bro, it just doesn’t matter. Because if you don’t 
keep running, full speed, they are going to chase you down and take your 
business. Interviewee 22
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Table 3  Sample quotes for the ecosystem influence in Munich

Munich

Ecosystem constellation Ecosystem-specific attitudes, decisions, and actions

Stigma and Schadenfreude
There is generally a bigger stigma held against you for failing. Interviewee 21
If you fail and damage your reputation in Germany, you are doomed forever. 

Interviewee 30
If someone is really successful, then you are not really pleased for them either. 

Interviewee 35
There is a negative feeling about new ideas. Interviewee 22
You are either the stupid founder or the successful entrepreneur, who then 

faces jealousy. Interviewee 33
Outside options more attractive
There is lots of options today to get more money at a real company if I can use 

that word or an established company than when you are going to get your 
start-up. Interviewee 26

The consequence of such a failure in Germany is often rather that one says well 
then I’ll return to the corporate world and try to make money and not ‘then I’ll 
just do it again.’ […] The risk is actually more present in opportunity costs. 
Interviewee 23

Risk aversion
You always have a certain resistance to innovation in Germany. Interviewee 30
Germans are a lot more risk-averse than Americans. Especially as a young 

founder, like I just mentioned, this is connected to the high monetary 
reserves that you must form. Interviewee 30

Stuck in the middle
I’d say “stuck in the middle” […] too big to neglect and too small to really 

think globally. Interviewee 27
Most of them initially only have the German market in their business plan. Inter-

viewee 33
What we are just somehow missing, and that is of course a real problem, we 

do not have this single market [in Europe]. You have to start pretty quickly 
to do something in different languages. Interviewee 35

Inertia and bureaucracy
In Germany you are very stuck in the old system, you make a call, the sec-

retary answers, she tells you they will get back to you in 6 weeks and then 
they get back to you in 6 months or not at all. Interviewee 21

Apart from that, generally, bureaucracy is always listed as a constraint. Inter-
viewee 31

In Germany you have to have 25,000 euros in reserve in order to even start a 
GmbH. A lot of lawyer involvement, many lawyers, etc. Interviewee 30

Academic, no sales ability, technical skill
Here people often act naively and without sales know-how. This is a big 

problem that we have in Germany and it sustainably inhibits the success of 
our start-up scene. Interviewee 34

A scientist has somehow developed a technology, e.g., to detect any pollutants 
in the water. This development was made for a completely different topic 
as part of a research project and now it’s about, ok, we now have this tech-
nological development how could the product, service or business model 
behind it look like, to start a business behind it. A typical task that we often 
have. Interviewee 35

Seed but lack of growth capital
I think that the downside in Germany is that, I do think it is true that there is a 

hole in the financing market after Seed. I think that it is in-between Seed and 
early stage there is just simply a hole and it is hard to get money, there is too 
many deals chasing too little money. Interviewee 21

There surely is a relatively large basis for seed and very early stage, but it is 
significantly more difficult to do a second, third round afterwards. Inter-
viewee 32

Isolation
I think you have less openness from large corporations in Germany to work 

with start-ups. Interviewee 21
I think the problem is not in the German start-ups but more in the German 

industry and their engagement in young firms and innovative ideas. Inter-
viewee 31

Cooperation in which constellation whatsoever with established companies 
is, I guess, significantly easier in the USA than it is in this country here 
[Germany]. Interviewee 33

Do not talk about ideas (f)
Lots of times people outside the U.S., Germany too, they don’t want to talk 

about start-ups. They don’t even want to talk about their idea if they have a 
start-up idea, a little group that is working on something. They won’t talk 
about it. Because they are afraid somebody is going to steel it. Interviewee 25

I think, no, I know, that the exchange between start-ups here [in Silicon Valley] 
is much more open and honest than in Germany. More open means that you do 
not have a problem to talk about numbers here. […] much more information is 
exchanged than in Germany. Interviewee 27

One would rather have a guess in one’s quiet room, about what would have to be 
done, instead of actually speaking to somebody in person. Interviewee 23

Be content, never over-promise (g)
A German company would never overpromise, would just not happen. Inter-

viewee 19
So what certainly is essentially a bit difficult for Germans is just thinking big. 

Interviewee 33
But in Europe, they tend to be satisfied with a hundred-million-dollar company. 

Interviewee 25
Avoid risk (i)
Culturally, the people are also a bit more risk-averse and then maybe just do not 

max out five credit cards to pay for whatever things for their start-up or do 
not, how to say, take up a mortgage on their house to make a start-up. That’s 
probably not the case in Germany, that’s what you do here [in Silicon Valley]. 
Interviewee 29

In Germany you do it in a slightly more half-assed way a little bit on the security 
aspect. This minimizes the loss. But the potential is not exhausted either. 
Interviewee 27

Plan, develop systematics, analyze, & calculate, reach perfection (j)
European style is to do all this planning. Plan, plan, plan. If they want to get 

money they have to submit all this very well thought through business plan. 
Interviewee 22

When a German company, one of the experiences we had, they want the contract 
and then in the contract everything needs to be specified what will be done on 
what day when. Interviewee 19

I can definitely say that the Germans are very good at it, take it very seriously 
and really do their work and when we ask them to come up with a market 
analysis, the ones I´m thinking of right now, they have delivered very compre-
hensive reports of who is out there, market research. Interviewee 24

Germans work until the product is perfect. Due to the fact that there is no exter-
nal feedback, they are very much at risk of developing the product in a way 
that fails to address customer needs. Interviewee 30

That’s what I think is typically German, perfectionism, over-engineering and 
until the German team dares to sell a product, the comparable American 
competitor has already realized quite some sales with semi-finished products. 
Interviewee 33

I think Americans live from marketing. I had addressed it indirectly. For the 
Americans it is more important to generate sales than to build the perfect 
product. And in Germany I sometimes have the feeling that it is exactly the 
other way around. Interviewee 27

I think in comparison to the USA, the big difference here is I think that we at 
least try to do it more systematically in the beginning, which means we ana-
lyze more and try to get data and information whereas I think Americans just 
run for it, they start doing faster and learn in the market. Interviewee 35
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ventures. Due to the academic background, entrepre-
neurs were considered to have a tendency towards 
testing and iteration, an approach that fits effectuation 
(h + in Fig.  2). Testing and iteration, however, were 

not specific for Munich but described for all three 
ecosystems.

