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Lagging regionare geo-
graphic areas aub-na-
tionallevel that experi-
encesignificanthower

socioeconomic develop-

ment compared to the

national or European Un-

ion average

Introduction

Across Europégaggingregionsare searching for answers to the persistent
challenges of unevesconomicdevelopmentToo often,the youth isdis-
cussed primarily asbeneficiay of regional policies or in relation to chal-
lenges in the education sector this context Rarely youth isrecognised

for what they already are: a powerful, yet underutilised driver of regional
transformation and entrepreneurial renewal.

Youngadults bring digital fluency, creativity, and openness to collabora-
tion across borders amibmains They identify emerging markets and al-
ternative ways of working. Yet, in many strateggestrengthen regional
entrepreneurial ecosystems, their role remains marginal. Young people
are invited to adapand to fit into existing structures but are seldom
empowered to actively shape them.

This potential is particularheededin lagging region&Vhile such regions

may face structural constraints, they also hold a valuable asset: a young
generation capable of contributing entrepreneurial energy and local com-
mitment. When provided with meaningful opportuniti@sd access to
supportive networks, young people can play a transformative ritmas
vative co-creators and ecosystem actotdnlockingsuch potential can

help lagging regions strengthéhe local entrepreneurialenvironment

and fostemmore inclusive and resilient growth.

Introduction |4



Thisrequires moving beyond traditional entrepreneurship education or
isolated support programmes. dalls for participatory approaches that

connect young people with realorld entrepreneuriakchallengego em-
bed them within locakntrepreneurial ecosystema&and enable learnir
through experimentatiorand collaboration. In this perspective, regi
providecollective learning environments in which educational institut
companiesstartups, public authorities, and civil society jointly contril
to fostering entrepreneurial mindsets and capacities.

TheEcosys4yolJNR 2S5O0 Fdzy RSR dzy RSNJ (K
zon programme is grounded in the conviction that empowering
people within and across regional entrepreneurial ecosystems is a
gic priority. By opening spaces for participatiord crosgegional ex-

Entrepreneurial
ecosystemd& ! &S
terdependent actors anc
factors coordinated in
such a way that they eni
ble productive entrepre-
neurship within a particu
1 NJ GSNNR G2

change, the project enables youth to take on active roles as contributors
to innovation and entrepreneurship. In doing so, it supports regions, par-
ticularly those seeking new development pathways, in strengthening their

resilience andghaping more sustainable and inclusive economic futures.

In the first part, thisfinal projectreport is dedicated teelaboratingthe
potential ofthe youthby discussg their importance in entrepreneuri
ecosystems (Chaptéjfollowed by an account ehtrepreneurial ecosy

temslocatedin lagging regionfChapter 2)These chapters aim to ex....

cate, why youth is of importance in entrepreneurial ecosysteinghe
second part, the repoiitlustratesfour activitiesdeveloped andested ir
Ecosys4youo stimulateyouth-based development antbster inter-re-
gional connections of entrepreneurial ecosysteansossEurope Thes:
areonlineclasses, crosscosystem mentoringnternships irstartups anc
co-ideation challengem (Chapters &). The chapters aim axplicatin
howto involve the youth bghowcasing concrete activities

5| Introduction

Chaptes 1 ¢ 2 elaborate

the importance of youth
in entrepreneurialecosys
tems

Chaptes 3 ¢ 6 explicate
four activities how to un-
lock the potential of yout
in entrepreneurial ecosy
tems
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@ 4 loowtners, 3 regions dand 3 years (2023-
2026) full of passion for entrepreneurship

The project

Interconnecting entveloreneurial ecosystems bg
designing and implementing a transnational
educational programme for young people with
passion for entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship online course
“Entrepreneurial Mind in Action”.

139 participants from 5 countries, 11
startups involved, 6 business ideas pitched

. . o o
Cross-ecosystem online mentoring. H a

31 mentees, 20 mentors, 26 business T
ideas, 3 businesses found, 1 patent Mentoring

Real-world challenges. Startups and students : o
collaborate in transnational hackathons: ‘x'
8 real-world challenges, 6 startups involved, Co-ideation

32 par‘tici[oom‘ts Ckallenges



Chapter 1.
The Importance

of Youth In
Entrepreneurial
Ecosystems

As innovation agentgjoung adultsconstitute central economic drive Young adultsindividuals
within entrepreneurial ecosystems through multiple, interrelated me aged 18 to 35

nisms. However, there is no uniform definition ofi & 2 dz{i K ¢

adultg ¥outh can be understood either through dmgsed definitions ¢

through qualitative characteristics from biological, psychological, or

logical perspectives (BB2R21). In addition, young people are not a

mogeneous group, as different youth lifestyles and living environr

shape dierse experiences and opportunities (Calmbach g2@24).

In empirical research, agmsed definitions of youth vary considerably.

Youth iscommonlyplacedbetween 12 and 27 years of age least in the

German contextBMFSFJ 2018.9). While aher studies, such as the Shell

Youth Study, adopt narrower ranges betweeq2Byears (Albert et al.

2024), 1417 years in the Sinus Youth Study (Calmbach,&024), or

18¢29 years in other analyses (KfW, 2025). Within the Ecosys4you project,

$6S dzaS (GKS GSNY Geé2dzy3a | RdzZ §az¢ NBFSNNRAY3
Young adults reflect the legal age of adulthood in Europe, at which individ-

uals can make independihecisions, travel autonomously, and start busi-

nesses.

