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Abstract  The entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) 
approach has long been criticized for assuming equal 
access while overlooking how structural inequali-
ties shape entrepreneurial opportunities. This article 
proposes a conceptual framework for an intersec-
tional perspective of entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Such a framework is necessary because EEs that are 
more inclusive perform better, foster greater innova-
tion, stronger knowledge spillovers, and show higher 
adaptability. Based on a review of 111 publications, 
we systematically examine how social categories and 
relations of difference shape entrepreneurial experi-
ences and EEs. We identify three main approaches to 
EEs: a traditional perspective treating entrepreneurs 
as a homogeneous group; an actor-oriented approach 
to understanding difference in EEs that emphasizes 
individual categories of difference (most often gen-
der), and an emerging intersectional approach, which 

we further develop. In sum, the field has broadened 
its understanding of entrepreneurial identities by 
addressing categories such as gender, migration, age, 
race/ethnicity, socio-economic background, and dis/
ability. However, many studies remain focused on 
single axes, and only a few explore how identities 
are strategically mobilized. To address this gap, our 
conceptual framework centers on the entrepreneur as 
a situated actor embedded in overlapping power rela-
tions. By emphasizing lived experiences and the rela-
tional dynamics of inclusion, exclusion, and agency, 
it lays the groundwork for more inclusive, context-
sensitive, and equitable entrepreneurial environments.

Plain English Summary  Entrepreneurial eco-
systems aren’t neutral—they reflect and reproduce 
social inequalities. This article proposes a concep-
tual framework for an intersectional perspective of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems to foster more inclusive 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (EEs). Based on 111 
reviewed publications this study examine how EEs 
research engages with social differences. We iden-
tify three main approaches: a traditional perspective 
treating entrepreneurs as a homogeneous group; an 
actor-oriented approach to understanding difference 
in EEs that emphasizes individual categories of dif-
ference, and an emerging intersectional approach that 
considers how multiple, overlapping identities affect 
entrepreneurial experiences. We further develop this 
intersectional approach by creating a conceptual 
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framework for intersectional analysis of EEs that 
centers entrepreneurs as situated actors embedded in 
power relations, emphasizing inclusion, exclusion, 
and agency. This has key implications for research 
and policy: adopting an intersectional lens can help 
build more inclusive and equitable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems that perform better, foster greater innova-
tion, stronger knowledge spillovers, and show higher 
adaptability.

Keywords  Entrepreneurial ecosystem · 
Entrepreneurship · Intersectionality · Inclusivity · 
Systematic literature review

JEL Classification  L26 

1  Introduction

The concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems (EEs) has 
emerged in recent years as an innovative approach 
in research, policy, and practice for understanding 
and promoting place-based entrepreneurial activities 
(Schäfer & Mayer, 2019; Stam & Ven, 2021; Wurth 
et  al., 2022). However, the ecosystem approach has 
been critiqued for its implicit assumption that all 
entrepreneurs have equal opportunities for participa-
tion, support, and success (Brush et al., 2019; Cowell 
et  al., 2018; Huang et  al., 2022). This rather mono-
lithic assumption overlooks how entrepreneurs’ posi-
tioning along various axes of difference such as age, 
class, dis/ability, family status, gender, migration sta-
tus, and/or race shapes their experiences and trajecto-
ries within EEs (Pickernell et al., 2022).

Over the past years, we have seen an emergence of 
studies that focus on how such categories of differ-
ence and social positioning influence entrepreneurial 
activities (e.g., Aman et al., 2021; Csillag et al., 2019; 
van Merriënboer et  al., 2023*). This development 
marks a shift towards a more differentiated, actor-
oriented perspective in the EE literature—one that 
responds to earlier critiques that the concept of the 
entrepreneur within EEs has too often been shaped by 
an undifferentiated image of the White, male, venture-
backed entrepreneur (Garcia & Baack, 2023; Welter 
et al., 2017; Wurth et al., 2022). Authors have shown 
that ecosystems are not neutral and instead repro-
duce power relations and inequalities (Ozkazanc-
Pan, 2022; Ozkazanc-Pan & Clark Muntean, 2021b; 

Vershinina, 2025). Indeed, social differences among 
entrepreneurs — such as gender, ethnicity, class, age, 
and immigration — shape how ecosystems function. 
They influence who participates, who is perceived as 
a legitimate entrepreneur, which role models are vis-
ible, how resources flow, which ventures emerge, and 
ultimately how inclusive and innovative an ecosystem 
becomes.