Table 4  Sample quotes for the ecosystem influence in Singapore

Singapore

Ecosystem constellation Ecosystem-specific attitudes, decisions, and actions

Concerns with loss of face, uncertainty, and failure
The fear of loss of face actually doesn’t help people take a risk. Interviewee 3
And then what major difference is risk-taking ability of the entrepreneur and 

the risk taking of all the surrounding […] In Asia they see ah that guy had a 
hit, let’s fund him and this guy, he had a failure, he lost money for his inves-
tors. And people are careful with investing there, which is backwards how it 
is [in Silicon Valley] […] It is taboo, failure is a taboo. Interviewee 14

If you declare bankruptcy, it’s so difficult to get out of, you are not allowed to 
travel, etc. Interviewee 1

Entrepreneurship uninteresting, opportunity cost
Singapore has a culture of corporations. If it comes from a big corporation, it’s 

good. If it comes from a small company, I’m not interested. Interviewee 12
People get paid very, very well to work for the government because the govern-

ment has always recognized the importance of human resource. […] So if 
you even remotely look like you are one of the best and the brightest, the 
system has already sucked you in before you have a chance of thinking of 
being an entrepreneur. Interviewee 7

Small international market
So technical skills are very difficult to find, so you try to find local skills and 

then you can’t and then you go outside and find someone and try to bring 
them here. Interviewee 14

Singapore is so geographically central to the world. […] Singapore is a 
wonderful hub for expertise as much as anything, there are a lot of smart 
people—right? Lots of money, lots of smart people but very little depth. 
Interviewee 17

So Singapore is just a place where you can/you have access to resources, to 
financiers and maybe, to some talent. But very quickly you will outgrow 
Singapore. Interviewee 12

Ecosystem not yet there
Singapore, we are probably just at the point where there are some financiers. 

We don’t have that many successful companies who have done it, who have 
kind of created huge value. Interviewee 12

And then, if you look at in Singapore or in Asia generally, there is still a very 
poorly developed VC scene, especially in the idea stage. Interviewee 7

It’s also because we don’t have that generational experience, serial entrepre-
neurs mentoring the new entrepreneurs, […] In fact we have so few of those 
that we had to almost import them, really invite them to come to Singapore. 
Interviewee 3

Government and MNC influence
Oh yeah, everything is coming from the government. This is Singapore. With-

out the government nothing happens. Interviewee 5
Very strong control and essentially central planning. Interviewee 16
They have a lot of funding schemes right or investment schemes like they will 

co-invest, they give you bonds, you know various type of funding avail-
able. And they can tweak that, so they might say one day for this particular 
scheme it used to be this, this, this now we only want this or vice versa. 
Interviewee 1

Emphasis on established relationships
I think people here do, in Asia, the Asian business, they do a lot on networks 

that they have built of a long period of time. Interviewee 19
They make very strong ties in primary school and secondary school, not so 

much when they are older. Interviewee 5
Most of Asia that we sell to it’s by trust and if you have done business with 

them before or you know start business on a smaller scale and you gain trust 
and then grow the, you know, contracts. With US it is more you pitch and if 
they like the product then they go with you. Interviewee 38

Be cautious; do not share contacts (k)
They don’t get out of their you know they stay in the comfort zone. Interviewee 

16
Whereas here, people will hesitate a bit in the beginning. Because I don’t want 

to send you, as a start-up, to a large organization with untested product, right? 
Because my credibility is on the line. […] So people are a bit more reserved. 
Interviewee 14

So I don’t share my network here, I am very careful with my network for the 
reasons like anything else like my reputation, the respect and the seriousness 
you bring to it, is the value you are essentially contributing. Interviewee 15

Value conformity, convince with data (l)
In Singapore, the stereotype is here people get through the structured, homog-

enous education process through primary, secondary school and university, 
where, and this is the stereotype, where compliance, acceptance, conformity 
are the prized characteristics. Interviewee 9

If somebody tall like you with a little bit more grey hair says “hey, do it like 
this, and hey, go here.” […] They just take the plane and go. Interviewee 14

It’s underestimated how important data is from day one, instead of after a while. 
You need to start collecting data from day one and test it against your assump-
tions. Interviewee 6

But here VC’s here are little bit more conservative and think “Hey wait a min-
ute, show me a little more and OK now you show me a little more” and as you 
grow the numbers, I will give you some more money. Interviewee 14

Test in the local market (m)
And Singapore actually offers quite a safe, I suppose, we call it control tower for 

your operations in the rest of Asia. At least here, there’s rule of law, there’s—
quite transparent in the way we do business. Interviewee 3

In the past two generations it has become quite wealthy, it has excellent infra-
structure, a strong consumer market, etc. Interviewee 15

Value harmony, convince with well-known brands (n)
I think in Eastern cultures there is often this overriding desire often for har-

mony, of the group, over the experience of the individual. Interviewee 15
So one of the very popular thing to do in Asia is to have one page full of logos. 

[…] every advert, every person, everyone. Which means you see, we see 
thing. Hey, hey we’ll work together and then they put a logo. So there is this 
logo thing. Interviewee 14

Keep ideas alive (o)
Now the problem there is that big ideas, that should die a natural death with the 

harsh reality in the market, you try to take this product or service to market 
and it should die because nobody wants it. The problem is all these sources 
of funding give you runway to keep these things going. And so what I do see 
is things that should die the death, stagger on, […] trapped in ideas that will 
kind of become zombies. Interviewee 9

I think in Singapore, the stakes are just lower in general. […] Sure they don’t 
earn a salary but if they lose, they don’t lose that much actually really. And 
there is not much reputation at stake. Interviewee 23

I don’t know how much government involvement is good. So I think it restricts 
when you take out all the risks it seems then it doesn’t work either. Inter-
viewee 16
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4.2.4  Avoid risk (i)

