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ABSTRACT
The development of start-up communities is seen as critical to the successful development of
entrepreneurship in a region. However, it remains unclear what exactly start-up communities are
and how they can be facilitated. Ambiguity concerning the geographical scale and membership of
start-up communities leads to different conceptualisations. In this paper, we apply communities of
practice (CoP) theory to understand how conceptualisations of start-up communities work and
how they can be facilitated. To this end, we qualitatively study start-up communities in Sydney,
Melbourne and Canberra, Australia. Our results show that start-up communities that are confined
to a particular workspace strongly resemble a CoP. Furthermore, many elements of CoPs can also
be found in regional start-up communities. Finally, we find that workspace communities have more
direct and top-down facilitation activities, while regional start-up communities have more indirect
and bottom-up facilitation activities.

Key words: start-up communities; communities of practice; geographical scale; membership;
qualitative research; entrepreneurial eco-systems

INTRODUCTION

Governments see start-ups (e.g. new
technology-based firms) as key drivers of
regional1 development (Qian et al. 2012),
which is reflected in governments’ efforts to
develop regional clusters (Porter 1998; Feld-
man & Francis 2003), innovation systems
(Sternberg 2007; Asheim et al. 2011), and
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Stam 2015;
Spigel 2017). Start-up communities, which
we tentatively define here as local groups of
people who start or support technology
based start-ups (Feld 2012; Stam 2015), are
considered to be a key factor enabling such

regional entrepreneurial activity. Start-up
communities allow rapid flow of resources,
support the development of social capital,
enable collective learning, and encourage
start-ups to remain in a region (Saxenian
1996; Westlund et al. 2014; Nieto & Gonz�alez-
�Alvarez 2016).

Communities of practice (CoP) theory
describes the learning dynamics and interac-
tions among actors within these types of com-
munities (Wenger 1998). The CoP literature
has extensively explored the characteristics,
boundaries, and dimensions of these com-
munities (Brown & Duguid 1991; Lave &
Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998) and the
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activities that can be implemented to maxi-
mise the value of CoPs (Wenger et al. 2002;
Cox 2005). Understanding start-up commun-
ities as CoPs could give insights into the
building of entrepreneurial ecosystems. How-
ever, this understanding is constrained by
two limitations of the existing literature.

First, facilitating start-up communities
arguably begins with understanding what
they are, but growing ambiguity surrounds
this concept. Start-up community has
become an umbrella term mentioned in vari-
ous contexts, such as co-working spaces (e.g.
Spinuzzi 2012), incubators (e.g. Hughes et al.
2007), science parks (e.g. Bakouros et al.
2002), clusters (Darchen 2016), cities (e.g.
Feld 2012), rural areas (Eversole et al. 2013),
and regions (Brown & Duguid 2000; Spigel
2017). These contexts locate start-up com-
munities on a geographical scale, but we do
not know how start-up communities differ
among these levels as functioning CoPs.
Additionally, existing studies express conflict-
ing ideas about the membership of start-up
communities. Some only include entrepre-
neurs (Bøllingtoft & Ulhøi 2005; Hughes
et al. 2007), whereas others also consider
other actors, such as mentors, venture capi-
talists, and service providers, to be part of
these communities (Feld 2012; Blomquist &
Imel 2015; Fortunato & Alter 2015; Stam
2015; Spigel 2017). Membership is often
debated even within CoPs (Wenger 2000).
This confusion contributes to a lack of
understanding about what start-up commun-
ities are and in what dimensions they differ.

Second, few studies explore activities which
can facilitate start-up communities. Existing
studies focus on only two facilitating mecha-
nisms. Clustering start-ups within an incuba-
tor, science park, or city is seen to be a
catalyst for the creation of relationships and,
therefore, the creation of start-up commun-
ities (Bøllingtoft 2012; Spigel 2017). Select-
ing start-ups in similar industries and
development stages should create comple-
mentarities and synergies among entrepre-
neurs (Hughes et al. 2007; Spigel 2017). The
effectiveness of both mechanisms is debated.
Merely co-locating a similar group of start-ups
in an incubator, science park, or region does
not guarantee the emergence of a start-up

community (Bakouros et al. 2002; Schwartz &
Hornych 2010). Further, Schwartz and Hor-
nych (2010) find that the specialisation of incu-
bators does not lead to increased networking
among entrepreneurs. Therefore, we need to
explore additional activities that can facilitate
start-up communities (Bøllingtoft & Ulhøi
2005). The CoP literature can help do so
(Wenger et al. 2002; Scarso & Bolisani 2008).