Recognising the immense inequalities regarding 
access to entrepreneurial resources, particularly for 
marginalized population, several EE scholars (e.g., 
Herbertson & Lee, 2024; Ozkazanc-Pan et al., 2021; 
Vershinina, 2025; Yamamura et al., 2022) and others 
in the broader entrepreneurship research (e.g., Abbas 
et  al., 2019; Dy & MacNeil, 2023; Knight, 2016; 
Vongswasdi et  al., 2025) have called for a critical 
and intersectional understanding of ecosystems and 
entrepreneurship.

Intersectional approaches—as rooted in the under-
standing that inequalities such as gender, race, and class 
do not operate in isolation but intersect to shape distinct 
experiences (e.g., Crenshaw, 1991; Hill Collins, 2000 
[1990])—can offer valuable insights into power dynam-
ics, unequal access to resources, and processes of inclu-
sion and exclusion in EEs. Intersectionality highlights 
how various dimensions of inequality and discrimina-
tion  are experienced simultaneously, thus considering 
the multiplicity of power relations (Bilge, 2010; Rodó-
Zárate, 2023). It does not only consider social catego-
ries and identities but also the structural relations of 
domination that shape them (Crenshaw, 1994; Rodó-
Zárate, 2024).

To gain deeper insights into this evolving field, we 
seek to develop a conceptual framework for an inter-
sectional analysis of EE. To do so, we conducted a 
systematic review of EE studies that empirically 
examine how social categories and relations of differ-
ence shape entrepreneurial experiences and strategies. 
We focus on categories and relation of differences 
and their intersections, as structural inequalities often 
become visible through the ways identities are con-
structed, negotiated, and positioned within ecosystem 
interactions.

We find that the traditional approach to studying 
EEs has been complemented by a more actor-oriented 
approach to difference in EEs, enriching understand-
ings of ecosystem structures, components, resource 
access, and entrepreneurial outcomes. Yet, we iden-
tify a lack of intersectional perspectives in the current 
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literature. To advance this understanding, and in 
response to scholars calling for such a perspective, we 
propose a concrete intersectional framework to under-
stand how EEs can perform better. This approach 
centers on entrepreneurs situated and lived experi-
ences, emphasizing the dynamic interplay of privi-
lege and discrimination across different components 
of entrepreneurial ecosystems. Understanding entre-
preneurs’ experiences from an intersectional perspec-
tive can inform efforts to create more inclusive eco-
systems that promote social equity and can strengthen 
the resilience, innovative capacity, collaborative 
potential, and economic performance of EEs by lev-
eraging diverse talents and perspectives (Brush et al., 
2019; Stam, 2015; Sundermeier, 2024; Welter et al., 
2017).

The remainder of this paper is structured as fol-
lows: First, we outline the methodology of our 
systematic literature review. Next, we present our 
findings on the current state of research, identify-
ing key categories and relations of difference in the 
EE literature. We then explore how these studies 
can broaden and deepen traditional understandings 
of EEs and entrepreneurship. Finally, we introduce 
our intersectional framework for analyzing differ-
ence and inequality within EEs, discussing its prac-
tical applications and potential directions for future 
research.

2 � Methodology

The dynamic development in the field of EEs stud-
ies calls for a deeper exploration of social differences 
and inequality among entrepreneurs. We have thus 
decided to not only study dominant themes related to 
the study of categories of difference in EE research 
but also examine how this body of literature can 
expand and challenge existing models in EEs stud-
ies. To this end, we conducted a systematic literature 
review (SLR), which is a standalone scientific method 
that synthesizes and critically evaluates the current 
state of research on a topic to identify gaps and areas 
that require further investigation (Klatt, 2023).