Entrepreneurs in Munich seemed to consider entre-
preneurship a risky option. The abundant compel-
ling job offerings by large companies, the attractive 
alternative career options, and high opportunity costs 
for potential entrepreneurs were expected to contrib-
ute to this attitude. Germans who choose an entre-
preneurial career, which was here considered an 
unpopular choice, were described to avoid risk wher-
ever possible. In line with this notion, Interviewee 
20 highlighted that start-ups “try to minimize failure 
across the board” that they “indoctrinate people that 
you shouldn’t fail” and that, if they failed, they “can-
not be part of the system” anymore. Also, the stigma 
and Schadenfreude, as described above, are believed 
to make entrepreneurs cautious. Furthermore, the 
general tone when interviewees described their eco-
system was a lot more negative and pessimistic for 
Munich than for the other ecosystems. The negativ-
ity and focus on risk avoidance suggested a tendency 
towards causation (i + in Fig. 2) which aims at avoid-
ing risks and contingencies.

4.2.5  Plan, develop systematics, analyze, 
and calculate, reach perfection (j)

The academic background of entrepreneurs was also 
considered a reason for entrepreneurs’ very structured 
approaches that build on analyses, calculations, sys-
tematics and planning. Interviewee 25 highlighted 
that “German companies are much more likely to have 
very detailed plans, which is good as long as they 
have some flexibility.” VCs in Munich were believed 
to focus on evaluating technical expertise, instead of 
sales ability. Entrepreneurs were described to perfec-
tion their products and services for a long time. Our 
interviewees described, in a rather sarcastic way, that 
entrepreneurs end up testing and iterating towards 
perfection and at the same time never talk about their 
ideas with outsiders and thus postpone going to mar-
ket again and again. Entrepreneurs refraining from 
overpromising were believed to slow down getting 
funding and first customers. Munich was believed to 
value perfection over speed. The ecosystem was also 
described by high levels of inertia and bureaucracy 
with detailed contracts, usually examined by lawyers. 
Due to the focus on details, introducing radical ideas 
was considered to be complicated. Entrepreneurs 

were encouraged to provide detailed analyses and 
plans that convince lawyers and VCs; details were 
considered a necessity for any kind of collaboration. 
The need for detailed analyses, calculations, and pre-
dictions again suggested focusing on causation (j + in 
Fig. 2).

4.3  Singapore ecosystem and its relation to 
effectuation and causation

The Singapore ecosystem seems to establish a cau-
tious balance between effectuation and causation (see 
illustration in Fig. 2 and example quotes in Table 4). 
Entrepreneurs were described to be cautious due to 
tendencies of being concerned with loss of face, and 
afraid of uncertainty and failure. The market was con-
sidered to be good for testing and iteration but, due to 
adverse incentives, the ecosystem was believed to not 
yet unfold its full potential. Resource allocation was 
believed to be strongly influenced by the government 
and MNCs, and they were perceived to require data 
early on. Networks were described as very impor-
tant, particularly established relationships, such that 
entrepreneurs were encouraged to cultivate relation-
ships by adhering to values of harmony and conform-
ity. Some recommendations suggested causation, i.e., 
data-driven analyses, planning to avoid risk, conform-
ing to established procedures, and others effectuation, 
i.e., building partnerships and experimentation.

4.3.1  Be cautious; do not share contacts (k)

Attitudes in Singapore were characterized by high 
levels of uncertainty avoidance. In addition, loss of 
face was considered to be a salient concern, originat-
ing in the national culture. Like in Munich, entrepre-
neurs who failed were expected to get stigmatized 
and have difficulties to get funding for future entre-
preneurial attempts. Interviewee 14 described that 
“In Asia they see ah that guy had a hit, let’s fund 
him and this guy, he had a failure, he lost money for 
his investors. And people are careful with investing 
there, which is backwards how it is [in Silicon Val-
ley] […] It is taboo, failure is a taboo.” In a similar 
vein, Interviewee 14 emphasized a low “risk-tak-
ing ability of the entrepreneur,” low “risk taking of 
all the surrounding” and that with “ability to stay 
strong and be the decision maker CEO, there aren’t 
too many of those here.” Although wealthy potential 
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investors were believed to be present, those were also 
believed to be reluctant to invest in entrepreneurship. 
Singapore was perceived to be oriented towards cor-
porates, not start-ups. The attractiveness of working 
for MNCs or the government was considered a reason 
why entrepreneurship was seen as uninteresting and 
among the last career options. Interviewee 7 even said 
that “You go and be an entrepreneur because there 
was nothing better for you to do.” The general hesita-
tion regarding entrepreneurship and the concerns with 
loss of face and failure were suggested as reasons for 
entrepreneurs being particularly cautious. Entrepre-
neurs were also perceived to be reluctant to openly 
share their contacts, due to the high value of relation-
ships. The low value of entrepreneurship, the cautious 
attitude towards entrepreneurship, and the reluctance 
to share contacts suggested a tendency towards causa-
tion (k + in Fig. 2) because causation focuses on pre-
diction to avoid risks.

4.3.2  Value conformity, convince with data (l)

The Singaporean culture and a focus on building and 
maintaining long-term relationships were considered 
reasons why entrepreneurs focused on conformity. 
Established relationships were perceived to be of 
high value such that entrepreneurs were encouraged 
to focus on relationships that they already had for dis-
cussing ideas and getting first customers. Specific for 
Singapore also was the emphasis on the strong influ-
ence of MNCs and the government. MNCs were per-
ceived to be difficult to convince to invest in entre-
preneurship. The government’s extensive support 
for initial funding was perceived to orient entrepre-
neurs’ attention towards specific fields that the gov-
ernment considered to be important. Entrepreneurs 
were encouraged to conform with requirements and 
to use data to proof the fit of their idea with the gov-
ernment’s or MNCs’ strategies. Conformity also sug-
gested adhering to rules. Adhering to rules and the 
necessity of analyses and predictions fit the linear and 
predictive logic of causation (l + in Fig. 2).

