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Abstract: The aims of this study are to identify large companies’ role in stimulating local
entrepreneurship, and higher education institutions’ contribution of fostering entrepreneurial activity
in order to achieve an innovative ecosystem and turning Brasov into a startup city. To address the
research questions, exploratory research was conducted among 18 representatives of companies
and public institutions active in Brasov city, Romania. The findings confirm that large companies
engage startups by collaborative models being also available to outsource a series of activities to
entrust the startups with. These collaborations bring many opportunities to startups to scale up
faster by using large companies’ resources and the routes to the markets on which they operate.
Furthermore, this research reveals the need for a better synergy between education, research, and
practice and, consequently, an improvement of the academic curriculum. It also exemplifies the need
for joined theory and practice to influence policymakers in developing policies to create a sustainable
entrepreneurial ecosystem. The empirical results have implications for both the entrepreneurship
literature and entrepreneurship policies.

Keywords: startup; entrepreneurship; sustainable growth; startup city; business ecosystem;
qualitative research

1. Introduction

The entrepreneurial ecosystem has evolved over the last decade, not only because of technological
advances that have created unprecedented opportunities, but also owing to the active sharing and
dissemination of a growing number of tools and methodologies designed to support complexity and
entrepreneurial risk [1].

The concept of entrepreneurship covers a wide range of organizational and individual activities,
but it is most often associated with an entrepreneur’s decision to start a new business. For this reason,
the previous literature has paid more attention to the entrepreneurial activity involved in starting up
new businesses [2]. We follow these contributions, although different forms of entrepreneurship are
not anonymous in the literature. According to Drucker [3], the entrepreneurs can also be found in
corporations; “entrepreneurs . . . create something new, something different; they change or transmute
values. An enterprise also does not need to be small and new to be an entrepreneur. Indeed,
entrepreneurship is being practiced by large and often old enterprises.” [1].

Additionally, some authors have shown that “entrepreneurship is a complex phenomenon;
sustainable entrepreneurship is perhaps more so, given the presence of commercially viable ventures
that pursue economic, social and environmental outcomes concurrently.” [1,4].

The recent literature introducing the concept of sustainable entrepreneurship has integrated the
social and environmental aspects [2,5], simultaneously linking the entrepreneurial process to the
concept of opportunity recognition, which is in many ways closely related to innovativeness [2].
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Entrepreneurship and innovation are the keys to achieving lasting economic growth in the long
run. Innovation is essential for sustained corporate success. In terms of employment and sales,
innovative businesses grow twice as fast as those failing to innovate. A visible trend in recent years has
been the increasing movement towards open innovation and, especially, collaboration with startups.
This is particularly noticeable in high technology industries, where innovation rates are rapid and
where knowledge is shared between several organizations, making it more difficult for a single entity
to innovate without collaborating [6]. In this research, we concentrate on four models of collaboration:
gaining "exposure" to startups (potentially through one-off events such as hackathons and sponsoring
co-working spaces), acceleration programmes, corporate venture capital programs, and acquisitions.

Constantly changing markets due to globalization have meant that knowledge and innovation
have become key factors in the sustainable development of any economy, and industries have become
increasingly dependent on academic research to generate marketable innovations and economic
growth [7,8]. This new need for innovation has given rise to the triple helix theory. This model
is associated with the concept of academic entrepreneurship, because seeks to define the new
entrepreneurial dimension of universities, in which they and other knowledge-producing organizations
play a strong role [7,9]. This theory was further developed to the quadruple helix, which involves a
collaboration between governance, academia, industry, and citizens.

This paper contributes to the literature on academic entrepreneurship by stressing an aspect that
is largely overlooked; that is, large companies’ role in stimulating local entrepreneurship and higher
education institutions’ contribution of fostering the entrepreneurial activity, starting from quadruple
helix theory. Thus, bearing in mind the theoretical premises outlined above, the aim of this paper
is to offer a better understanding of how companies engage with startups or boost their existing
collaborative activities, by finding answers to the following research questions. (Q1) What are the
ways in which the development of startups can be stimulated by the large companies? (Q2) How can
the higher education institutions contribute to the development of the entrepreneurial ecosystem?

As research hypotheses, in the authors’ opinion, corporates engage startups through various
mechanisms, often adapting existing collaborative models to new approaches. Additionally, higher
education institutions play an important role in helping students and graduates who intend to start a
business as a career option. In this respect, we have studied to what extent the Transilvania University
of Bras, ov can offer targeted assistance to generate, evaluate, and act upon new ideas, building the
skills necessary for successful entrepreneurship.

Using a qualitative research based on semi-structured in-depth interviews, the results suggest
that Brasov City could turn into a startup city thanks to many business opportunities in which the
entrepreneurs can invest: the Automotive industry, Information Technology (IT), Tourism, and so
on. The findings also emphasize a determinant role played by higher education institutions in the
development of such startup cities. Thus, the above stated hypotheses have been confirmed.

The article has the following structure: Section 1 provides an introduction in the field, Section 2
outlines the theoretical framework, Section 3 explains the methodology applied in this research,
Section 4 presents the empirical evidence and discusses the results, and Section 5 concludes the paper
and presents the limitations of this study.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Sustainable Entrepreneurship

Increasing attention has been given by scholars to the connection between sustainable development
and entrepreneurship [10]. Sustainable entrepreneurship is today a major concern that began
with sustainable management and an entrepreneurial initiative; in recent years, researchers from
different backgrounds that have focused on this concept have approached it from different academic
perspectives [10–12].
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Previous researchers [1] have identified a four-category typology of sustainability-oriented
entrepreneurship: ecopreneurship (environmentally oriented entrepreneurship), social
entrepreneurship (focused on addressing social problems), institutional entrepreneurship, and
sustainable entrepreneurship.

The early literature on sustainable entrepreneurship was basically focused on the entrepreneurial
activity and its relationship with environmental problems and solutions [10]. Some authors [13–16]
have shown that sustainable entrepreneurship is practiced by entrepreneurs that use business tools to
preserve space, save endangered species, develop wildlife habitats, and improve environmental quality.