SLRs have gained considerable importance in 
management and entrepreneurship studies in recent 
years, reflecting the growing need for structured 
knowledge synthesis in an increasingly fragmented 
field (Kraus et al., 2023). This is particularly evident 

in the expanding body of research on entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems. Existing reviews seek to consolidate 
the fragmented nature of EEs research and capture 
the dynamics of various ecosystem components 
(e.g., Wadichar et  al., 2024; Wurth et  al., 2022), 
yet none systematically examines how social dif-
ferences and power structures shape those dynam-
ics. Other reviews focus on specific contexts such as 
rural ecosystems (Calispa Aguilar, 2021) or emerg-
ing economies (Cao & Shi, 2021), highlighting the 
importance of context-sensitive approach. Foss et al. 
(2019) further show how entrepreneurship policy 
often individualizes inequality, focusing on “fixing” 
women rather than addressing gendered structures, 
reinforcing the need for a structural perspective in 
EE research. Our approach builds on and extends 
Huang et al.’s (2022) SLR conducted in 2019, which 
explores how disadvantaged entrepreneurship is con-
ceptualized in the EE literature. Based on an analysis 
of 23 empirical papers, Huang et al. found that while 
most studies focused on women entrepreneurs, other 
forms of disadvantage—such as those based on age, 
ethnicity, disability, or geographic location—remain 
underrepresented.

To advance the debate about the role social dif-
ferences play in EE research, we posed the following 
research questions: 1) Which categories and relations 
of difference have been studied in the field of EE 
research to date? 2) How have the categories and rela-
tions of difference analyzed been found to influence 
entrepreneurial activity, particularly regarding access 
to or exclusion from ecosystem resources? 3) How 
does the focus on categories and relations of differ-
ence inform the authors’ understanding of entrepre-
neurship and EEs?

We systematically explored these questions in a 
multi-stage procedure (see Fig.  1), starting with a 
literature search in the three comprehensive data-
bases EBSCOhost, Scopus, and Web of Science. To 
identify relevant literature, we developed a search 
string (see Appendix 1) with “entrepreneurship/
entrepreneurial ecosystem” as the primary keyword 
and then included additional keywords to capture a 
wide variety of categories of difference (e.g., age, 
gender, race), the potential expressions of these 
categories (e.g., young, senior, female, male, non-
binary, Black, White, Indigenous), and the associ-
ated social relations of domination/subordination 
(e.g., ageism, patriarchy, sexism, racism). These 
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keywords need to be mentioned in the publication’s 
title and/or abstract. We further restricted the search 
to literature published in English from 2010, when 
the EE framework gained traction (Malecki, 2018; 
Schäfer & Mayer, 2019), to March 2024. After 
removing duplicates that were found in more than 
one database, this search resulted in an initial selec-
tion of 917 publications.

We then reviewed the abstracts of these publica-
tions, applying additional inclusion and exclusion 
criteria: We only included journal articles, as well 
as both conference papers and working papers that 
were no more than three years old, to capture the 
most recent debates and dynamics in the evolving 
field of EEs research. We focused exclusively on 
empirical studies as we are looking at how social 
differences and intersectionality are operationalized 
in practice within EE research, so we excluded the-
oretical, conceptual, and review papers. In addition, 
we only selected studies that explicitly indicated in 
their abstracts a focus on a specific population of 
entrepreneurs or at least one category/relation of 
difference. This process resulted in a revised sam-
ple of 111 publications (see Appendix 2), which we 
then read and analyzed in detail.

For close reading and analysis of these publi-
cations, we developed a concept matrix (Webster 
& Watson, 2002) that allowed us to systematize 
the articles according to our research questions. 
This matrix is theoretically grounded in Stam and 
van de Ven’s (2021) ecosystem definition and ele-
ments. Within this matrix, we documented how 
each paper addressed these elements1 in relation 

to social differences, how categories of difference 
were conceptualized and how they were found to 
affect entrepreneurs’ experiences. The systematic 
literature review builds the base of this paper and 
was then used to examine the evolution of the field 
of EE research in relation to its actor orientation. 
We utilize the review to present an intersectional 
approach to the study of EEs in Section 4.

3 � Findings

3.1 � Charting the field: social categories of difference 
in entrepreneurial ecosystem studies

Our literature review shows that, as in the 2019 
review by Huang et  al. (2022), gender remains the 
dominant category. In our analysis, over two-thirds of 
the reviewed articles (83) focus on gender. However, 
many other categories of difference are also examined 
(Fig.  2). Sexuality is largely absent from the litera-
ture, with just one article briefly addressing the chal-
lenges faced by  LGBTQ entrepreneurs (Q. Wang & 
Richardson, 2021*). Cognitive differences  are  simi-
larly underexplored, appearing in only one article 
without in depth analysis (Owalla et  al., 2021*). 
Overall, the field of EE research lacks substantial 

Fig. 1   The selection process for the reviewed literature (source: authors)

1  Stam and van de Ven’s (2021) elements are: Formal insti-
tutions, Culture, Networks, Physical infrastructure, Finance, 
Leadership, Talent, Knowledge, Demand and Intermediate ser-
vices.