4.3.3  Test in the local market (m)

The market was perceived to be small and character-
ized by a high level of internationality. Interviewee 3 
said “You can’t just succeed in Singapore and expect 
to be big. Singapore is small. So you need to think 

multi-country.” Labor supply is perceived to be lim-
ited and recruiting overseas to be common. The small 
size and high percentage of foreigners was believed 
to make entrepreneurs think about internationaliza-
tion and thus to consider growth and scaling early on. 
Although teams containing many nationalities were 
perceived to be common in all three ecosystems, the 
orientation towards internationalizing was considered 
a necessity only in Singapore. Scaling was consid-
ered to be particularly difficult because scaling would 
require translations to other languages and adapta-
tions to very different requirements in other countries. 
Nevertheless, the local market was perceived to pro-
vide a good test environment before scaling on the 
global market. Interviewee 9, for example, said that 
“You can launch products, you can pilot things here, 
prototype things here. It’s quite a controllable envi-
ronment to do that in. It’s a safe environment.” As it 
was considered to be easy to take things back when 
they don’t work, entrepreneurs were encouraged to 
quickly test and iterate in the local market. Although 
this testing and iterating was not specific for Singa-
pore, the market was considered ideal for experimen-
tation with scaling for the international market in 
mind. Such experimentation fits effectuation because 
experimentation is part of the effectuation logic 
(o + in Fig. 2).

4.3.4  Value harmony, convince with well‑known 
brands (n)

The aim to maintain long-term relationships was 
believed to make entrepreneurs focus on harmony. 
VCs were believed to focus on relationships such that 
they blindly trust their personal network. This focus 
on relationships appeared logical because network 
connections were considered to be important to reach 
legitimacy in conversations with the government and 
MNCs. Entrepreneurs were encouraged to convince 
VCs not only with data but also with logos of part-
ners, which appeared to be a specific habit in Singa-
pore. The focus on networks and well-known brands, 
combined with the focus on harmony, was consid-
ered to help in building partnerships, trust, and pre-
commitments, and thus suggested effectuation (p + in 
Fig. 2).
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4.3.5  Keep ideas alive (o)

Our interviewees felt that the ecosystem did not yet 
unfold its full potential. Getting funding from the 
government was perceived to be comparatively easy 
which was considered a reason for the too low levels 
of commitment among entrepreneurs who received 
funding. Interviewee 20 also observed that “The 
problem is all these sources of funding give you run-
way to keep these things going. And so what I do see 
is things that should die the death, stagger on.” The 
funding was believed to keep new ventures alive even 
when business models did not prove to work in the 
market. In this situation, radical adaptations along the 
way were perceived to be hindered because entrepre-
neurs stick to the approach that they had outlined to 
get funding. Selection and survival mechanisms were 
therefore perceived to be out of order. Discouraging 
entrepreneurs to constantly adapt and actively test 
new ideas contradicts the principles of effectuation 
(n − in Fig. 2) which would suggest leveraging contin-
gencies along the way.

4.4  Contrasting the ecosystems

We could identify specific factor constellations in the 
ecosystems in Silicon Valley, Munich, and Singapore, 
and could observe communalities in how mecha-
nisms and links between factor constellations, narra-
tives, and entrepreneurial approaches were described 
for each ecosystem. Based on these observations, we 
suggest there may be locale-specific influence mecha-
nisms via narratives driving tendencies towards effec-
tuation or causation.

Effectuation seemed to be facilitated by the nar-
ratives in Silicon Valley but hindered by most of the 
narratives in Munich; in Singapore, some narratives 
seemed to help others to hinder effectuation (see 
arrows on the left side in Fig. 2). One central aspect 
of effectuation is building partnerships. Our findings 
indicate that, in Silicon Valley, encouragement of 
open and intensive exchange about ideas facilitates 
partnerships-oriented approaches whereas a cautious 
and reserved communication attitude in Munich hin-
ders partnership building. In Singapore, networks 
and partnership building were described as relevant 
but entrepreneurs to be encouraged to be cautious in 
conversations and to rely on established relationships. 
Thus, building partnerships seemed to be encouraged 

in Silicon Valley, and also facilitated in Singapore 
more than in Munich.

Other critical aspects of effectuation are flexibil-
ity, experimentation, and leveraging contingencies. 
In Silicon Valley, experimenting was described to be 
common and supported; in Singapore, the market was 
considered good for experiments. In Munich, entre-
preneurs were considered to have a tendency towards 
testing and iteration but their experiments to be more 
perfection oriented than the flexible effectuation 
approach would suggest. Accordingly, flexibility and 
experimentation may be, like partnerships, facilitated 
in Silicon Valley and Singapore more than in Munich. 
Interestingly, the resource orientation that is part of 
the effectuation approach appeared to be focused on 
identity (who am I) in Silicon Valley, on competence 
(what do I know) in Germany, and on contacts (whom 
do I know) in Singapore.

Causation seemed to be emphasized by the narra-
tives in Munich but discouraged by most of the narra-
tives in Silicon Valley; in Singapore, some narratives 
seemed to help others to hinder causation (see arrows 
on the right side in Fig. 2). Causation suggests a focus 
on competitive analysis. Our findings indicate that, 
in Singapore, the market is influenced by the govern-
ment and MNCs, reducing the market competition. In 
Munich, entrepreneurs were described to care more 
about perfectioning their product than about the com-
petition in the market. In Silicon Valley, in contrast, 
there was a strong attention on the competition in the 
market. Thus, narratives in Silicon Valley seemed 
to focus on competition more than in Munich and 
Singapore.

Nevertheless, more important to the causation 
approach is to make predictions and avoid contin-
gencies. Narratives in Munich were encouraging to 
decrease the probability of contingencies by a focus 
on planning and analyses. Also in Singapore, data-
driven analyses and conforming to established pro-
cedures were perceived to be common as they are 
required by the government and MNCs. In Silicon 
Valley, in contrast, the value of contingencies was 
salient, and the high speed of developments was 
described to contradict prediction and planning. Thus, 
planning, prediction, and avoiding contingencies were 
perceived prevalent in Munich and Singapore but not 
in Silicon Valley.