Starting with the beginning of the 1980s, ecopreneurship, also known as environmental
entrepreneurship, is a phenomenon that focuses on environmental issues, emerging from the
ever-growing understanding of the business’ sustainability value. Later on, this premise received
growing attention, as reflected in the growing literature covering it. Schaper [17], highlighting the
three common features of all ecopreneurial activities, claims that, first of all, they are entrepreneurial
activities; secondly, these activities have a positive net impact on the environment; and ultimately, they
are intended, because the positive environmental impact is deliberate and not accidental, although
the level of significance of the environmental objectives may vary significantly from one business to
the other.

Social entrepreneurship has often dealt exclusively with the social aspect of sustainable
entrepreneurship [18–20]. Out of the four previously mentioned categories, this one probably draws
the scholars’ greatest attention. From its initial focus on the definition and distinctive characteristics,
this interest moved to investigating the social enterprises’ management and performance [21]. In terms
of its intrinsic social objective, its definitions range from broad, including for-profit, non-profit, as well
as hybrid platforms, to narrow, mostly considering non-profit applications [22]. From a more complex
perspective, when viewed through the broader lens of social entrepreneurship, and in particular in
the context of commercial entrepreneurship, the duality of combining social value with financial
sustainability has always been one of the main challenges for the entrepreneurs, in their attempt to
overcome the traditional dichotomy between the creation of social values and financial performance.

Additionally, some authors in social entrepreneurship literature focused only on case analyses of
successful non-profit social organizations [23] or studied the opportunities for social entrepreneurship
in the context of globalization [24].

The few attempts made to analyze in depth institutional entrepreneurship [25] suggest that this
category of entrepreneurship is initiated by entrepreneurs who are looking to change institutional
settings, to transform existing societal, regulatory, and market institutions or to create new ones. What
draws attention to these classifications is the absence of the dimension of innovativeness [2].

Following these seminal contributions, later scholars introduced the concept of sustainable
entrepreneurship, defining it as “the realization of sustainability innovations aimed at the mass market
and providing benefit to the larger part of society” [25]. By attempting to conceptualize a framework
to support sustainable entrepreneurship, researchers recently defined this phenomenon as those
entrepreneurial activities that do not harm the ecological and social environments and are expected to
consider and work toward achieving all triple bottom-line goals [26].

A new approach to sustainable entrepreneurship is the triple bottom-line theory, which was
originally developed to understand the tie between entrepreneurship and sustainable development,
stressing that the companies’ sustainability is evidenced by the main activities carried out in
their environment, the impact assessment, the achievement of the objectives, and the transparent
communication of the results, with all of these activities being geared to satisfying the vital needs of
people by means of applying the concept of creative destruction [27] as a precondition and driving
force in the transition to a more sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem [10].

On the basis of the triple bottom-line perspectives, also known as triple helix, startups are
considered a key factor in supporting the sustainable economy because, through their innovative
capacity, they can introduce more environmental and social solutions [28]. As small and medium
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entreprises (SMEs) account for about 95% of all companies around the world, it is important to point
out the role they generally play in the percentage of employment in most countries. Although the
individual impact generated by SMEs is rather small, their joint impact is essential and indispensable
for most regions. Owing to their limited resources, their understanding of sustainable practices may
differ from that of the large enterprises [29,30]. Sustainable entrepreneurship is not just about setting up
new companies to explore opportunities and market threats, to generate employment, and to improve
products and processes, it is also about consciously analyzing the economic, social, and environmental
impact that corporations’ performance has on territories.

A new perspective on sustainable entrepreneurship is developed by those academics [31] that
support the concept of quadruple helix, emphasizing the players’ multiple and simultaneous roles.
Quadruple helix innovative means that the public sector, academia, industry, and citizens collaborate
to drive structural changes far beyond the scope that any organization could achieve on its own.

2.2. Key Features of Startup Cities

In the current research, the term startup city refers to a city that has produced some mature results
in terms of startups, more precisely of innovative firms with minimally stable operations, and not only
a city with a high concentration of scaleups. A scaleup company is considered a tech company that has
raised over one million dollars. The cities that include a large number of startups as well as the highest
concentration of scaleups in their respective country are included in the startup city hubs category [32].

In order to develop a startup city that can stimulate the sustainable development of a region, a
proper business ecosystem should be established inside the city’s boundaries. Such ecosystems have
to include more stakeholders like large companies, authorities, higher education institutions, and
research centers. These stakeholders could cooperate in order to obtain sustainable growth of the
business ecosystem [33]. Thus, stakeholders’ mutual support contributes to establishing a multi-actor
network that is dynamic in time, so as to adapt to the business environment and better manage the
business ecosystem [34].

The main goal of a startup city is to develop the business environment of a region with future
beneficial effects on the local market, such as business development, new jobs for residents, and new
established startups. Further on, such an evolution can contribute on a larger scale to the national
economic development [35]. However, in order to reach this goal, proper management of the business
ecosystem should be practiced by involving the actors in a continuous negotiation process meant to
encourage the diversity of ideas that could lead to the best decisions [36].

Creating a successful startup city is not so easy. In the literature, the large number of startups
that fail in the first years of existence us stressed, which is mainly owing to a poor understanding of a
competitive market and an improper product portfolio [37]. The establishment of startups and their
success in a certain business ecosystem depend on many factors, but the existence of potential customers
is a strong incentive for entrepreneurs [38,39]. Other factors like the business plan, startup incubators,
business location, and surrounding business community can stimulate startups’ development [40].
In this respect, the main actors of a startup city can assist the new companies in finding the best ideas
of products that can be addressed to viable market segments [35].