Exploring social difference among entrepreneurs in entrepreneurial ecosystems: a systematic…

Vol.: (0123456789)

engagement with the role of health and mental health 
in entrepreneurship. The same goes for other catego-
ries of difference that we searched for but did not find 
in the databases, such as language/accent or criminal 
record.

We find that most articles (74) focus on a single 
category, while over 30% of the articles (37) in our 
sample consider multiple categories (see Fig.  3 for 
the most common combinations). Among the 37 
multi-categorical articles, most articles analyze two 
categories together (22), while fewer examine three 
(7) or more (8) categories simultaneously.

In our SLR, several papers overlook how social 
categories of difference shape entrepreneurial expe-
riences. Indeed, some studies, although including 
multiple social categories of difference, treat them 

as socio-demographic sample variables rather than 
incorporating them into the core analysis (Gimmon & 
Felzensztein, 2023; Samsami et al., 2024*). Addition-
ally, some articles consider multiple categories but 
analyze them separately, focusing on each indepen-
dently rather than examining how their intersection 
shapes specific entrepreneurial experiences.

We identified 27 papers that use an intersectional 
perspective exploring how entrepreneurs navigate 
EEs. This means that multiple social categories of 
difference and power relations are considered simul-
taneously (and not separately), and that the focus lies 
on how the intersection of these categories shapes 
the entrepreneurial experiences (e.g., Bijedić & 
Piper, 2019; Owalla et  al., 2021*). One paper also 
highlights how entrepreneurs employ intersectional 

Fig. 2   Number of articles 
per social category of 
difference (in absolute num-
bers) (source: authors)

Fig. 3   The most common 
combinations of social 
category in the reviewed 
papers (in absolute num-
bers) (source: authors)
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counter-frames that allow individuals to challenge 
and reinterpret dominant narratives and structures that 
marginalize them (Owalla et  al., 2021*). Although 
these studies adopt an intersectional perspective, this 
approach could be further developed by considering 
the broader power structures shaping entrepreneur-
ship experiences and the simultaneous inclusion and 
exclusion of entrepreneurs from specific resources 
within EEs.

3.2 � (Re)thinking entrepreneurial ecosystems through 
social differences

Identifying critical components required to interact 
within a given region to enable successful entrepre-
neurship remains a central theme in EE research. 
Many studies in our sample draw on established defi-
nitions of EE elements, such as institutional frame-
works and resource endowments. However, when 
exploring entrepreneurs’ experiences and social dif-
ferences with these elements, authors often empha-
size the disabling functions of EEs and their compo-
nents (e.g., Csillag et al., 2019*).

It is particularly the large number of studies on 
women entrepreneurs that demonstrate how EEs can 
have a disabling function. Authors like Adegbile et al., 
(2024*), Chauke (2022*), Freund et  al., (2024*), 
Mehtap et al., (2017*), and Aman et al., (2021*) show 
how patriarchal societal structures shape the institu-
tional frameworks of EEs, leading to gendered norms 
and cultures that can exclude women entrepreneurs 
from essential resources, such as networks, funding 
(Bonin et  al., 2021; Lawson & Lahiri-Dutt, 2020; 
Rana et  al., 2022*), lack of institutional support (J. 
Wang et al., 2019*), legal constraints (Adegbile et al., 
2024*), and restrictive social norms (Kim et al., 2020; 
Motoyama et al., 2021; Rica, 2021*).

From this perspective, differences in EEs can-
not be attributed solely to individual entrepreneurs. 
Instead, attention needs to also be paid to the broader 
systems of dominance––such as ableism, ageism, 
classism, racism, and patriarchy––that create and sus-
tain uneven power relations in EEs. While they mani-
fest in phenomena like gendered norms and cultures, 
the uneven power relations they (re)produce perme-
ate and influence all interactions within the ecosys-
tem (Ozkazanc-Pan, 2022; Ozkazanc-Pan & Clark 
Muntean, 2021a; Vershinina, 2025; Welter, 2011; 
Yamamura et al., 2022).