7| Chapter 1The Importance of Youth in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
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Young adults contribute significantly to labour market dynamism. Com-
pared to older cohorts, they are often more willing to accept uncertainty
and engage in entrepreneurial rigdking. They also act as important
change agents due to their openness to ekpentation and innovation.

As a result, their influence extends beyond individual entrepreneurial suc-
cess to broader systemic outcomes that shape regional productivity and
innovation capacityTherefore, mcorporating youth more explicitly into
analyses ofntrepreneurial ecosystems is essential for understanding how
regional economic development is generated, sustained, and renewed
over time.

1.1 Young Adults as Economic Drivers

Tounderstand the role ofjoung adultsn entrepreneurial ecosystemi,
is necessary tanderstancheir potential agegionaleconomiadrivers

Labour Market DynamicsAn important economic role of youth lies in
their contribution to labour market dynamicgouth account for a high
share of jokto-job mobility, entry into new firms, and occupational exper-
imentation (Bosler & Petroskyadeau, 2016), as younger workers find it
more easily than older ones to switch jobs (OECD, 2019; Alberts et al.
2024). The higher mobility facilitates knowledge diffusion across firms and
sectors (Braunerhjelm et al., 2020), a central mechanism underpinning
productivity growth and innovath in entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Reallocation of SkiltsYouth labour mobility further reduces labour mar-

ket rigidities (ESPON EGTC, 2019) and enables the reallocation of skills to-
ward emerging industries and growdhiented firms.Startus and young

firms rely heavily ostaffwho are more willing to accept uncertairagd

flexible work arrangements (Bosler & PetreSlagdeau, 2016). In this
sense, youth represent a critical input into the desired employment
growth effects associated with entrepreneurial ecosystems. Their rela-
tively high blerance for risk and uncertainty supports entrepreneurial en-

try, as young individuals are more inclined to experiment with new busi-
ness modelsndtechnologies.

Human Capital RenewaBeyond employment dynamics, young people

play a central role ihuman capital renewal and technological adoption
Universities in particular function as anchors of creativityyandgtalent

attraction, drawing highly skilled students into regions and thereby ex-
panding local knowledge bases. Feldman and Kogler (2010, p. 20) empha-

aAl S (KIG (KSaS AYyRAQARdAzZ-fa FRR G2 a
gion, which in turn strengthen8 IO t Ay y 2@ 6AGS O0O2YLISGS
neurial ecosystems depend on continuous skill renewal to remain compet-

itive, particularly in knowledgatensive and digitally oriented sectors.

Youth are the primary carriers of newly acquired education and emerging
technical skills. Familiarity with digital tools lowers barriers to entrepre-
neurship and facilitates experimentation and scaling.

Chapter 1. The Importance of Youth in Entrepreneurial Ecosys@&ms



Hybrid RolesYouth participation in entrepreneurial ecosystems often oc-
curs through hybrid roles that combine education, work, and entrepre-
neurial experimentation. An example reflecting such hybrid roles are
WK O1lFGK2yaQo [Himi@d, lcaldhaalive evedNEherdi A Y S
students and other participants work intensively in teams to develop inno-
vative solutions or prototypes to defined challenges, often using digital or
technological tools. Startups or other companies act as challenge givers by
providng reaiworld problems and application contextButzin et al.
2025) These hybrid trajectories enhance skill diversity and foster learning
by-doing, recognized as a key driver of economic performance in innova-
tion-driven economies (HatReve et al., 2023). Such pathways not only
support individual capability developmenttlalso increase the diversity

of ideas and competencies within the ecosystem, reinforcing innovation
through knowledge recombination.

Demand FormationYoung people influence entrepreneurial ecosystems
through demand formation and agglomeration dynamics. As consumers,
youth shapes emerging markets. Entrepreneurs from the same demo-
graphic cohort are well positioned to identify and respond to these evolv-
ing preferences, aligning youtliiven demand with youtfed supply
(Sebba et al., 200Brinks and Ibert, 20)15Thus, egionsthat attract and
retain young people benefit from deeper labour paatsl stronger con-
sumer marketsas well asrbm anincreased cultural and economic vi-
brancy. These factors reinforce agglomeration economies, which are cen-
tral to the productivity advantages of entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Talent Pipeline The presence of youth contributes to letegm ecosys-

tem sustainabilityA continuous influx of young workers and entrepre-

neurs ensures a pipeline of talent, supports intergenerational knowledge

transfer, and helps ecosystems adapt to structural economic change. Re-

A2y a LISNOSAGSR | & Geé2defaenmelRalyy I YAOZX |yR 2LILIR2 NI
to attract entrepreneursndinvestors, enhancing both visibility and com-

petitiveness. In this way, youthful regional demographics function as a

strategic €eonomic asset that strengthens entrepreneurial ecosystems not

only through direct participation, but also through broader systemic and

reputational effects.

1.2 Young Adults as Innovation Agents

While literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems has substantially ad-
vanced the understanding of regional entrepreneurial dynamics, youth are
often labelledas(future) entrepreneurs or as human capital in formation.
This framing obscures the fact thatcurringdynamics are driven by
young peoplavho act as change agentseate niches for innovation de-
velopmentand act as intermediary innovation actors betwdermal in-
stitutions and grassroots initiatives.