In sum, our findings suggest that the narratives 
about possibilities for networking, exchange, and 
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experimentation in Silicon Valley facilitate the flex-
ible and partnerships-oriented approaches of effectua-
tion. Although the competition in the market suggests 
some causation-based approaches, the high speed of 
development seems to contradict the predictive log-
ics of causation. In Munich, several factors support an 
emphasis on causation. Not talking about ideas and 
avoiding to over promise contradict effectuation, and 
the reluctance to risk, the perfectionism, the focus on 
planning, systematics, analyses, and calculations sug-
gest a predominance of causation. Only the tendency 
towards testing and iteration, stemming from the aca-
demic environment, suggests some effectuation log-
ics. In Singapore, the necessity for data-driven analy-
ses, planning to avoid risk, and conforming to rules 
suggest causation, but the focus on building partner-
ships and utilizing the possibilities for experimenting 
in the local market suggests effectuation. Thus, the 
narratives in the ecosystem in Silicon Valley seem 
to facilitate effectuation, in Munich causation, and in 
Singapore a cautious balance of both.

5  Discussion

Based on qualitative interviews with serial entrepre-
neurs, business angels, VCs, and heads of accelera-
tors and incubator programs in three different ecosys-
tems, Silicon Valley, Munich, and Singapore, this 
paper showed that ecosystems may spark specific 
narratives which encourage or hinder either effectua-
tion or causation. We identified ecosystem-specific 
constellations in national culture and attitudes, the 
market and environment, and resources and networks, 
and illuminated how the constellation in each ecosys-
tem sparks specific narratives about entrepreneurial 
attitudes, decisions, and actions, which in turn foster 
tendencies towards either effectuation or causation. In 
the following, we discuss how our findings contribute 
to the literature.

First, we illuminated ecosystem-specific mecha-
nisms influencing entrepreneurs’ behaviors and deci-
sion-making. Considering that investigations of influ-
ence factors in isolation cannot detect reinforcing or 
counterbalancing mechanisms, the literature on entre-
preneurial ecosystems highlighted the importance of 
considering the wholeness of entrepreneurship in an 
ecosystem (Anderson et  al., 2012; Isenberg, 2010; 
Roundy et al., 2018; Spigel, 2017; Spigel & Harrison, 

2018). Literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems, 
however, mainly focused on analyzing the character-
istics, development, economic output, and regional 
outcomes of ecosystems (Wurth et al, 2021) such that 
the mechanism how an ecosystem influences entre-
preneurial outcomes remains unclear. That is one 
reason why the influence mechanisms in ecosystems 
have been criticized as “under-theorized” (Roundy & 
Fayard, 2019; Spigel & Harrison, 2018; Wurth et al, 
2021). One pathway that has been neglected is the 
influence of ecosystem characteristics on entrepre-
neurs’ individual behaviors and decision-making.

Our research goes beyond previous analyses of 
ecosystem influences because we show mechanisms 
how ecosystem characteristics play together in influ-
encing entrepreneurs’ behaviors and decision-mak-
ing. We uncovered why and how some ecosystems 
facilitate effectuation and others causation, by con-
sidering a wide range of influence factors including 
the national culture, attitudes, market characteristics, 
available resources, and networks. Analyzing influ-
ence mechanisms in an ecosystem as a whole, and 
identifying relevant combinations of influence fac-
tors, our research indicated how different factors rein-
force or counterbalance each other in fostering or hin-
dering either effectuation or causation. This analysis 
illuminated mechanisms how ecosystem characteris-
tics influence entrepreneurship that were so far unex-
plored. We hope that our findings inspire future theo-
rizing on how ecosystems influence entrepreneurship.

Second, we introduced differences in factor 
constellations in entrepreneurial ecosystems as 
drivers of effectuation and causation. The effectuation 
literature provides knowledge on outcomes as 
well as predictors of effectuation and causation 
(Grégoire & Cherchem, 2020; Perry et  al., 2012). 
Previous research indicated that entrepreneurs’ 
individual traits (Cannatelli et  al., 2019; Michaelis 
et  al., 2020; Liu, 219; Stroe et  al., 2018) and 
experiences (Engel et  al., 2013; Frese et  al., 2019; 
Markowska et  al., 2018), relations and management 
approaches in teams (Nguyen et  al., 2018; Tryba 
& Fletcher, 2019), stages of venture development 
(Frese et  al., 2019), investors (Frese et  al., 2019), 
and networks (Galkina & Lundgren-Henriksson, 
2017; Zhang et  al., 2020) influence preferences 
for either effectuation or causation. That research, 
however, neglected that these influence factors play 
together, and this interplay may vary across different 
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locations. While previous literature has investigated 
predictors of effectuation in Western (e.g., Frese 
et  al., 2019; Tryba & Fletcher, 2019) as well as 
Eastern (e.g., Zhang et al., 2020) parts of the world, 
and indicated country differences (Laskovaia et  al., 
2017; Zhang et al., 2019), our analysis provides more 
comprehensive knowledge on location differences. 
Illuminating influence mechanisms at particular 
locations, our research introduced a new ecosystem-
focused perspective on predictors of effectuation and 
causation. We suggest that the ecosystem-specific 
interplay of influence factors shapes tendencies 
towards effectuation and causation. Thus, we suggest 
future research on effectuation needs to pay more 
attention on the location where effectuation is studied.

Importantly, our findings do not contradict an 
influence of individual differences of entrepreneurs. 
Instead, we argue that influences of individual tenden-
cies, which influence effectuation or causation (e.g., 
self-control and frugality (Michaelis et  al., 2020), 
types of passion (Cannatelli et al., 2019), and aspira-
tions (Lui, 2019)), are more likely in some ecosys-
tems than in others, e.g., due to the national culture at 
a particular location and because narratives in ecosys-
tems facilitate or hinder these individual tendencies. 
Nevertheless, we call for more research to provide a 
more detailed understanding of how individual and 
environmental characteristics play together in shaping 
effectuation and causation.