However, the reviewed studies do not only focus on 
the disabling functions of ecosystem elements and their 
structural embeddedness. They also emphasize those 
elements within ecosystems that can help to over-
come barriers and exclusion (Ingole & Sohani, 2024; 
Khokhawala & Iyer, 2021*). For example, a significant 
number of studies focus on the role of universities as 
key hubs, especially for female, young, and migrant 
entrepreneurs (e.g., Amornsiripanitch et  al., 2021; 
Civera & Meoli, 2023; Cochran, 2021; Mehtap et al., 
2017; Neumeyer, 2022*). In addition, many studies 
draw attention to specific networks—such as informal, 
friendship, co-ethnic, diaspora, and indigenous net-
works (e.g., Duan et al., 2022; Lawson & Lahiri-Dutt, 
2020; Mrabure et al., 2021; Ratten & Pellegrini, 2020; 
Schmutzler et  al., 2021; Tamtik, 2020*)—as well as 
the crucial role of the family, which can enable entre-
preneurship despite exclusion from more traditional 
resources. The reviewed studies suggest that families 
play a multifaceted role in fostering entrepreneur-
ship, providing emotional and moral support while 
facilitating access to critical resources such as land, 
workspaces, and capital (Bugawa & Aljuwaisri, 2019; 
Darcy et  al., 2023; Gimmon & Felzensztein, 2023; 
Luis-Rico et al., 2020; Welsh et al., 2023*).

Digital business models are another resource, 
Duan et  al., (2022*) find that cross-border e-com-
merce platforms significantly contribute to the suc-
cess of migrant and transnational entrepreneurs as 
they facilitate access to multiple ecosystems. The 
importance of digital spaces is not only emphasized 
in relation to migration. Ditta-Apichai et al., (2024*) 
demonstrate how online social media platforms sup-
port women’s micro-entrepreneurship in Thailand’s 
tourism sector. The authors describe how these plat-
forms cultivate digital spaces for knowledge-sharing, 
mentorship, and emotional support, offering women 
entrepreneurs a vital alternative ecosystem in an envi-
ronment shaped by patriarchal norms and limited 
resources (see also Abdelwahid & Kaoud, 2022*).

Regarding entrepreneurial purpose and outcome, 
several studies highlight women’s entrepreneur-
ship as a path to economic empowerment, inde-
pendence, self-realization, and social recognition 
at the individual level (e.g., Khan & Sharpe, 2016; 
Mehtap et  al., 2017*). Similarly, for entrepreneurs 
living with disabilities, independence is identified as 
an important goal and potential outcome of entre-
preneurship (Darcy et  al., 2023*). In the context of 
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indigenous entrepreneurship, studies emphasize that 
entrepreneurial activities play a crucial role in pre-
serving indigenous culture and ensuring the survival 
and continuity of these communities (Mika et  al., 
2022; Mrabure et  al., 2021; Tamtik, 2020*). Wang 
and Richardson (2021*) describe how artist entre-
preneurs in the USA are motivated by the structural 
disadvantages they face due to gender, class, race, 
and ethnicity, which inspire them to establish social 
enterprises aimed at tackling inequality and support-
ing marginalized groups. On a broader societal level, 
Rica (2021*), Ditta-Apichai et al., (2024*), and Khan 
and Sharpe (2016*) discuss the potential of women’s 
entrepreneurial endeavors, regardless of the specific 
business model, to act as trailblazers by challenging 
societal expectations and transforming gender roles in 
post-communist and patriarchal societies.

While social differences among entrepreneurs are 
increasingly discussed in the EE literature, heteroge-
neity across other ecosystem actors (e.g., investors, 
policymakers, support organizations) remains largely 
under-studied. Only a few reviewed articles such as 
Prencipe et  al., (2023*) analyze diversity in univer-
sity spin-off boards and other authors (Kumar & Das, 
2019; Mehtap et al., 2017; Rica, 2021; Simmons et al., 
2024*) demonstrate how socio-cultural norms, gen-
dered political environment and patriarchal structures 
influence entrepreneurial processes. Greater actor 
diversity within ecosystems would foster more inclu-
sive spaces, institutions, and policies, and consequently 
greater diversity among successful entrepreneurs.