9| Chapter 1. The Importance of Youth in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems



Change Agencgind Regional InnovationChange agendg understood
asthe capacity of actors to intentionally shape development paths by mo-
bilizing resources, challenging dominant structures, and initiating new tra-
jectories (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2019). Empirical studies have examined
such agency primarily of firms, polastors, and universitieg.g. Butzin

& Flégel, 2024)Young people remain largely absent from these analyses
(see Calignano & Nilsen, 2024 from a more general perspective), despite
discussions on how they contribute meaningfully to innovation processes
and institutional change (Sebba et al., 2009).

In fact, yung adultcan bechangeagents in entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Their agency is often less formalized and less institutionally embedded
than that of established actors, yet it is precisely this relative detachment
from dominant organisational and market logics that enables expefim
tation and novelty. Research on yodgl innovation highlighthat young
people frequently operate in informal, projdsased, or communitgri-
ented contexts, where they develop and test new ideas before these be-
come institutionalized or commercializ€skebba et al., 2009y heir rela-

tive detachmentaligns with evolutionarypath development and path
plasticityperspectives, which stress the importancanwfovation anda
related varietyfor longterm regional resilience (Boschraad Lambooy
1999 Strambach 2008

Niche and Transition TheorieFhe role of young people in entrepreneur-
ial ecosystemean further be illuminated through insights framche and
transition theories Transition research emphasizes that systemic change
often originates in protected or sefpiotected niches, where actors can
experiment with alternative practices and challenge dominant regimes
(Geels, 2002; Smith et al., 2010). Ydathinitiatives oagpy such niches,

for example in subcultural, civic, digital, or sustainatilitgnted spaes
which contribute to the early stages of sat@chnical and socieconomic
transitions(Brinks and Ibert 2015pver time, some of these niche inno-
vations may scale up, diffuse into mainstream markets, or reshape institu-
tional arrangements, thereby influencing the broader entrepreneurial
ecosystem.

Intermediary Innovation ActorsYoung people can bridge formal institu-
tions, such as universities, established firms, and public administrations,
and informal communities or grassroots networks. In doing so, they con-
tribute to organisational and institutional innovation by introducing ne
values and problem framings into entrepreneurial processes (Flanagan,
2009, cited in Sebba et al., 2008 ermediation facilitates knowledge ex-
changeandcoordination between heterogeneous actors.

Structural ConditionsHowever, the capacity of young people to exercise
agency within entrepreneurial ecosystems is highly contingestroo-

tural conditions Sebba et al. (2009) identify several enabling factors that
are equally relevant in an ecosystem context: access to social capital and
networks, the presence of role models and mentors, trust and support
from the surrounding environment, and sufficiereddom in terms of

Chapter 1. The Importance of Youth in Entrepreneurial EcosyktEdns



time, space, and resources. These factors resonate with broader ecosys-
tem research, which emphasizes that entrepreneurial activity is shaped

not only by individual capabilities but also by systemic configurations and

institutional openness (Stam, 2015).

Drawing on theseonsiderationsthe role of young adults in entrepre-
neurial ecosystems is threefold: as generatorsnifepreneurialvariety

and experimentation, as niche and seedbed actors for emerging innova-
tion pathways, and as intermediaries facilitating institutional and cultural
change. Integrating yoursglultsmore explicitly into entrepreneurial eco-
system theory and practice is therefore not only a matter of participation
or inclusion but might also be a key factor for fostering-teng adapta-

bility andinnovation capacity in regional economies.

However, recognizing young people as active change agents i@plies
learningoriented expansion of entrepreneurial ecosystem frameworks.
Experimental and pladeased approaches, such as urban living labs or
other innovatiororiented spatial formats, can serve as enabling environ-
ments in which young people engage in entrepreneurial pracéinds
gradually transition from informal innovation to more institutionalized
forms of entrepreneurshifBuchapproachesre necessarfor enhancing

@ 2dzy 3 LIS 2 LIenSi@entrefrghaursEifE d6systems need to of-

fer them solutions that alleviate their concerns about making the wrong
career decisions, financial worries, stress, and illness. Therefore, a com-
bined approach addressing skills, culture, and structural conditions is re-
quired.

11| Chapter 1. The Importance of Youth in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems



Young peopleand Entrepreneurship in &many, Slovenia and Bulgaria.

While many young people express interest in start-
ing a business, only a small share translate these
intentions into actual entrepreneurial activity. A
comparison of Germany, Slovenia, and Bulgaria
highlights both common trends and important na-
tional diffelences in motivations, barriers, and
structural conditions.

Bulgariapresents comparatively strong entrepre-
neurial intentions among young people, particu-
larly students. A significant share plans to start a
business shortly after graduation, and around 40%
can envision themselves as entrepreneurs
(Vassileva & Yalamov, 2024puth entrepreneur-

ial activity is also relatively high in EU comparison,
reaching 14%, which underlines its potential (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2023). However, a gap be-
tween intentions and actual business creation per-
sists. This is largely due tousttural challenges, in-
cluding limited access to finance, insufficient en-
trepreneurship education, and administrative bur-

Activity (TEA) rate of 8.59%, below European and
global averages. A key limiting factor is fear of fail-
ure, affecting over 46% of individuals, which high-
lights a mismatch beteen perceived competence
and risk tolerance. Structural conditions further
constrain entrepreneurship: the dominance of mi-
cro-enterprises limits growth and scaling opportu-
nities, and entrepreneurial activity is more com-
mon among individuals in their 30sath among
younger cohorts (Crnogaj et al., 2026). Thus, de-
spite strong perceived capabilities, both psycho-
logical and structural barriers restrict easbage
engagement.