Third, we suggest considering ecosystem-spe-
cific narratives can help to connect the ecosystem 
and effectuation literature. While the literature on 
ecosystems and the literature on effectuation devel-
oped almost unrelatedly, our findings indicate that 
reinforced narratives (Roundy & Bayer, 2019) are 
one mechanism explaining the connections. Nar-
ratives may explain how characteristics of ecosys-
tems influence tendencies towards effectuation and 
causation. This mechanism highlights connections 
between findings of the ecosystem literature, which 
suggest joint influences of the culture, resources, 
networks, talent, and institutions in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems (Wurth et al, 2021), and findings of the 
effectuation literature, which suggest that the cul-
ture, attitudes, uncertainty, dynamism, resources, 
and networks influence tendencies towards effec-
tuation and causation (Björklund & Krueger, 2016; 
Frese et al., 2019; Galkina & Atkova, 2020).

Considering narratives as connectors of ecosys-
tem characteristics and effectuation provides a more 
comprehensive picture than each of the literatures 
can provide. To investigate the role of narratives in 
more detail, future research could draw on institu-
tional theory (North, 1990) and examine in what 
way narratives, which can be understood as infor-
mal institutions in the form of norms, conventions, 
and codes of behavior, could explain differences in 
the formation and endurance of regional differences 
in entrepreneurial activity, especially in settings 
with similar formal institutions such as rules, laws, 
and constitutions (Wyrwich et al., 2016).

Finally, by identifying connections of ecosystem-
specific narratives with effectuation and causation, 
we provide insights into the suitability of effectua-
tion and causation in different contexts. While our 
findings affirm the value of effectuation, especially 
by increasing speed, flexibility, and networks, cau-
sation seems to remain imperative in interactions 
with the outside world. For instance, causation-
based analyses are required for raising money from 
investors, not only in Munich which is generally 
focused on causation but also in the other ecosys-
tems; causation-based competitive analysis is con-
sidered essential for survival in a highly competitive 
environment, specifically in Silicon Valley, which is 
otherwise focused on effectual approaches; and cau-
sation-based predictions of market developments 
appear imperative for internationalization efforts, 
which is not only relevant in Singapore where the 
mechanism appeared as particularly influential. Our 
findings also connect with previous observations 
of a positive influence of the networking culture in 
Silicon Valley (Gill & Larson, 2014) and a negative 
influence of perfectionism and lack of social trust 
in Germany (Aly & Galal-Edeen, 2020) on entre-
preneurship. Nevertheless, future research is needed 
to investigate in how far the factors that influence 
effectuation in an ecosystem also influence the level 
of entrepreneurship in an ecosystem.

5.1  Implications for practice

In an increasingly globalized world, it is vital to heed 
local circumstances including differences in the cul-
ture, the market, and in the functioning of resource 
allocation and networks at different locations. Our 
findings can inform entrepreneurs, VCs, and policy 
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makers. Our findings suggest that local ecosystems 
require specific strategies and have specific success fac-
tors. For example, due to the effectuation and partner-
ship focus in Silicon Valley, it appears to be easier than 
in Munich or Singapore to establish an initial contact 
or cooperation agreements. Therefore, entrepreneurs 
in Munich and Singapore need strategies to overcome 
the barriers to collaboration with established players, 
whereas entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley need to focus 
on internal delivery, track actual outcomes of relation-
ships, and focus on long-term commitments. Addition-
ally, in Munich, meeting corporate decision makers is 
a key milestone because waiting for meetings creates 
problematically long delays. For entrepreneurs in Ger-
many, collaboration with medium-sized businesses 
(the “Mittelstand” which is considered the backbone 
of the German economy) appears as a better fit than 
collaboration with larger corporates because medium-
sized businesses are more likely to have decision-mak-
ing and innovation processes that are similar to effec-
tual approaches of entrepreneurs. For entrepreneurs in 
Singapore, key is establishing trust and legitimacy by 
showing strong commitment in face-to-face meetings, 
proofs-of-concepts, and references, and establishing 
profitable long-term relationships even if that means 
forgoing revenues in the beginning. Furthermore, due 
to the relevance of causation and avoiding contingen-
cies in Munich, success in Munich is more likely with a 
pitch that focuses on plans, technical product features, 
and entrepreneurs’ technical expertise. In contrast, in 
Silicon Valley, it seems to be more important to pro-
vide a comprehensive big picture including possibili-
ties for growth, and in Singapore to signal conformity 
and a strong network to establish legitimacy.

We suggest that entrepreneurs need to carefully bal-
ance general best practices and ecosystem-specifics. 
Despite the universal recognition of its global suc-
cess, the Silicon Valley type of entrepreneurship may 
not be optimal under the differing prerequisites of 
other ecosystems (Whittaker, 2009). Considering the 
substantial differences, it seems reasonable to focus 
on native strengths and adjust to (or deliberately work 
against) local narratives. Still, our findings affirm the 
general value of effectuation for entrepreneurs, across 
ecosystems, and indicate that entrepreneurs should 
not completely avoid causation. Planning and analyses 
are likely to be required for raising money from inves-
tors, competitive analysis for survival in a competitive 
environment, and predictions of market developments 

for internationalization efforts, at all locations. There-
fore, contrasting ecosystems can help entrepreneurs to 
choose an ecosystem that best fits their idea and strat-
egy, and can help them to develop strategies for over-
coming challenges, avoiding pitfalls, and developing 
their venture beyond the standard approach that is sug-
gested by the narratives in their ecosystem.

VCs and policy makers who aim to facilitate the 
functioning of entrepreneurial ecosystems should 
think about how to leverage strengths and how to 
counteract problematic mechanisms in an ecosystem. 
They could, for example, support entrepreneurs in 
Munich in intensifying their sales and marketing ori-
entation while simultaneously nudging them to think 
bigger, e.g., by exploiting their reputation for quality 
products and reliability. Similarly, they could help 
Singaporean entrepreneurs exploring opportunities 
for gaining legitimacy and trust in the marketplace 
while exploiting Singapore’s hub position for logis-
tics and infrastructure and the advantages of a multi-
cultural society with a born-global attitude.