Collaboration between large companies and startups is becoming an integral part of the startup
ecosystem, being a vital part of the innovation generation process. Many companies begin their startup
engagement by increasing their exposure to startups and entrepreneurial culture. This is often done
by running one-off startup events, such as hackatons and competitions, or through the provision
of free tools, entrepreneurial resources, and sponsorship. These are relatively “light-touch” ways
of experimenting startup engagement, gaining an initial idea of technologies and capabilities that
startups offer without longer-term commitment. Accelerators are a step beyond “exposure”, typically
providing substantial support to startups, as well as deeper engagement with corporations. In this
respect, accelerators programmes offer systematic and professional assistance, not only providing
tangible resources such as funds or office space, but also offering know-how, mentorship, and
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feedback from experienced entrepreneurs, business angels, coaches, and corporate executives [41,42].
Representing the third model of open innovation, corporate venture capital programmes have become
an important instrument for accessing valuable knowledge from entrepreneurial ventures. Because
the knowledge necessary to generate innovation may likely reside outside the boundary of large
companies (entrepreneurial startups being a valuable source of such knowledge), corporate venture
capital programmes are instruments used in harvesting innovation from the entrepreneurial ventures
in certain environments [43]. Last, but not least, we also consider in our theoretical framework the
relevance of acquisition as an open innovation model. The large companies realize that the acquisition
of young companies is an effective way of building up next generation products, expanding to new
markets, or simply acquiring new (digital) capabilities. Companies use an adaptive and flexible
approach to incorporate acquired startups into their broader business strategy; the way in which
acquired firms are incorporated depends on the maturity of startups’ capabilities, enterance on the
new market, product development, and purpose of acquisition. Depending on the reason for the
acquisition, startups either join an existing unit or continue to operate as an independent unit.

Additionally, universities play an important role in startups’ success by know-how transfer,
business education, and specialty assistance for entrepreneurs [44].

Some startup cities need to deal with their relatively limited size and resources and develop
strategies to achieve the critical mass. Sustainable startup city growth plans must be built upon
two pillars:

1. Specialization: the specialization of cities on specific verticals; the smaller the city, the lesser
the resources to support multiple specializations; startup cities should develop a strategy of
specialization on specific verticals (industries or services).

2. Partnerships: the strategic connection with other cities; critical mass can be achieved by leveraging
the benefits of agglomeration through either of the following

(1) international connections with other cities that share similar focus/specialization;
(2) local alliances with nearby cities.

Anyway, a lean approach based on pilot projects is also recommended to optimize the use of
public resources and mobilize investments based on clear milestones [32].

2.3. Entrepreneurship Education and Innovation

The early literature on entrepreneurship education highlighted only the function of fostering
leadership [45]. Other contributions to the field focus primarily on its organizational building and high
achievement as main functions [46]. Research on entrepreneurship education literature focuses most
on how it involves creation and operation of an enterprise [47] and on the process of creating value for
customers by exploiting untapped opportunities [48]. Moreover, entrepreneurship education literature
is also concerned with the interrelationships among an entrepreneur’s personality, strategic orientation
and innovation [49], whereas it simultaneously links the process of entrepreneurship education to a
strong and positive orientation towards growth in wealth, knowledge, and employment [50]. The recent
literature on entrepreneurship education has consequently attempted to point out the function of
innovation [51].

According to Gautam and Singh [52], entrepreneurship education develops certain skills, creating
competencies to shape the future society and its own life simultaneously, playing the role of a catalyst
for socio-economic change. In this train of thought, it supports potential entrepreneurs in identifying
and tracking opportunities by focusing on creating an entrepreneurial culture without being limited
to stimulating startups, innovative initiatives, and new jobs. The research literature suggests that
institutional quality is one of the most powerful drivers of socioeconomic development, which has a
major impact on the pace of innovation and sustainable economic development [53–55].
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In the last decade, the mission and mandate of higher education to generate and transfer knowledge
to society have become more complex and their activities have broadened [56]. For instance, higher
education institutions have considerably expanded their research and development activities. They
have interacted more with other players of innovation ecosystems, have explored innovative teaching
methods finding ways to stimulate the entrepreneurial mind-sets, and have implemented the so-called
entrepreneurial teaching and learning. This involves learning about how to start a new company
and acquiring the skills and competencies for developing entrepreneurial mind-sets. These are
often associated with the ability to deal with problems, by resorting to manifold methodologies and
inter-disciplinary approaches; to problem-solving skills; and, in more general terms, to soft skills
(communicating, managing, teamworking, and so on).

For this reason, entrepreneurial education does not refer only to specific issues such as the content
of study programmes, the way in which the content is offered (separate courses, embedded in all
curricula), or the number of students enrolled to these programmes. This concept concerns a wider
context in which one must take into account the accumulation of lifelong skills and the way in which
these contribute to the quality of life by building the human and social capital needed to promote
knowledge sharing, as well as collaboration with relevant key factors [56].

Knowledge sharing is an important catalyst for organizational innovation, the advancement of
teaching and research, and local development. In order to directly apply and exploit knowledge
for the benefit of the social, cultural, and economic development, innovative and entrepreneurial
education institutions cannot operate in an isolated manner, but only closely linked to other players
(large companies, small and medium enterprises, cluster associations, technology and science parks,
government agencies, and other research organizations) [56]. In this context, it is clear that a holistic
approach is needed to promote entrepreneurial and innovative education.

3. Materials and Method

3.1. Setting the Context: Bras, ov City’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

3.1.1. Center Development Region

Brasov is one of the six counties included in the Center Region, which is one of the eight Romanian
development regions, named as follows: Bucharest-Ilfov (which includes Bucharest, the capital city of
Romania), North-East, North-West, West, Center, South-East, South-West Oltenia, and South-Muntenia.
While Bucharest-Ilfov is the most developed region, the Center Region is closer from the median
position in terms of economic indicators, having high opportunities of future development. Regarding
the business demography, the Center Region was placed in third position in 2017 as regards to the
number of new born enterprises according to the Romanian Institute of Statistics [57]. The evolution of
the newly created active enterprises from 2008 to 2017 is presented in Figure 1.

It can be seen in Figure 1 that, after a decrease in the number of new born enterprises from 2011 to
2014, starting with 2015, there was a constant increase in this number in the Center Region. Thus, the
increasing rates of the number of new born enterprises in the Center Region as compared with the
previous year were as follows: 73.5% in 2015 (from 6809 enterprises to 11,816 enterprises); 11.7% in
2016 (up to 13,204 enterprises); and 15.6% in 2017 (up to 15,263 enterprises).