In Germany young people tend to prioritise stable
employment and material security, reflecting a
generally ristaverse environment (Calmbagh

al., 2024; Burger et al., 2024). Although around
40% of those aged 25 can imagine starting a
business, only about 0.5% become-setiployed,
indicating a substantial intentigaction gap (Bur-

dens (BMEI, 2021). Skills gaps in areas such as ger et al., 2024). Entrepreneurial aspirations are

funding, digitalisation, and business management
further hinder entrepreneurial entry ARIV,
2026). Additionally, the economy is dominated by
micro-enterprises, limiting lonterm growth pro-
spects (ARC Fund, 2024). Gender disparities are
also evident: although women show strong entre-
preneurial potential in higher education, they re-
main underepresented overall and face addi-
tional constraints related to resources and wprk
life balance (RAPIV, 2026). Regional inequalities
further shape the landscape, with entrepreneurial
activity concentrated in major urban centres like
the capital Sofia and Y.

In Slovenia young people report relatively high

entrepreneurial potential. A majority perceive

good business opportunities (56%), believe they
have the necessary skills (67%), and consider en-
ONBLINBY SdzZNE KA LI |
2025). Nevertheless, actuahgagement remains
moderate, with a Total Earbtage Entrepreneurial

12| Infopage
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higheramong men, urban youth, and individuals
with migration backgrounds. At the same time, de-
velopments such as a declining average founder
age (34.4 years) and the prevalence of {iane
start-ups (65%) suggest that young people often
combine entrepreneurshipvith income security
(Kfw, 2025). Key barriers include low -selifi-
dence, uncertainty, and limited entrepreneurial
knowledge, while structurally, bureaucracy and
perceived risks such as financial instability and
workglife balance play a major role (Bleg et al.,
2024; KfW, 2025).

These findings suggest that fostering youth entre-
preneurship requires a comprehensive approach
that addresses both individual and systemic barri-
ers, including education, access to resources, and
supportive institutional frameworks.

6TMz0 0~ANBO Si
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Chapter 2.
Youth-based Develop-

ment: Entrepreneurial
ECosystems In
Lagging Regions

In the Ecosys4you project regions, young people represent an important
resource to develop emerging entrepreneurial ecosystems. Aallsal

Qx
N

GY2RSNI 0S¢ 2NJ aSYSNHA Fediénal Anyoya@a@d - 2 NJ NSIA2Yy A

Scoreboar)l the Ruhr, Maribor and Varna regions are characterised by
structural challenges such as limited economic diversification and a com-
paratively weaker innovation capagciyhich classifies them as lagging re-
gions Within this context, Ecosys4you facilitated the engagement of
young people to contribute to processes of regional renewal.

The entrepreneurial activities of young people in our project regions
(Chapter %) contributed to the emergence of new economic activities. In
several cases, ventures initiated by young entrepreneurs explore new
business models and sectors, including digital services, creative industries,
and sustainabilitprientation. At the same time, young entrepreneurs in
our project regions are frequently embedded in local social and educa-
tional networks, including schools, universities, and community initiatives.
This embeddedness strengthens the regional anchoring of entrepreneurial
activities and facilitates connections between new ventures and existing

13| Chapter 2. Youtibased Development: EE in Lagging Regions.
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Figurel. Youth population (1¢34) and

regional actors. As a result, the participation of young people in entrepre-
neurial initiatives contributes not only to individual venture creation but
also to the renewal of local networks and innovation dynamics within the
regional ecosystem.

Taken together, the evidence from our project regions highlights the rele-
vance of youth as a key actor group in entrepreneurial ecosystems in lag-
ging regions and underscores their role in supporting regional economic
renewal and diversification. In the lfmhing, the regional entrepreneurial
ecosystems are introduced shortly

2.1 Regional backgrouna:
Youth as a Potential in Lagging Regions

The three Ecosys4you regidiv&arna, MaribdProdravskaRuhr)havea
noticeableshare of young peoplaith Varna(Bulgaria) anthe Ruh(Ger-
many) having higher share gfoung peoplethan the national averages
(see Figurd). In the Ruhr region, a dense network of higher education
institutionsattracts domestic and international student€ombined with
internationaland European migration into the regjahishas led to a rel-
atively younggdiversepopulation, scoringlsoabove the EU27 average
Similarly, the six universities in Varna attract domestic and international
students, which is why the city on the Black Sea is relatively young and
diverse not only because of tourisrithe next pages outline the charac-
teristics of the threeecosystems.

youth population developmerdt NUTS
3 and NUT-® leves within the three eco-

systemsSource Eurostaf own calcula-

tion and figure

Youth population (15-34) as a percentage of the total population, 2025
Youth population development, 2020-2023

0,59

-0,06w -9 49% l 82 % -] 91% 1,2, -0,915

g O WO 286 27 O A7
EU 27 varna Bulgaria Ruhr Germany Podravska Slovenia
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Varna’s entrepreneurial ecosystem

[ 20FGSR 2y .dzZf IFNARFQa . t+FO01 {SI O2Fadx I NYyl Aa
innovative city after the capital, Sofia. However, according to theidd)

comparison, its NUTizgionSeveroiztocherbelongs to theemerging In-

novator group (see Regional Innovation Scoreboard), reflecting lower in-

novation capacity and highlighting structural gaps in research investment

andi SOKy 2f 238 RS@GSt2LIYSydod Nyl F2Nya LI NI 2F . dz
trepreneurial ecosystem, which began to take shape around 2013 and has

since leen strengthened by robust digital infrastructure and several struc-

tural advantages. Bulgaria benefits from a comparatively low cost of living

and some of the lowest personal and corporate tax rates within the Euro-

pean Union. National policies further soppentrepreneurship through

dedicated agencies and instruments such as Invest Sofia and the Startup

Visa scheme. In addition, a flexible company model, similar to the US sys-

tem, allowing easier capital infusion has contributed to a more favourable

enviromment for business development.