In summary, the studies we reviewed illustrate that 
by focusing on social differences they can challenge 
and expand conventional understandings of EEs. 
Embedded in uneven power relations, EEs can hin-
der or complicate entrepreneurial activity for certain 
groups. Yet the reviewed studies pay limited atten-
tion to the positive ways in which social identities 
can shape entrepreneurial activities or how entrepre-
neurs leverage their identities as assets. These differ-
ences matter because they influence who participates 
in entrepreneurship, how resources flow, which ven-
tures are created, and how inclusive and innovative 
the ecosystem becomes. At the same time, these stud-
ies broaden the conceptual scope of EEs by high-
lighting spatialities and components that are often 
overlooked—such as local neighborhoods, the inti-
mate sphere of the home, digital business platforms, 
or social media. While neighborhoods may offer 

communal support, the domestic sphere emerges 
as a central site where women, in particular, often 
run their businesses and receive crucial familial or 
spousal support. In doing so, the reviewed literature 
deepens our understanding of the geographical and 
relational contexts in which entrepreneurship unfolds 
(Stam & Welter, 2020).

Moreover, the reviewed studies respond to long-
standing calls for more diversity-sensitive research 
(Mazzoni et  al., 2025; Welter et  al., 2017; Wurth 
et  al., 2022), illustrating that entrepreneurship takes 
diverse forms with the potential to empower individu-
als, families, and communities, and, crucially, that 
ecosystems perform more effectively when intersec-
tional social categories are considered, contributing 
to broader societal transformation.

4 � Future directions: an intersectional 
research agenda for studying difference 
in entrepreneurial ecosystems

The current debate on EEs can broadly be divided into 
two approaches: a traditional and an actor-oriented 
approach to understanding differences in EEs. Based 
on the concept of intersectionality—which empha-
sizes a simultaneous examination of social categories 
of difference in terms of how they intersect and inter-
act to produce specific experiences (Crenshaw, 1991; 
Hill Collins, 2000 [1990])—we propose a third, inter-
sectional approach. As we have demonstrated, inter-
sectional perspectives are already present within exist-
ing approaches to EEs. In this section, however, we 
aim to further develop these perspectives into a more 
systematic framework—one that allows for an under-
standing not only of entrepreneurial experiences at the 
individual level, but also of the broader outcomes and 
evolutionary trajectories of EEs. In Table 1, we seek 
to identify the types of approaches and the categories 
in which they follow different assumptions and goals.

The early phases of scholarship of EEs were 
marked by an approach that viewed the system as 
rather monolithic. This traditional approach to EEs 
is based on the assumption that all entrepreneurs are 
equal. They have the same opportunities or at least 
it is assumed that opportunities are the result of fair 
competition in the ecosystem. The academic stud-
ies here do not differentiate between entrepreneurs, 
and social categories of difference are not explicitly 
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considered. EEs are understood as neutral spaces of 
economic activity (Malecki, 2018; Ozkazanc-Pan & 
Clark Muntean, 2021a). Entrepreneurs are seen as 
a rather homogeneous group, with the image of the 
White, male, well-funded entrepreneur dominating 
(Garcia & Baack, 2023; Welter et  al., 2017). This 
led to a “one-size-fits-all” model that was business-
centric and assumed that all entrepreneurs just need 
the right training of skills to be able to be ‘success-
ful’ (Brown & Mason, 2017; Brush et  al., 2019). 
Productive entrepreneurship is defined exclusively as 
the creation of new value (jobs, innovation, growth, 
etc.), while research focused primarily on success-
ful regions or prominent entrepreneurs (Mazzoni 
et  al., 2025; Stam, 2015; Wurth et  al., 2022), using 
traditional qualitative or quantitative methods. This 
approach is criticized because of its simplification of 
social processes and the focus on entrepreneurial out-
put and success (e.g., number of unicorns, amount of 
VC).

Over the past years, there has been a move towards 
a more differentiated perspective as was shown in this 
literature review. Research began to differentiate, but 
mostly along individual categories, especially gender. 
It was increasingly recognized – as shown in this lit-
erature review—that entrepreneurial ecosystems are 
not neutral but can reproduce exclusion and discrimi-
nation through structural embedding. As a result, 
the consideration of specific groups becomes more 
important, although often only a single category of 
difference is examined. At the same time, it becomes 
clear that existing components of the ecosystem can 
not only be beneficial but also inhibiting. Unequal 
access to resources becomes apparent, which is attrib-
uted to structural barriers (Motoyama et  al., 2021*) 
and unequal distribution. Entrepreneurial results are 
no longer viewed solely as individual value creation, 
but as a product of systemic and structural framework 
conditions (Stam, 2015; Stam & van de Ven, 2021). 
Research methods begin to use social categories par-
ticularly to study specific groups of entrepreneurs but 
often remain anchored in traditional quantitative or 
qualitative methods.