Regarding the survival rate (see Figure 2), we can observe that even if the number of new born
enterprises increased from 2014 to 2017, the percentages of companies that survived after the first
year decreased significantly: from 85% in 2014 to 71.2% in 2015, 71.6% in 2016, and 68.7% in 2017.
This evidence confirms the findings of other studies mentioned in the literature [37]. Nevertheless, the
survival rate in the Center Region was one of the highest among the Romanian development regions.
In conclusion, Brasov County as a member of the Center Region has a high development capacity as
far as entrepreneurs are committed to invest in new firms that can become startups.
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3.1.2. Bras, ov County and Bras, ov City

Brasov County is the most developed from an economic point of view in the Center Region
(which counts six counties), with the highest gross domestic product (GDP) according to the regional
statistics [57]. As mentioned in the last report, available for 2016, the GDP recorded by Brasov County
represents more than 30% of the GDP at the regional level. Brasov was also one of the most developed
counties in Romania during the Communist era, with a predominant industrial sector. After the fall
of communism in 1989, almost all of the industrial companies failed as a result of poor technological
development. But in the last years, the local economy has been relaunched mainly as result of big
foreign investments, especially in the automotive industry. In 2017, in Brasov, there were 69 active
large companies (enterprises with more than 250 employees). Among these companies, there are some
important foreign subsidiaries.

http://statistici.insse.ro:8077/tempo-online/#/pages/tables/insse-table
http://statistici.insse.ro:8077/tempo-online/#/pages/tables/insse-table
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Regarding the business demography in Brasov city and its metropolitan area, a total of 3771
newborn enterprises were founded in 2018 and 3953 enterprises in 2017, according to the official
statistics [58]. In the same period, the number of new enterprises recorded in Bucharest, the capital city
of Romania and the most developed economic center, was five times higher than in Brasov. Such a
context represents a challenge for Brasov city in its goal to become one of the most important poles of
economic development. In order to reach this goal, it is necessary to encourage entrepreneurship and
stimulate the establishment and development of startups. In this respect, large companies can have a
high contribution because they can cooperate with startups in their daily activities on a permanent
basis or for specific projects. Thus, the outsourcing of different activities undertaken in the present by
the large companies could contribute to the startups’ development. At the same time, such cooperation
can contribute to a higher efficiency and competitiveness at the level of large companies, which can
focus better on their core activities while other activities can be outsourced [59].

Keeping in mind the above-mentioned issues, we focused on finding out the opinions of the
managers of some large companies on how such corporations may contribute to the process of turning
Brasov into a startup city. In this respect, we conducted qualitative research based on semi-structured,
in-depth interviews.

3.2. Research Methodology

Starting with the context of Bras, ov’s entrepreneurial ecosystem and the main topics debated in
literature, we tried to find answers to our research questions. In this respect, the following objectives
were established: (1) identifying managers’ opinions about the possibility of developing startups in
Bras, ov; (2) identifying managers’ opinions about the ways in which the large companies can contribute
to the development of startups; (3) identifying managers’ opinions about the ways in which the
Transilvania University of Brasov can contribute to the development of an entrepreneurial ecosystem.
The first and the second objectives are meant to find answers to the first research question, while the
third objective is related to the second question.

In order to reach the research objectives, exploratory research was conducted among 18 managers
of different companies and institutions that operate in Brasov city. Twelve of our sample members
were representatives (Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Chief Innovation Officer, or Chief Digital Officer)
of well-known large companies that succeeded in various fields of activity, and were selected in order
to have a wide spectrum of opinions regarding the research topic. These fields of activity were as
follows: IT (two companies), oil industry (two companies), automotive industry (four companies),
wood industry (two companies), and trade (two companies). Another four participants in our research
were representives of startups (all of them were startups’ owners) and two others were from public
institutions (a general manager of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Bras, ov and an executive
manager of an industrial companies’ union).

The qualitative data were collected using individual in-depth interviews. The interviews were
conducted using a semi-structured interview guide that contained three major topics of discussion,
divided in several subtopics of discussion in order to obtain an in-depth immersion in the researched
problem. All participants, irrespective of the size of the enterprise they represented, were invited to
discuss the same topics by expressing their own point of view. They were introduced using open-ended
questions or invitations to discuss some topics in detail. The participants were invited to state whatever
they wanted to concerning the discussion topic, to give arguments, and to make reference to their
experience and their predictions about the future economic development. They were assured about
the confidentiality of the answers and ideas, that all these answers are very valuable for the research
results, and that there are no wrong ideas even if they seem to not be applicable. The discussions
were free, with every topic being introduced in the debate only when the managers did not address it.
The main topics and subtopics included in the interview guide were as follows:

(1) Which are the main incentives of startup development in Brasov city (the most attractive economic
fields; problems faced by startups; ways of sustaining startups development)?
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(2) How do your companies cooperate with local startups in the business activities (current business
relationships; advantages to cooperating with startups; establishing co-working spaces; the
strategy of acquiring startups; new products or technologies jointly developed; organizing
competitions for business ideas)?

(3) The role played by the Transilvania University of Brasov in developing the entrepreneurial skills
of students and in establishing new startups (entrepreneurial education; ways of cooperation
between university and business environment in developing entrepreneurship).

The data resulting from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed using content analysis [60].
Each theme contained in the interview guide was analyzed in depth and the answers’ contents
were compared in order to find similarities in the respondents’ discourses. The answers with similar
meanings were grouped into categories, which received different codes. These categories were included
in a table that contained the discussed topics in rows and the interviewees in columns. The dominant
contents of answers were identified using the horizontal analysis of every table row. In order to
find associations between respondents’ discourses, a vertical analysis was also used. Finally, the
research results were grouped on every research objective addressed by the topics included in the
interview guide.

The reliability testing of the research results was done using “data triangulation” [61]. For each
objective, the information obtained from managers of large enterprises was compared to that obtained
from the representatives of startups and public institutions, as well as to the results of other studies
presented in the specialty literature.

4. Results and Discussion

The research results are structured on every objective stated above in order to find answers for the
research questions. The first two objectives address the first research question, while the third one is
meant to obtain answers to the second research question.