Despite these strengths, Varna faces specific regional challenges. Its loca-
tion approximately 440 km from Sofia limits access to concentrated ven-
ture capital and business angel networks, which remain largely centred in
the capital. The local ecosystem ateties heavily on Efunded pro-
grammes for training, mentoring, and support activities, while alternative
financing mechanisms remain limited.

Varna hosts six universities and a growing student population of approxi-
mately 40,000, providing a steady pipeline of young talent.stdréup
ecosystem includes a range of business support organisations such as the
Regional Agency for Entrepreneurship and Innovatioviarna (RAPIV),

Picturel. Varna
© Michail Dechev




Smart Varna Foundation, Business Agency Assaociation, Beehive, and the
ICT Cluster Varna, alongside national venture capital funds including
LaunchHub and Eleven Ventures. Key sectors represented in the city in-
clude fintech, artificial intelligence, heaftch, and logistics, particularly
linked to the port, all of which contribute to job creation and regional eco-
nomic development.

Entrepreneurial activity is further supported through events and pro-
grammes such as Startup Weekend Varna, ABLE Weekend Activator, EIT
Food Challenge Lab Bulgaria, and the Innowave Summit, although munici-
pal involvement remains limited. The ecosystem erages interaction
among its actors through specialised initiatives including the Varna Deep
Tech Innovation Port, the University of Economics Varna Accelerator, the
Women Entrepreneurship Centre, an&€CBre Smart Care Labs. Innowave
Summit, serves as a kaghatform for networking and knowledge exchange

at both national and international levels.

Maribor’s and Slovenia’s entrepreneurial ecosystem

5SalLAGS Ada NBEFGAGSte avlftft R2YSai?’
ecosystem is internationally oriented and characterised by adigsfib-

uted network of key actors across its 12 regions. The ecosystem began de-
veloping in the early 1990s throughlghig-sector initiatives and was later

reinforced by privatesector engagement, consulting services, mentoring
networks, and the introduction of structured seed capital mechanisms in

2014, notably through the Slovenian Enterprise Fund. Since then, both the
diversity and maturity of ecosystem actors and events have continued to
expand.

The Podim Conference, held annually in Maribor, has established itself as

one of the leading technology asthrtupevents in the European Union.

Vzhodna Slovenijg a ' NJA 0 2 NXQRegidn jis Cléssified B&oderate

Innovator, meaning their innovation performance is close to but below

GKS 9! @SN 3IS: FOO2NRAY3I (2 GKS 9 dzN
novation Scoreboard.

Prominent Sloveniastartups include Zemanta, DeWeSoft, BellaBeat, and

Chipolo. The ecosystem is further supported by institutions and organisa-
GA2ya &adzOK a GKS aAyAadNrR 2F 902y2Y
Slovenia, the Slovenian Enterprise Fund (SPS), SID Bank, ther@iambe
Commerce (GZS), AmCham Slovenia, regional development agencies, uni-
OSNAAGE AyOdzml G2NAR 6S®3aId [ ! L Lyldzl
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Picture2. Slovenia
© MargaritaStoykova

Accelerator, and technology parks including TP Ljubljana, Primorska Tech-
nology Park, and Tovarna podjemov.

{t20SYAlI Q4 SYUNBLINBYSdzaNARIFf SOz2aeadSy Aa 27
tive collaboration among ecosystem actors, efficient use of European
funding, and balanced regional development. Its strengths include a solid
support infrastructure, global market entation, strong family business
traditions, and a focus on education and talent development. Neverthe-
less, challenges persist, including spatial constraints, emerging centralisa-
tion trends, and limited access to growgtage capital. Further potential

lies in enhanced knowledge sharing within specialised sectors, stronger
support for rural entrepreneurship, international scaling, diversification of
funding models, and targeted regulatory improvements to strengthen
competitiveness and loAgrm sustainabity.

C N
(0p))
<
O

The Ruhr’s entrepreneurial ecosystem

The Ruhr region in Germany has a {stajding industrial legacy rooted

in coal and steel production. Over recent decades, the region has under-
gone significant structural transformation, shifting from heavy industry to-
wards knowledgdased sectors and inaation-driven economic develop-
ment. TheRuhr areais not a separate administrative (Nt)Segion but
spans parts of the administrative regions of Dusseldorf, Arnsberg, and
Munster, classified differently in thEuropean Innovation Scoreboaasd
strong (Dusseldorf & Arnsberg) amdoderate (Minster)innovators.

17| Chapter 2. Youttbased Development: EE in Lagging Regions.



Picture3. Ruhr area
Zeche Zollverein, Essen
© IAT
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2000s and has since produced more than &@@ups, according to Deal-

room data. A key milestone was the establishment of ruhrHUB in 2016,

which has played a central role in promotsigrtups and strengthening
collaboration among support infrastructures and municipalities across the

region.