The analysis of the literature underlines, how-
ever, that there is still an untapped potential to inte-
grate an intersectional perspective in studies of EEs. 
While earlier approaches paint an undifferentiated 
picture of entrepreneurs, current research shows that 
social categories of difference play an increasingly 

important role. Building on these insights, and in line 
with scholars such as Herbertson and Lee (2024), 
Ozkazanc-Pan (2022; and Ozkazanc-Pan & Clark 
Muntean, 2021b), Vershinina (2025), and Yamamura 
et al. (2022), we argue that a more systematic integra-
tion of intersectionality into EE research is beneficial 
for understanding ecosystem outcomes and evolution-
ary trajectories.

Through an intersectional lens, EEs can be under-
stood as spaces in which inclusion and exclusion 
are shaped by overlapping power relations. Entre-
preneurs and other ecosystem actors are analyzed 
not as homogenous groups, but as individuals posi-
tioned along multiple, intersecting categories of dif-
ference. Methodologically, this perspective supports 
approaches that attend to multiple axes of identity, 
consider institutional and structural exclusion mecha-
nisms (Ozkazanc-Pan, 2022; Vershinina, 2025), apply 
inclusive research designs, and center the lived and 
situated experiences (Rodó-Zárate, 2023; Valentine, 
2007; Yuval-Davis, 2015) of entrepreneurs and other 
ecosystem actors. An intersectional perspective does 
not merely add categories of difference but fundamen-
tally reshapes how EEs are conceptualized — posi-
tioning power relations as a central analytical dimen-
sion (Ozkazanc-Pan, 2022).

Figure  4 illustrates a conceptual framework for 
studying EEs from an intersectional perspective: At 
the center is the entrepreneur, positioned along inter-
secting categories such as gender, age, race, or class, 
which shape their lived experiences within the EE. 
As our literature review shows, these experiences 
rarely involve full inclusion or total exclusion. Rather, 
entrepreneurs navigate differentiated experiences of 
inclusion in and exclusion from individual EE com-
ponents, which can be situated across multiple spatial 
scales, from the intimate to the global. Whether entre-
preneurs are able to access these components—and 
whether they enable or inhibit entrepreneurial activ-
ity—depends on how broader power structures such 
as patriarchy, racism, colonialism, capitalism, and 
ageism manifest in specific contexts (Dy & MacNeil, 
2023).

With Fig.  4, we show not only the influence of 
the embeddedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems 
within intersecting power relations but also offer a 
framework that foregrounds entrepreneurial agency 
(Stam & Welter, 2020). The outward-facing arrows 
from the entrepreneur symbolize this reciprocal 



	 M. Lois et al.

Vol:. (1234567890)

relationship—entrepreneurs are shaped by their 
environments but also act upon them. While much 
of the literature highlights constraints tied to social 
positioning, we argue that more attention should 
be paid to how entrepreneurs strategically deploy 
aspects of their intersectional identities (cf. Nash, 
2008)—not only to navigate barriers, but also to 
seize position-specific opportunities for productive 
entrepreneurship. One rare example in the reviewed 
literature is van Merriënboer et  al., (2023*), who 
show how tech entrepreneurs in the Netherlands ini-
tially downplay identity markers such as race or gen-
der to avoid discrimination but later reclaim them to 
build authenticity and legitimacy—what we argue 
may also alter the broader structural relations over 
time. An intersectional perspective on such recipro-
cal dynamics thus also contributes to an evolution-
ary view of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Mack & 
Mayer, 2016), where outcomes are shaped by how 

entrepreneurs respond to and reconfigure the struc-
tures they are embedded in.