(O1) Identifying managers’ opinions about the possibility of developing startups in Bras, ov

This topic of discussion approaches three aspects: the fields considered attractive in order to
start a new business in the area of Bras, ov; the problems faced with Romanian startups; and the
facilities to be offered to the newly established companies. The authors aimed at identifying the
interviewees’ opinions about the fields considered to be the most attractive to start a new business in
the area of Bras, ov. The interviewed managers emphasized the importance of two sectors: firstly, a
forward-looking field is one in which new technologies are developed, considering that the startups in
the field of IT software development are the ones with the highest scaling potential; secondly, because
the automotive industry is the most developed in the area of Bras, ov and the major players in this
sector are the large foreign corporations, the startups capable of identifying the problems faced by
these companies, and of finding solutions by creating services offered to them, will have a future in the
market. In this regard, two directions were anticipated: the creation of startups that provide logistics
and mainly transportation services for large manufacturers and the creation of startups that design
and develop new components and IT solutions for autonomous machines, which will enter on the
market in the near future.

Most managers pointed out that a large number of companies were established in the field of
tourism, a sector of little profitablity. This suggests that although not very attractive, this field was the
easiest to approach.

Some interviewed managers mentioned that the medical sector, which has developed strongly in
the recent years in Bras, ov, still has growth potential, and others consider that the entertainment sector
is not explored enough, although it has potential.

As for the problems faced by startups, the interviewed managers emphasized two aspects: the
absence of an adequate infrastructure and a legislation that does not encourage entrepreneurship in
Romania. The lack of an airport and a highway; cultural problems that discourage entrepreneurship;
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the lack of social support from the government in the case of failure; and the improper implementation
of the regulations and of the law, because of a poor legal system and corrupt administrationt, represent,
in the respondents’ opinions, the main problems faced by the business environment and, implicitly,
the newly established companies in Bras, ov. Furthermore, taking into account the high costs of real
estate and the unavailability of human resources, the respondents believe that action is needed from
local and national authorities, containing a number of facilities to be offered to the newly established
companies so as to increase their numbers. Such facilities that would bind them to the local could be a
free grant of land in order to build a hall or the renting of spaces belonging to the local authorities in
order to develop their business, amoung others.

In addition to the legislative facilities, the managers interviewed believe that stimulating
entrepreneurship in order to ensure sustainable development of the region compulsorily entails
granting financing facilities. In a respondent’s opinion, “the lack of business education and especially
the lack of financial education in conjunction with the lack of a nearby high tech business centre
(the absence of Silicon Valley effect) can only be compensated by creating a framework for adequate
financing and support from the financial institutions that would conceive packages meant to support
companies involved in high-tech”.

A possible solution could be the establishment of a hub controlled by a local entity, where startups
can interact, be mentored, receive consultancy, and connect with potential investors and financial
institutions. Business accelerator programmes designed by government also represent solutions
proposed by the foreign managers, taken from the model of their origin countries.

The above findings were confirmed by the results of the interviews conducted among the
representatives of startups and public institutions, who mentioned the same fields in which startups
could scale up. It was mentioned that “Brasov is on the 2nd place in Romania as number of tourists
so tourism is one of the most attractive fields for startups”. The respondents highlighted that major
investments have been made in tourism infrastructure of Brasov, which cover the market demand.
However, these accommodation units need services that represent great opportunities for startups.
The development of infrastructure and mainly the new airport to be built in the near future are also
mentioned as opportunities for startups’ development. Such new facilities as well as the existing
companies will need IT services, which is considered another challenge for startups. Additionally, it
was mentioned that “the large industry should not be considered the main pillar of entrepreneurial
ecosystem and the creative business based on innovation are more important”. In this respect, the
startups’ representatives consider that the university, mainly through its IT study programs, can
contribute to startups’ scaleup in this field. Such arguments are in line with other findings mentioned
in literature [2].

Starting with these general opinions concerning the opportunities of startup development, we set
out to identify which of the four collaboration models mentioned in the introductory part are used by
large companies in their relationship with startups.

(O2) Identifying managers’ opinions about the ways in which large companies can contribute to
the development of startups

This topic of discussion was split up in the interview guide into four sub-topics. The results
related to this objective are presented below, divided according to every sub-topic of discussion.

Advantages of Collaboration with Startup Companies

During their activity, all research participants declared that they have collaborative relationships
with local startups. The main goal is to design goods or services meant to optimize their production,
distribution, or sale. The common features of these products are the incorporation of cutting-edge
technologies and artificial intelligence and the presence of a strong digital component. In the
interviewed managers’ opinions, the collaboration between corporations and startups encourages
and accelerates innovation, bringing mutual benefits. In this regard, one of the interviewed managers
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said, “As a corporation, we benefit from the entrepreneurial creativity and talent, we teach and bring
innovations faster on the market, while the startups benefit from our expertise, infrastructure, network
and marketing experience.”

In the current environment, where change occurs extremely fast, the corporations have come
to the conclusion that they must complement their internal innovation efforts with new ideas from
outside the organization. Therefore, startups are vital for the large companies’ capacity to innovate fast
and to offer better services to clients.

A sustainable corporation bases its success on optimized, efficient, and high-quality processes.
This is, however, limited by its capacity to add new businesses to its portfolio. Startups bring speed
and flexibility, by the nature of their limited resources, which creates the premises of an ideal approach
to the development of new businesses. Therefore, cooperations of startups and corporations can be
“win-win” collaborations, offering speed to large companies and resources to startups.

According to a manager of a large company, “The startups are an integral part of our innovation
strategy in so far as they give us access to advanced technologies and, by collaborating with them, we
are faster in developing and implementing solutions. The collaboration with the startups allows us
to be among the first to implement new technologies and capitalize on new business opportunities.
Together, we share the passion and the determination to make things come true. We like things
to be well-done, the entrepreneurs are good executants and, therefore, we like to collaborate with
them.” Another respondent emphasized that generating ideas is the main advantage arising from the
collaboration with local startups, because they understand the local needs better than large companies,
which, in some respects, are inflexible.

The managers also referred to the financial aspects, saying that they appeal to startups also
because of their low costs for developing certain products or services; furthermore, they are up-to-date
in narrow fields as these products are their object of activity.