The Ruhr ecosystem is particularly active in sectors such as green technol-
ogies, healthtech, cybersecurity, urban transformation, new industrial ap-
plications, IT services, and intelligent logistics. One of its main strengths is
the diversity and complemeatity of its support infrastructure. This in-
cludes municipdkevel initiatives such as business idea competitions, uni-
versitybased incubators (e.g. CUBES for cybersecurity at Ruhr University
Bochum), and regiewide events such as the runrSUMMIT.

However, the ecosystem faces several challenges. Whilestagly fund-

ing is relatively well developed, access to financing for later growth stages
remains limited. Opportunities exist in fostering a more entrepreneurial
regional mindset, strengtheningtém-city cooperation, and promoting
role models emerging from successful eathgestartups. At the same
time, concerns have been raised about the reliance on prbpsd fund-

ing for support infrastructures. Many key incubator and accelerator pro-
grammes are currently funded for a limited time, posing a potential risk to
ecosystem continuity. Additional challenges include uncertain employ-
ment effects, overlapping support structures across municipalities, and
competition from more established neighbouriegions such as Cologne
and Dusseldorf.




Ghapter 3
Joint classes

The crosecosystem online course Entrepreneurial Mind in Action
(EMA) connects students, teachers, and entrepreneurs from Slovenia
(Maribor), Bulgaria (Varna), and Germany (Ruhr). It aims to foster entre-
preneurial mindsets among young learners and strengthen cooperation
between universities anstartupecosystemsSuch a course combines ac-
ademic learningand experiential teamworkwvith online mentoring in a
fully digital, crossborder setting

LYadSIFR 2F adKNBS &S LloNIshin®d léinihci aNRP2Ya¢éX 9a! ONBI
spacewhere students learn from real founders and turn early ideas into
tangible business concepts. Hearners,this meansacquiring compe-
tence throughconfidence and international teamwork experience. For
onlinementors(e-tutors) supporting the learners through the coursed
teachersproviding content and speaking at online sessidris a chance

to build expertise in digital pedagogy and intercultural facilitationuier
versifes and regional ecosystemst strengthens cooperation, visibility
and the ability to deliver impactful entrepreneurship education online.

The two rounds of EMA during the Ecosys4you project taught us that
online entrepreneurship education only works at scale when structure and
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human support go hand in hand. Content creates directiontheudnline
mentoringas a guide through the platforaneates momentum.

> [he EMA course helped me turn my ideas into action and connect
with peers from different countries who share the same drive for
gntrepreneurship. <
Milena, 23

EMA works well asraodular journey(three fourweek modules), moving
from foundations to creation and finally to sustainable business modelling:

1 Module 1 ¢ Seeds of Succesentrepreneurial fundamentals,
competencies, market insight, legal and financial basics;

1 Module 2¢ From Concept to Creatiarideation, design thinking,
prototyping, presentation;

1 Module 3¢ Blueprint for Sustainable Successustainable busi-
ness models, value proposition, business planning, pitching.

Each module combasshort videos from entrepreneurs in the three eco-
systems on their journey, struggles, strategies to success or aghtise
case studies ostartup stories Ecosys4you Biograph)ebasic entrepre-
neurship literature on the topiand Ive sessions with entrepreneuiral-
lowing for direct interaction and learninfwo learning modes with clear
expectations and support from day one keep participation inclusive:

i Active participation (6 ECTSteamwork, live webinarspnline
mentoring, group assignments and figalzzes

1 Selfpaced participation (3 ECTSlexible asynchronous learning
with structured milestones anhlinementor support.

The core lessoelfpaced does not mean salfipported.In fact, flexible

learners often need more proactive guidance to stay engaged and confi-

dent. A consistenbnlinementoring rhythm is essential within the course
RSaAdays y2iG Fta Fty &GSEGNI FSI(dNBé3X o
For a crosborder programme, learners must feel they have a single home

base. An ideal setup is a clear split between:

i aVirtual Learning Environment (VLEQr content, assignments,
quizzes and tracking (e.g., Blackboard Ultra), and

i acommunication spacéor teamwork, consultations and quick in-
teraction (e.g., MS Teams).

Onboardingasa short, mandatory orientation (with a follavp Q&A ses-
sion) covering platform navigation, course rhythm, teamwork rules, and
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drop-offs.

Furthermorethe online mentoring(e-tutoring)l @ | a Kdawhing/ f Ay 1 a
a digital course into a social learning experigmowedfundamenta] in-

cluding:
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i predictable consultation slots (plus quick channels for urgent
guestions),

i fast feedback cycles (especially early in each module), and active
facilitation of teamwork and intercultural collaboration.

> ALTIrSt, | was [ost in the online platform, but the online mentor’s
guidance made all the difference. <
Ana, 24

A joint class becomes valuable when students do more than consume con-

tent: they apply concepts to real problemsollaborate internationally,

and learn directly from entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurial ecosystem

0SYySTAla 6KSYy F2dzyRSNA FyR LINI OGAGA2YSNAR | NB Ay
appearances ondy but as a recurring element across modules (e.g., short

talks, Q&A, feedback moments). This creates visibility for local ecosystems

and meaningful contact with motivated young innovators.

Piloting the EMA course in two rounds, 3 modules each, resultE2Bin
learnersacross the three regions (with both active and-paffed partici-
pation). The programme strengthened partner capacity through
teacher/mentor preparatiomnd reusable teaching materials.