5 � Conclusion

This article systematically examines the dynamic 
debate on how social differences among entrepre-
neurs are conceptualized and studied in EE research. 
Drawing on a review of 111 publications, we iden-
tify three main approaches: a traditional approach, 
which assumes equal access and treats entrepreneurs 
as a homogeneous group; an actor-oriented approach, 
which highlights differentiated experiences—often 
along a single axis such as gender—and to which 
most reviewed studies can be attributed; and an 
emerging intersectional approach, which we seek to 
further develop.

Fig. 4   An intersectional 
framework for research on 
entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(source: authors)
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In sum, the field has expanded its understanding of 
entrepreneurial identities by considering categories 
such as gender, migration experience, age, race/ethnic-
ity, socio-economic background, and dis/ability. Social 
differences in ecosystems matter because they influence 
participation in entrepreneurship, resource distribu-
tion, the types of ventures that emerge, and the overall 
inclusiveness of the ecosystem. However, many catego-
ries remain underexplored or entirely overlooked, such 
as health, religious affiliation, citizenship, sexuality, 
languages, or criminal records. In addition, our review 
shows that heterogeneity across other ecosystem actors 
(e.g., investors, policymakers, support organizations) 
remains largely under-studied. Future research would 
benefit from focusing on these dimensions.

While most studies focus on single categories, some 
begin to adopt intersectional perspectives that con-
sider their mutual shaping. In addition, recent research 
broadens the scope of EE studies by emphasizing entre-
preneurship as a potential site of empowerment, social 
change, and community resilience—extending beyond 
economic output. It also brings attention to overlooked 
spaces such as the home, the family, and digital plat-
forms. However, few studies examine how entrepreneurs 
strategically mobilize aspects of their identity to navi-
gate or reshape ecosystem structures.

As with any systematic literature review, this 
study has certain limitations. First, while our analy-
sis provides a comprehensive overview of the exist-
ing research on difference in EEs, it is inherently 
characterized by the selection criteria, databases, 
and search terms we used, which may have excluded 
relevant studies outside these parameters. Literature 
reviews are inherently affected by publication bias, 
as they predominantly include studies published in 
peer-reviewed journals and may overlook unpub-
lished or emerging research that could provide 
additional insights or expand the scope of existing 
debates. Furthermore, our review is limited to arti-
cles published in English, potentially overlooking 
valuable insights from research conducted in other 
languages and contexts. Moreover, as we focus on 
EE studies, we do not take into account the broader 
debate on entrepreneurship that has already pro-
vided more comprehensive insights into intersec-
tionality and social inequalities (e.g., Abbas et  al., 
2019; Dy & MacNeil, 2023; Knight, 2016; Vong-
swasdi et  al., 2025; Yamamura et  al., 2022). The 

EE literature could therefore greatly benefit from a 
more intensive engagement with these debates.

Despite these limitations, our review provides a 
structured foundation for future research and highlights 
both the advances and blind spots in the current litera-
ture. To move beyond additive or essentialist notions 
of difference, we propose a conceptual framework for 
an intersectional analysis of EEs. This framework cent-
ers on the entrepreneur as a situated actor embedded in 
overlapping power relations—such as racism, patriar-
chy, capitalism, and coloniality—and emphasizes the 
dynamic and context-specific interplay between inclu-
sion, exclusion, and entrepreneurial agency. It enables 
a more nuanced understanding of how ecosystem struc-
tures are both shaped by and responsive to the position-
alities of actors within them. We offer this framework 
as a basis for future empirical and theoretical work that 
seeks to better understand and ultimately transform EEs 
into more inclusive, equitable, and innovative spaces.

An intersectional understanding of ecosystems 
also has implications for policies. They should be 
more differentiated and responsive to the diverse 
social positions of entrepreneurs and to power 
relations that shape them. Policies are not neutral, 
as institutions tend to reflect and reinforce exist-
ing structures of inequality (Vershinina, 2025). A 
critical starting point is therefore to develop more 
systematic data collection practices that capture 
social differences among entrepreneurs — includ-
ing gender, race, migration status, and other axes 
of marginalization — to make structural inequali-
ties visible. Such data would enable policymakers 
and ecosystem actors to move beyond one-size-
fits-all approaches and design targeted, evidence-
based measures that foster inclusive entrepreneurial 
opportunities and support structures for all. Indeed, 
entrepreneurial ecosystems that are inclusive, 
diverse, and socially connected would perform bet-
ter, fostering greater innovation, stronger knowl-
edge spillovers, and higher adaptability.
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