5.2  Limitations and avenues for future research

Our explorative study built on interviews with entre-
preneurship experts across three ecosystems. While 
this study could identify mechanisms that appeared 
to be specific for each ecosystem, we could not test 
causal relationships. Additional survey studies and 
experiments could show whether the differences in 
national culture and attitudes, the market, resources, 
and networks indeed cause the specific narratives, 
and whether the mechanisms have indeed a causal 
influence on tendencies towards either effectua-
tion or causation. Although we applied techniques 
to reduce the likelihood that stereotypes biased our 
results, we cannot exclude any kind of influence. We 
built our reasoning on communalities in interview 
statements, and interpretations during iterations 
between our data and previous literature. To vali-
date our findings, future research could manipulate 
ecosystem differences and the perceived prevalence 
of specific narratives in experiments and/or meas-
ure ecosystem characteristics, narratives, and effec-
tuation and causation in surveys. Moreover, future 
research should investigate the role of individual 
differences in the mechanisms that we observed.

Furthermore, we focused our analysis on Silicon 
Valley, Munich, and Singapore. Additional analyses 
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are needed to analyze whether the mechanisms that 
we observed are also evident in other ecosystems. 
Future research could aim to uncover the ecosystem 
characteristics of other geographical regions, and their 
impact on entrepreneurial action. Investigations of 
young and fast-growing entrepreneurial ecosystems or 
comparisons of our findings with observations in eco-
systems that are less successful would be particularly 
interesting. We call for more research that considers 
the influences of ecosystem characteristics.

Moreover, several interesting aspects in our data, 
which we did not focus on in this analysis, might 
indicate interesting avenues for future research. For 
example, we found that whereas in all three ecosys-
tems VCs focus on entrepreneurs’ means, as effec-
tuation suggests, VCs tend to focus on entrepreneurs’ 
sales ability in Silicon Valley, technical expertise in 
Munich, and networks in Singapore. Moreover, we 
found that the different cultural attributes and atti-
tudes in each ecosystem may lead to different foci 
of attention and differences in what is valued. Such 
differences in attention and value focus might imply 
that some entrepreneurial ideas fit one ecosystem 
better than others. Future research could investigate 
what kind of ideas fit which ecosystems and why. 
Furthermore, we could infer from our analyses that 
there is a self-reinforcing process in each ecosystem. 
When entrepreneurs tailor to the specifics in the eco-
system and then become VCs and gatekeepers, they 
are also likely to focus on those specifics and suggest 
entrepreneurs to make sure they fit and leverage these 
specifics. Longitudinal research is needed to better 
understand such self-reinforcing mechanisms over 
time (Baker & Welter, 2020). We hope that our study 
on effectuation and causation in entrepreneurial eco-
systems will encourage further research on the influ-
ence of ecosystem specifics on entrepreneurs.
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Appendix 1. Information on interviewees 
and their recruitment

We chose Silicon Valley, as prototype ecosystem, and 
Munich and Singapore as equally successful contrasts 
with a very different culture and history. Note that 
we did not sample those three ecosystem to contrast 
effectuation and causation. We identified effectuation 
and causation as concepts that may help us pinpoint 
the differences, during the analysis process (see also 
Appendix 3).

We chose interview partners with exceptional 
experience in entrepreneurship (see also Table  1 
in the paper for specific information on each inter-
viewee). We approached potential interviewees via 
the personal network of the authors and asked each 
interviewee whether they can refer us to other inter-
view partners. All our interviewees had substantial 
experience in founding companies, particularly in 
building innovative technology companies. We pur-
posefully incorporated individuals with diverse back-
grounds and roles. They are either serial entrepre-
neurs, business angels, venture capitalists, or heads of 
accelerators or incubator programs. All of them also 
support novice entrepreneurs such that they are in a 
gatekeeper position, where they select who gets sup-
port and resources. Therefore, their perspective also 
strengthens and multiplies opinions and behaviors.

In total, we interviewed 43 individuals, several of 
them twice, in both German and English. Most inter-
views were conducted personally at the informants’ 
familiar setting and some had to be held via phone 
due to scheduling restrictions. Participants ranged in 
age from 26 to 65 years with an average of 47 years. 
With only three female participants, the study reflects 
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the male-dominated nature of the industry. The dura-
tion of the individual interviews varied from 40 min 
to 1.5 h with phone interviews tending to be shorter 
than personally conducted interviews, yielding a total 
of 43.71 h of interview material. All interviews were 
recorded with the permission of the informants and 
fully transcribed.

Appendix 2. Information on interview questions

We developed an interview protocol, which we pre-
tested before the first interview. To allow for an open 
and informal dialog with flexibility to talk about top-
ics that the interviewees bring up, and at the same 
time ensure that all relevant topics are covered, we 
followed a protocol with open-ended questions. We 
intended to capture the interviewees’ perspective 
and minimize our influence on their responses to the 
interview questions. We began with questions about 
their background, experience with entrepreneurship 
in different geographical regions, and the roles they 
had. Next, we addressed specifics about entrepreneur-
ial processes that they were involved in, asked them 
to elaborate on underlying drivers and sub-processes, 
and asked them about ecosystem specifics. We asked 
interviewees to talk about their general approaches, 
their opinions, and their observations of what is spe-
cific about and typical for entrepreneurship in the 
ecosystems they are familiar with. Specifically, we 
asked for:

 1. Descriptions of and recommendations for the 
ecosystems regarding

 2. business models, processes, success factors, 
mistakes, challenges, tools, milestones

 3. traits, tastes, personality, experience, capabili-
ties and competencies of entrepreneurs

 4. resource acquisition and the role of business 
plans

 5. stakeholders and networks
 6. coping with risk and uncertainty
 7. dealing with errors and mistakes, the role of 

adaptation and flexibility
 8. Subjective explanations for the specifics and 

their influence on entrepreneurial activity
 9. specifics about the local environment and its 

influence on entrepreneurship

 10. opportunities/strengths, and threats/weaknesses 
in the ecosystems

 11. influences of the specifics about the culture, the 
people, and the market in the ecosystems

 12. match of certain behaviors or opportunities with 
specific environments

Wherever possible, we triangulated interviewees’ 
statements with additional information from other 
stakeholders and data that was available online.

Appendix 3. Information on analysis steps

Our inductive approach (Eisenhardt et  al., 2016) 
allowed us to integrate concepts and mechanisms that 
were not pre-defined but emerged from the data dur-
ing the analysis process (Gioia et al., 2013). We itera-
tively went through the following three phases.