> Mentoring kept us motivated and made studying online feel per-
sonal and human. «
Zineta Vilman, online mentor from DOBA
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Step stones

Partner coordination with clear roles: one agreed schedule, teaching
standards and assessment logic across institutions.

One clear digital “home”: one VLE for content/assessment, one col-
laboration tool for mentoring and teamwork.

Mandatory onboarding: navigation + expectations + technical readi-
ness check + first milestones.

Mentoring rhythm built into the design: predictable weekly commu-
nication, consultation points and fast feedback cycles.

Simple, reusable templates: assignment templates, pitch format,
teamwork roles, reflection prompts.

Progress tracking and early alerts: identify disengagement early (es-
pecially in self-paced mode).

Entrepreneur involvement with purpose: short, well-prepared guest
sessions linked directly to module tasks.

% Costs structure

A joint online course with mentoring requires funding mainly for:

Digital infrastructure: VLE licensing/administration (e.g., Blackboard
Ultra) and basic technical support.

Mentor capacity: dedicated online mentoring time (e-tutoring) for
facilitation, consultations, feedback and engagement tracking.

Teaching and coordination time: partner alignment, course manage-
ment, assessment and evaluation.

Guest speakers/entrepreneurs: preparation time and (if needed)
speaker fees/honoraria.

Content creation: recording/editing learning materials, toolkits, tem-
plates, and learner guidance resources.

Quality assurance: evaluation tools (surveys), continuous improve-
ment cycles, certification administration.

In EMA, these costs were covered through Ecosys4you project re-
sources.
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Pitfalls

Treating self-paced learners as “low support” participants. They still
require attention, communication and guidance.

Overloading the course with group work without clear roles, check-
points and conflict support.

Assuming platform navigation is intuitive, It isn’t - especially across
institutions.

Communication: Students get lost quickly in too many communica-
tion channels and unclear communication rules.

Vague instructions and hidden expectations in assighments and as-
sessments.

Ignoring language barriers: entrepreneurship terminology needs
scaffolding and examples.

Recruitment without retention measures. Onboarding, mentoring
rhythm and milestones are key retention tools.

{o} Implementation toolkit (download)

Course structure overview: modules, timelines, learning outcomes,
assessment logic

Navigation guide: “How to work in the VLE”

Assignment templates: pitch deck template, business model tem-
plate, reflection template

Guidelines for teachers & e-tutors: main goal, target group, princi-
ples, training materials and deadlines

Communication tools: announcements, reminders, milestone check-
ins (integrated functionality of the VLE)

Progress tracker: visibility of participation and completion (especially
for self-paced learners) (integrated functionality of the VLE)

Evaluation: short post-module feedback + final course feedback col-
lected informally during closing webinars (free form)
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Figure2. Implementation journey.
When launching a crogzosystem
online course like EMA, it is crucial -
onboard all stakeholders involved ir
content creation early in the proces:
Additionally, consider how the cours
will align with other programs and
courses, and design it to be anlefi-
cial as possible for participants. Alol
side building the virtual learning env
ronment, it is essential to train and
prepare mentors and educators, en-
suring adherence to an agreegon
mentoring schedule. All participants
should undergo onboarding &void
confusion regarding expectations, e
gagement, and tasks. Continuous e
uation should be conducted to en-
hance the experience, and regular
communication with potential guest
speakers and intermediaries is key -
maintaining an effective course flow
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Chapter 4

Mentoring
Programme

Mentoring is more than guidanceA 1 Q& | LI NIYSNB KAL) 60dzAf G 2y { NHzi
goals, and mutual growth. At its heart lies the exchange of knowledge, ex-

perience, and perspective between mentor and mentee. Through this col-

laboration,menteesgain valuable insights, strengthen their skills, and ex-

pand their professional networks, whileentors rediscover purpose,

sharpen their leadership abilities, and contribute to shaping the next wave

of innovators.

l'YR ¢6KAfS adzOK LINBIANI Ya INByQi ySgs>s 902adanezdz ¥
a crossecosystemMientoring Programmebridging international exper-

tise to nurture young entrepreneurial talent.

Running ove6 months the programme supportsarly-stage company
representativesand young individualswith innovative business ideas at
the partner ecosystems. It offers tailored etlmeone mentoring, business
consulting, and networking opportunities designed to help participants
overcome the specific challenges young entrepreneurstfadecluding
barriers linked to experience, resources, background, or crossing interna-
tional borders.
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online support. Each mentoring cycle is designed to run for six months and
combines:

1 A matchmaking process (remote or live)
1 Kickoff orientation and matchmaking event (online),

1 Mentor¢mentee meetings (around six hours total also conducted
online, recommended on a monthly basis, but also possible in a
shorter time period),

1 Two online group sessions for shared learning,
f Continuous support and feedback collection by organisers.

Mentors and mentees can be recruited through open calls and partner
networks, forming national or international pairs that encourage diverse
perspectives and crodmrder learning. The matchmaking can be organ-
ised either entirely through remote channekeluploaded presentations
and selection of preferences or by organising an online event, where men-
tors and mentees have a chance to meet in person for the first time. The
format of the matchmaking depends strongly on the availability of the
mentors, the gality of the presentation materials from both sides and the
number of participants. Our experience showed that in case of a limited
number of interested mentees, remote matchmaking is sufficient.