The representatives of startups confirmed their collaboration with large companies on a permanent
basis or on specific projects, but some of them stated that they are only suppliers for such companies.
They would be more interested in being involved in creative activities that could better help them
to scale up, which is also highlighted in the literature [43]. The public institutions’ representatives
also appreciated the necessity of such collaborations, and stated that they currently offer business
consultance for startups and also mediate contacts between different companies interested in specific
business areas.

Large Companies’ Ways of Collaboration with Startups

In most cases, the collaboration between big companies and startups was achieved by “co-working
space” activities, which means that, during the collaboration, the startup is permanently assigned an
office within the company, so a team of 2–3 people can carry on with their activity when they require
information from and interaction with company’s employees. In other cases, it was stated that only the
implementation of the processes was done within the company, while the collaboration between the
two companies was online.

Only one of the respondents said that his company had the role of accelerator for one of the
startups they collaborated with. In this case, the company’s support was substantial and connections
with other companies were established for the startup, helping it to rapidly scale.

The entrepreneurs asserted that they are very interested in using co-working spaces and other
facilities offered by large companies as “accelerators” for startups. Even if they used some co-working
spaces inside the large companies, the entrepreneurs consider that special attention should be paid
to increasing the number and variety of such facilities, as also mentioned in the literature [41,42].
Nevertheless, the startups’ representatives stated that, during their co-working activities with large
companies, turnover and profitability increased considerably.

Prospects for the Acquisition of Startups by Large Companies
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Assessing the companies’ possibility to purchase startups or to invest in their capital, most
managers stated that, although the collaboration with them is a priority, the purchase is not part of
the company’s medium-term strategy. The main reason is the differences between the company’s
activity and that of the startups they work with and, at present, the fact that they do not have the
objective of expanding their field of activity. The mutual agreement upon this argument was that, “We
only purchase when we consider it appropriate and it is more useful for us to own a certain division
than to appeal to collaborators. We solely purchase what is related to “core business” and brings us a
competitive advantage. Anyway, the purchase strategy is designed by the corporate board and not
by the Romanian branches. Currently, there is no such intention to buy any of the startups we work
with; on the contrary, the tendency is to outsource services.” Our theoretical framework assumes this
idea also supported by authors such as Radziwon and Bogers [59]. Only one of the managers stated
that the negotiations for purchasing a startup began, with this purchase not being the first of this kind.
The startups’ managers also declared that they are not interested in these kind of transactions and that
their main focus is on business development.

The Companies’ Participation in Events Dedicated to the Startups

As for the involvement of companies in activities meant to stimulate the generation of ideas, the
managers’ answers did not differ much. More than half stated that they launched competitions for
business ideas or participated as sponsors in “hackathon”-type events dedicated to startups. Only a
small number of the companies were not involved in this type of activity, mentioning that startups
had come to meet them; startups made the proposals, and afterwards, the resulting instruments were
designed through collaboration of both parts.

It can thus be concluded that from the managers’ perspective, the collaboration with startups is
important for three reasons; that is, it enables the participation in the broader innovation ecosystem, it
helps the executives get early signals on technologies that are succeeding in the market, and it allows
them to bring innovative enterprise-grade solutions to companies’ customers. This is a mutually
beneficial dynamic between the startups, the companies, and their customers.

Public institutions are also involved in increasing the startups’ exposure by organizing various
events, but the participants are mainly new established companies from innovative fields, such as IT.
This statement was also confirmed by the representatives of startups that did not participate in such
events, with some of them having no information about these opportunities.

Keeping in mind the quadruple helix theory, we proceeded further to identifying the role that
universities could play in the development of the entrepreneurial ecosystem of Brasov.

(O3) Identifying managers’ opinions about the ways in which the Transilvania University of
Brasov can contribute to the development of the entrepreneurial system

This topic was structured in three sub-topics of discussion. The results related to this objective are
synthesized below.

The ways in which Transilvania University contributes to the formation and development of
graduates’ entrepreneurial skills and competences

Ecosystems have a catalytic role in stimulating innovation, because the innovation actors and
innovation policy alone are often not enough to drive change, which is why higher education institutions
must interact with other actors in innovation [56]. We analyzed the role of Transilvania University in
promoting entrepreneurial culture and developing the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Brasov.

Asked if they believe that Transilvania University contributes to the formation and development
of graduates’ entrepreneurial skills and competences, the respondents unanimously approved,
exemplifying which are, in their opinion, the main tools used by university to achieve this goal.
Most managers mentioned that, according to their knowledge, the use of digital technology in
teaching–learning activities, with a view of developing the relevant digital skills and competences;
organizing meetings with entrepreneurs from different fields of activity; and teaching entrepreneurship
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courses are the main methods approached by the Transilvania University of Brasov. They believe
that in order to train graduates with entrepreneurial skills, who are customer-oriented, able to work
in teams, and prove a ”can-do” approach, the startup weekend activities, the idea contests, and the
reward for the best pitches, as well as inviting successful entrepreneurs, are very important. They
mentioned that such activities regularly take place in Transilvania University. In everyone’s opinion,
the university helps its students and graduates who want to start a business as a career option, through
the newly created structures that offer mentorship and consultancy, and that organize activities meant
to encourage the generation of new ideas and the formation of entrepreneurial skills. Nevertheless,
half of the respondents appreciate that, in terms of funding, the university does not provide enough
support, because there are no funding projects run by the university in order to create startups, but
rather the university only connects the students with institutions and organizations that may provide
financial support.

The interviewed representatives of startups and public institutions highlighted similar ideas. They
consider that the university has to offer a performant entrepreneurship education in which companies,
including startups, should be involved. Organizing contests of business ideas or business plans is
also considered very useful. Joint projects for graduation theses are considered to be very important
by all participants. All the above-mentioned statements are in line with the findings presented in
literature, which highlight the crucial role played by academia in developing the entrepreneurial
ecosystems [52–55].