Phase 1

First, the second and fourth author independently 
coded all interview data to identify differences and 
commonalities in interviewees’ statements (Gioia 
et  al., 2013). They read all transcripts line by line, 
marked similarities and differences across interviews, 
and noted their insights. To increase validity, the first 
author then again coded the parts of the interview 
data which were identified as relevant. We compared 
and contrasted our observations and discussed our 
interpretations until we reached agreement (Corbin 
& Strauss, 2008). The third author was not involved 
in the data analysis but challenged our emerging find-
ings from an external perspective (Strauss & Corbin, 
1994). We categorized statements by:

• Differences between the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems that interviewees perceive (e.g., failure is 
considered a learning experience in Silicon Valley 
but is stigmatized in Singapore)

• Specifics of an entrepreneurial ecosystem that 
interviewees perceive (e.g., encouraging of think-
ing big in Silicon Valley)

• What interviewees consider to be typical attitudes, 
decisions, and actions of entrepreneurs in an eco-
system (e.g., entrepreneurs in Munich tend to 
work on their product until they think it is perfect)
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• What interviewees consider to be successful atti-
tudes, decisions, and actions of entrepreneurs in 
an ecosystem (e.g., showing a lot of logos of well-
known brands in a presentation is in Singapore 
considered a signal of having legitimacy and good 
networks)

During these analyses, we found that interviewees 
reiterated specific narratives which indicate what is 
considered common, useful, appropriate, and/or suc-
cessful in their ecosystem, and/or what is encouraged 
or discouraged; and those narratives were repeat-
edly suggested to drive tendencies towards specific 
approaches and logics of entrepreneurs.

Phase 2

Capturing the data

Following recommendations for qualitative research 
(Miles et al., 2014), we iterated between the data and 
our interpretation as we discussed and explored dif-
ferent versions of data reduction and data display. We 
created thick descriptions of ecosystems and created 
tables that ordered statements and codes by overarch-
ing concepts (Eisenhardt et  al., 2016; Miles et  al., 
2014). Different visualizations helped us drawing 
conclusions in a collaborative process (Miles et  al., 
2014). For example, we created tables with particu-
larly striking quotes/insights for each ecosystem, 
which we ordered by different levels of analysis, and 
by links to the logics of effectuation and causation; 
we also created different figures such as concept net-
works illustrating links and mechanisms that were 
described by interviewees. Creating different visuali-
zations helped us drawing conclusions in a collabora-
tive process.

Structuring insights and labelling

We extracted repeatedly mentioned ecosystem con-
stellations. Due to similarities in statements referring 
to perceived influence factors related to the national 
culture and attitudes, market characteristics, available 
resources and networks, we decided to group these 
statements based on these categories. Moreover, we 
substantiated and labelled the identified narratives. 
The first author developed suggestions for labels 

which we then collectively challenged and adapted 
until we agreed that they reflect the data, pinpoint the 
narratives, and are clear and understandable to outsid-
ers. In the final manuscript we used these labels and 
refer to them with the letters (a) “be confident, think 
big” to (o) “keep ideas alive.”

Understanding mechanisms

We then analyzed links between the differences and 
specifics of the ecosystem constellations, and the nar-
ratives (a)–(o) about typical and successful entrepre-
neurial attitudes, decisions, and actions. We found 
that the narratives were repeatedly suggested to drive 
tendencies towards specific approaches and logics of 
entrepreneurs. We concluded from our observations 
and interpretations that the narratives may constitute 
pathways via which ecosystem constellations drive 
specific tendencies in entrepreneurial behavior.

Phase 3

To explore how narratives may shape tendencies 
in entrepreneurial behavior, we went back and forth 
between knowledge from previous research and the 
observations in our data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Iterating between the data and the literature helped us 
to get an in-depth understanding about the links and 
connections among the concepts that we had identi-
fied. In this process, we found communalities in how 
interviewees described influence mechanisms in 
each ecosystem. These communalities indicated that 
there could be locale-specific influence mechanisms. 
We compared our findings to mechanisms that were 
described in the literature to identify overlaps, contra-
dictions, qualifications, and refinements (Miles et al., 
2014). During our comparison with and integration of 
theoretical perspectives and knowledge from previ-
ous research, we also investigated links between the 
narratives and effectuation and causation (Sarasvathy, 
2001). That was when we realized that the concepts 
effectuation and causation can help us pinpoint the 
most striking differences between the ecosystems. 
The narratives about typical and successful entrepre-
neurial attitudes, decisions, and actions appeared to 
be linked to effectuation and causation, such that the 
presence of such narratives seemed to be very likely 
to create and reinforce tendencies towards either the 
effectuation or the causation approach. Although we 
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could not infer or empirically test causality with our 
research design, we could identify conceptual links 
between the narratives and tendencies towards either 
effectuation or causation. Our reasoning is based on 
a combination of arguments of our interviewees and 
arguments in the literature. In an iterative approach, 
we repeatedly discussed the connections that we drew 
in the author team, challenged each other’s reasoning, 
and refined visualizations of the connections.

Finally, we visualized the links between the nar-
ratives and effectuation and causation and concluded 
that ecosystem specific mechanisms seem to create 
and reinforce tendencies towards either effectuation 
or causation. Our final analysis aimed at illuminat-
ing the whole mechanism, i.e., linking the differences 
between the three entrepreneurial ecosystems with 
the narratives about attitudes, decisions, and actions 
in each ecosystem, and showing which narratives 
drive tendencies towards either effectuation or causa-
tion. Figures 1 and 2 depict the outcome of this pro-
cess. We describe the mechanism in that we group 
and order by:

(1) Differences and specifics of the ecosystem con-
stellations (i.e., the ecosystem constellations)

(2) The entrepreneurial attitudes, decisions, and 
actions that were considered to be common, 
appropriate, or successful (the narratives 
referred to as categories (a) to (o) in the text, fig-
ures and tables in the paper)

(3) The links of the narratives to effectuation and 
causation (Sarasvathy, 2001)
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