> [he programme boosted my entrepreneurial mindset and helped
me see my idea in a new light. «
Domen, mentee from Slovenia

The programme setup allows for flexibility where mentors may work with
mentees from their own region or across countries depending on inter-
ests, expertise and language preferences. Combining individual mentoring
with group activities creates a strong badaretween personalised guid-
ance and shared learning. Online meetings remove logistical barriers, and
the structured timeline supports consistent progress.

Programme organisers play a central role in facilitating communication,
providing tools and templates for mentoring sessions, and maintaining
continuous contact with participants. Specifically early communication
and clearly defined expectations are kegcass factors. When mentors
and mentees understand their roles, goals, and expected outcomes from
the very beginning, the mentoring process becomes more focused and
productive. Feedback forms and regular cheskhelp identify potential
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mismatches early and allow organisers to take corrective actifum ex-
ample, by offering additional support or adjusting pairings, when neces-
sary, which ensure strong engagement throughout the programme.

> (Uiding my mentee through the process of refining her business
Idea gave me fresh perspectives on innovation and leadership. «
Dessislava, mentor from Germany

The Ecosys4you pilot has shown that international mentoring holds strong

potential as a tool for entrepreneurial growth. The 17 mentoring pairs

from the three ecosystemsRuhr (Germany), Varna (Bulgaria) and Slove-

niac in the two cycles (from December 20 May 2025, and from No-

vember 2025 to April 2026) consistently reported high satisfaction with

G§KS LINBINIYYSQa &A0GNH2OGAZNBE:Z O2YYdzyAOlI GA2YS YR 2¢

Specifically, the mentees reported benefiting from increasedceafi-

dence, refined business ideas, and practical skills in areas such as business
planning, marketing, and networking. Harmatissupport from experienced
mentors helped them transform ideado actionable business strategies.

As a result, several mentees made tangible progress in the form of devel-
oping business initiatives, registering companies, or even applying for a
patent.

CNRY (KS YSYi2NBQ LISNRALSOUAGSET GKS 2LMiAazy G2 o2
mentee was considered a beneficial addition since it allowed them to

share expertise more broadly and encourages demssing among the

mentees.

Overall, the programme structure proved to be a success for everyone in-
volved. The combination of individual mentoring sessions and group activ-
ities offered a balanced mix of personalised guidance and shared learning.
Particularly the group sessions wergtlighted as one of the pro-
AN YYSQa Yzal OlIfdzSR O2YLRYySylGaod ¢KS& 2FFSNI YSy(
connect with peers, exchange ideas, and discuss common challenges. To
boost engagement even further, organisers may consider more interactive
formats such asase discussions, short workshops, or guest talks from in-
dustry experts. Additionally, the online meetings made the dyosder
collaboration smooth and barriéree. The clear timeline and monthly fol-
low-up system supported continuity and commitment thghout each

cycle.

The pilot showed also that some mentees benefit from initial preparation
to engage fully in the process. A short orientation or training session for
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menteest focusing on goal setting, effective communication with men-
tors, and proactive participation can significantly enhance outcomes.
Similarly, mentors appreciate having clear guidelines on session structure
and progress tracking, which support dstent and impactful relation-
ships. With enhancement in these directions, future implementations of
an international mentoring programmes can achieve even stronger results
and create lasting impact across participating ecosystems.

> Both mentored cohorts were characterized as innovation-focused,
Impact-oriented, and largely positioned at the transition from con-
cept development to early growth. <«
RAPIV, mentoring organiser
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Step stones

Objectives and target group: Define the specific goals for the men-
toring programme and specify the profile of mentees and mentors to
ensure relevance and focus.

Programme structure: Establish the duration, meeting frequency,
and format (individual and group mentoring) to provide consistency
and flexibility.

Orientation and guidance: Offer an initial briefing to clarify roles, ex-
pectations, and communication channels before mentoring sessions
begin.

Group sessions: Organise thematic online workshops or peer learning
meetings to encourage exchange and networking across regions.

TN Cosis structure

Mentors’ fees: The mentors were paid per hour for their input. The
programme calculated six mentoring hours and additional mentoring
in group sessions or for evaluation of activities. These fees need to be
covered when replicating the programme. They can be covered either
via own budget, project funding or from the mentees, if, for example
they win prize money or vouchers for mentoring.

Staff costs: The implementation requires marketing, technical sup-
port and continuous communication with mentors and mentees.

Digital infrastructure for applications, matchmaking and online ses-
sions: subscription costs to professional platforms depending on plan.

Funding for the programme: Ecosys4you was funded via HORIZON
Europe. Possibility of combining sources — own staff for organisation
but additional money for payments and infrastructure.
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Pitfalls

Uneven engagement levels: Some mentees can be less proactive,
highlighting the need for clearer preparation and expectations before
starting the programme.

Communication gaps: Irregular communication between certain
pairs slows progress; more structured follow-ups and reminders
could improve continuity.

Dropouts and mismatches: Occasional mentee withdrawal or weak
mentor—-mentee compatibility demonstrates the need for stronger
matching criteria and early monitoring. However, the dropouts during
the Ecosys4you mentoring programme were limited to 20% of all
mentees, while mismatch was only for 1 pair, where the mentee was
then matched with another mentor.

Variable participation in group sessions: Not all participants join
shared activities, suggesting that more interactive formats or re-
quired attendance may be needed.

Administrative workload: Continuous coordination and monitoring
across multiple countries require significant time investment, under-
lining the importance of clear task division among partners.
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