The ways in which Transilvania University can collaborate with the business environment in
order to develop entrepreneurial education

As for the ways in which Transilvania University can collaborate with the business environment
in order to develop entrepreneurial education, respondents issued an impressive number of ideas,
which can be grouped in a few categories. Some research participants believe there is a need for a
better synergy between education, research, and practice, and consequently an improvement of the
university curriculum.

Another category expressed the idea that close links between research and teaching activity should
be established by involving doctoral students in approaching research topics in the fields of interest to
the business environment.

The third category claims that organizing mentoring and feedback sessions with members of the
business community, as well as conducting surveys among the students and graduates who have built
a career as entrepreneurs, should be extended to larger groups of students.

All the research participants asserted that it is important to jointly find and develop innovative
solutions, which should be disseminated widely. The collaboration with external stakeholders is
considered essential for providing extracurricular learning activities and for accustoming students
and teaching staff with the companies’ expectations and needs. These outcomes are in line with other
widely highlighted theoretical approaches [56], which was also confirmed by the representatives of
startups and public institutions included in our sample. They consider that the university should act
as catalyst of these collaborations, as it has relationships with a large spectrum of economic, social, and
public entities.

Measures to be taken by the university with a view to transfer innovation from the university to
the business environment

Regarding the measures to be taken by the university with a view to transfer innovation from
university to the business environment, all the respondents stated that this goal can be attained only by
developing skills around companies’ needs, by adapting the academic programmes and by achieving
a synergy between business and academia. Prior to making a technology transfer from the university
to the business environment, it is necessary for the university to proceed with the implementation
of modern education, which can contribute to the formation and development not only of students’
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entrepreneurial skills and competences, but of all the skills required in the labor market. This goal
implies renouncing to classical courses, approaching innovative teaching methods, and granting greater
autonomy and responsibility to the students in the learning process. This does not mean introducing
only entrepreneurship courses into the curricula, but also courses designed in collaboration with
representatives of the business environment.

As the exchange of knowledge between the university, industry, business environment, public
sector, and society is an important catalyst for organizational innovation, teaching, advanced research,
and local development, the visibility of research and cultivation of entrepreneurial spirit must be a
preoccupation of all faculties and departments, each of them having contacts with different stakeholders,
with different fields of work and research. A proposal from the managers would be to make the
doctoral theses in collaboration with companies from various industries. Some of the respondents
appreciate that the Transilvania University of Bras, ov established a Council of Economic, Social, and
Cultural Partners, which includes representatives of the main companies and institutions in the
region, and which meets twice a year in order to discuss and implement collaborations. The startups’
representatives suggested an increased involvement of SMEs in the activity of the university because,
at the moment, there is a preference for partnerships mainly with large companies.

The interviewees suggested the adoption of models used by universities from abroad, which have,
at the moment, a large number of spin-offs. Moreover, they emphasized the importance of collaborating
with Google Romania with a view to develop Google digital workshops that offer training courses in
the field of digital marketing, digital marketing events, free and personalized tips for using digital tools,
and online marketing. However, although Transilvania University is digitally engaged in teaching,
learning, and assessment practices, the mutually agreed upon premise was that, “It would be useful to
create a digital incubator to focus on digital economy, startups in cloud computing, IoT, drones and
robotics, big data analyses etc. The idea of creating “Google Hub” to support students who want to
start a company with the help of their colleagues from Google should be put into practice. Furthermore,
it was recommended the development of an online portal to promote employment opportunities
and interships for students directly on the university site. Thus, the interested companies can meet
students directly through this platform, and the graduates can be also permanently connected with
employment opportunities.”

An idea expressed by some of the managers participating in the research is that, “The granting
incentives and rewards given by university to the ones with entrepreneurial initiatives, to the staff and
students who promote university’s entrepreneurial agenda, who support and contribute to increase
institution’s entrepreneurial capacity, should be part of the university strategy. Entrepreneurial goals
can only be achieved if the persons throughout the organization are allowed to manifest their own
initiatives, to engage in innovation and to develop relationships with external stakeholders.”

There is a consensus and a shared vision for all the managers that students’ involvement in
activities that develop an entrepreneurial way of thinking is essential.

These results are in line with the current strategy of Transilvania University, which focuses on
entrepreneurship education to develop and encourage the entrepreneurial mindset among students
by organizing activities and events for students. All the activities are concentrated on developing
three major directions of action, which are: entrepreneurial education; development and mentoring;
and financing entrepreneurial initiatives. The main resources used are seminars with business topics,
workshops, mentoring sessions, and even pitching events.

5. Conclusions and Proposals

The results of our study confirm the importance of both the academic and business environment
to startups and to the development of an entrepreneurial ecosystem, an aspect widely debated in the
specialized literature [10,35,56]. On the basis of the opinions of the interviewees, the answers to the
research questions were obtained. Thus, in response to the first research question (Q1) regarding the
ways in which large companies can stimulate the development of startups, there is a high potential for
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the development of startups in Brasov, with the main fields of activity identified by the respondents
being the IT industry and the automotive industry, which is highly developed in the area, as well as
fields in the sphere of services for population, such as tourism and entertainment. The significant
majority (88%) of the corporations we surveyed have a dedicated open innovation unit with direct report
lines to the CEO, Chief innovation Officer, or Chief Digital Officer. It was emphasized that startups
are much more flexible and can implement new ideas more easily than the large companies. In this
respect, the support of large companies comes in several ways, such as offering workspaces within the
company (co-working space) where the startups can develop their activity on different projects; online
collaboration and project implementation in mixed teams; and organizing idea contests or sponsoring
“hackathon”-type events dedicated to the startups. Open innovation methods vary greatly depending
on objectives, size, development stage, sector, and financial and technological resources. On the basis
of the collected data, we identified that, from the diversity and richness of collaborative methodologies
for open innovation among corporations, only exposure and accelerators programmes continue to
be widely adopted. There is the general conviction that the collaborations between corporations and
startups are mutually beneficial: startups bring to corporations new opportunities to innovate as well
as cultural change, while startups can scale up faster with the resources and established routes to
markets in which the corporate is operating.

All these answers confirm one of the research hypotheses, which states that corporations engage
with startups by collaborative models. Mostly using the basic model (“exposure”), companies are
available to outsource a series of activities that will be assigned to startups. This availability for
collaboration is also confirmed by a low interest of the analyzed companies in buying successful
startups or using corporate venture capital programmes. Our evidence shows that only the basic
models (“exposure and accelerators”) are used and almost no complex models are used, which suggests
that collaboration between corporates and startups in Brasov is in an incipient phase.

Nevertheless, the development of startups is hampered by a series of environmental factors, among
which the poorly developed infrastructure, legislative shortcomings, high costs for renting spaces, and
insufficient financial and human resources were mentioned. For these reasons, the entrepreneurial
initiatives and development of startups must be supported by both the business environment and
stakeholders, such as authorities, non-profit associations, and educational institutions. In this context,
the second research question (Q2) addressed the ways in which the higher education institutions
can contribute to the development of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. The answer to this question
focuses on the need for an increased involvement of the students in educational activities meant to
stimulate the entrepreneurial spirit. In this regard, a stronger connection between theory, research, and
practice, as well as the active involvement of the specialists from the business environment in initiating
entrepreneurial projects in which students have a central role, is needed. These results confirm the
second research hypothesis, which states that universities play a vital role in the development of the
local entrepreneurial ecosystem.

The above-mentioned research results support the theory of the quadruple helix found in the
literature, which emphasizes the need to involve several categories of actors, such as the public sector,
academia, industry, and citizens, in achieving a sustainable entrepreneurial environment [31].

In conclusion, in Brasov city, the collaboration between the Transilvania University and large
corporations might support the establishment and development of local startups. In this way, Brasov
can become a startup city for businesses from various activity fields, with its potential being mentioned
in the answers of all the interview participants.

Starting from this general conclusion, a few proposals have been outlined for both the business
environment and the higher education institutions. Although at present, Transilvania University
supports motivated students and graduates in taking their first steps in preparing for a startup, through
the organized activities that include startup weekends, the organization of idea and startup pitch
prizes, helping entrepreneurs at different stages (developing an idea, finding a team, and exploring
the technical and market feasibility of a project), a closer collaboration with the business environment
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would add value to these activities. Thus, the university should involve students in as many projects as
possible proposed by the business environment (especially by the large companies), and they should
attract specialists from these companies to coordinate the respective projects. These specialists should
stay in contact with the students on a permanent basis and conduct mentorship activities meant to
provide them with the specialized support for project implementation. Furthermore, the university
should provide the conditions for the formation of startup hubs, where the students can set up and
develop their own business, benefitting from specialized, logistical, and even financial support. Thus,
by intensifying the relationship between the university and business environment, by supporting
the students and graduates in setting up their companies, and subsequently by the support granted
to startups to scale up, Brasov would be transformed into a startup city. By this collaboration, all
participants can obtain material and immaterial benefits and the local business ecosystem could reach
sustainable development. Thus, the local entrepreneurs can gain more confidence in their own forces
and in the viability of some ideas, knowing that they can receive professional assistance from experts
in the field.

As for large companies, the main recommendation is to continue the process of outsourcing
some activities that can be provided by startups. By encouraging the newly established enterprises
to specialize in producing or supplying certain products or services, large companies can receive a
higher added value than that obtained in achieving the respective products/services through its own
forces. On the basis of this specialization, the startup can increase its market share by bidding to
other companies that need those goods or services. Moreover, it is important for large companies
to provide the logistical support for startups, by offering workspaces, as well as access to their own
infrastructure or other elements necessary for the smooth development of their activity. Not least, an
honest relationship based on mutual gain is required between large companies and the startups they
collaborate with in order to stimulate sustainable growth of the second category of enterprises.

Although investment in startups requires significant resources and expertise, the benefits can
be compelling, often creating a competitive advantage through exclusive access to cutting-edge
technologies and other innovations. For this reason, companies should invest in startups through
corporate venture capital funds.

In contrast to past contributions that only deepen an open innovation model, this current research,
proposing several models, offers a wider insight into open innovation activities. The authors consider
that this paper contributes to a better understanding of how large companies engage startups through
various mechanisms, often adapting existing collaborative models with new approaches. Past research
on Romanian entrepreneurial initiatives and possible successful fields of entrepreneurship is not
enough [62].

In our opinion, we dare say the above proposals can be applied in other cities as well, even if the
levels of development of these ecosystems are different, as they have a high degree of applicability
and can contribute to the sustainable development of the business environment. Furthermore, the
results of our research also have theoretical implications that can be used by the academic environment.
Thus, the four collaboration models mentioned above can be the subject of some study topics in the
entrepreneurship courses, with an emphasis on the need to capitalize on some market advantages
offered by the large companies.

Obtaining sustainable economic growth based on the development of startups should also benefit
from the support of other stakeholders, such as professional associations, local and central authorities,
and residents, as mentioned in the quadruple helix theory. Such stakeholders often have a decisive
role in the development of a startup city. In fact, one of the limits of this research is the non-inclusion
of such stakeholders’ opinions in the analysis. This is a first study that covers the objectives initially
proposed, but that is open to new advances proposed along future lines, because we want to go deeper
in finding leverages that a startup city can use to step up its game and unleash its real potential. In this
respect, for future research, we aim at identifying the other above-mentioned stakeholders’ opinions.
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Another limit of the research is given by the research method employed. As this is qualitative
research, the results cannot be generalized, which may reduce the validity of our findings. For this
reason, we propose as future research to conduct survey-type quantitative research on large samples,
which will include all categories of stakeholders. The goals of these studies will be established starting
with the results of this qualitative research.

This paper contributes to this ongoing debate by empirically determining the models of
collaboration between large companies and startups in order to accomplish the most successful
innovations and create an innovative ecosystem to achieve the goal of establishing a startup city. We
consider in our theoretical framework the significant relevance of higher education institutions in
the entrepreneurial ecosystem development. Given that, in the literature, the problem of sustainable
growth is usually approached separately, either in large companies or SMEs, our study is different
in its attempt to highlight the need for collaborative relationships between them, especially between
large companies and startups. Thus, both categories of companies can reach a repositioning in the
market, from competition to partnership.
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