Therefore, this study poses the following
research question: how do start-up commun-
ities differ as communities of practice in geo-
graphical scale and membership, and
through which activities are these commun-
ities be facilitated? In the empirical research,
53 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with entrepreneurs and facilitators of start-up
communities in Australia. Based on the
dimensions of geography and membership,
we show that there are four distinct concep-
tualisations of start-up communities that dif-
fer in how they work and how they are
facilitated. Of the four conceptualisations,
entrepreneurs in a workspace are most simi-
lar to CoPs given their tight social relation-
ships, the strength of their shared identity,
and the sharing of practices. Regarding the
practical implications, we show what activities
policy-makers and community facilitators can
use to facilitate entrepreneurship through
different conceptualisations of start-up
communities.

The remainder of this paper is structured
as follows. First, we provide a brief review of
the core concepts of CoP that guided the
data collection and analysis. This is fol-
lowed by the methods section. Subse-
quently, the findings are presented, after
which a brief discussion and the conclu-
sions are given.

THEORY: COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Characterising communities of practice –
Lave and Wenger (1991) coined the term
‘communities of practice’. They based this
concept on a social view of learning that
emphasises the tacit nature of knowledge
and its embeddedness within people and
their social relationships. Accordingly, indi-
viduals learn by participating in a community
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and absorbing its practices and identity
(Brown & Duguid 1991). These CoPs can be
understood as groups of people informally
bound together by shared expertise and a
passion for a joint enterprise (Wenger &
Snyder 2000). These groups are communities
in the sense that they involve relationships
among actors and that they are tightly knit
and voluntary in nature (Cox 2005). Further-
more, their practice is a source of coherence
(Garavan et al. 2007). However, CoPs are not
necessarily homogenous or clearly demar-
cated. Rather, individual members of CoPs
can have a diverse range of knowledge bases
and levels of involvement (Lave & Wenger
1991). They might join and leave CoPs or be
involved simultaneously in multiple CoPs
(Wenger 1998). Consequently, the bound-
aries of CoPs can be dynamic, and members
might disagree about who belongs to com-
munities. To detect and distinguish CoPs,
Wenger (1998) identifies three elements that
constitute a CoP:

1. A joint enterprise arises from the shared
understanding of what the community is
about (Zhang & Watts 2008). It reflects
the common or shared goals and interests.
It is never prescribed and unlikely to be
formally defined. Instead, it is the result
of collective negotiations (Wenger 1998),
which creates accountability among mem-
bers to contribute to the joint enterprise.

2. Mutual engagement refers to how members
in the community interact with each other
(Zhang & Watts 2008). It describes the com-
munity’s social fabric: the social relation-
ships through which members interact, the
shared norms and values that they establish,
and the shared identity that reflects these
interactions and values (Akkerman et al.
2008). This shared identity also contributes
to members’ feeling of a sense of belonging
to a particular community.

3. A shared repertoire encompasses the
resources and capabilities that the commu-
nity members produce and adopt by jointly
contributing to an enterprise (Wenger
1998; Garavan et al. 2007). This repertoire
includes ‘routines, words, tools, ways of
doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, gen-
res, actions, or concepts’ (Wenger 1998 p.

83) that have become part of the commun-
ity’s practice.

It is the combination of these three ele-
ments that creates coherence among mem-
bers of CoPs: the joint enterprise creates a
common goal, mutual engagement creates
relationships that enable learning, and the
shared repertoire embeds the learning in
what members do (Wenger 2004).

The tightly knit nature of CoPs allows
knowledge to be diffused rapidly within CoPs
as members constantly share problems, infor-
mation, and practices (Brown & Duguid
1991). The communities’ high levels of trust
and members’ willingness to help each other
contribute to their social capital (Wenger
2000). By sharing problems and challenges,
CoPs can also be sources of emotional sup-
port and motivation (Pemberton et al. 2007).
Although the term community carries a gen-
erally positive connotation, there are also
risks associated with CoPs. For example, the
shared modes of thought within CoPs make
them inflexible and resistant to change (Rob-
erts 2006). Consequently, CoPs might limit
the development of radical innovations that
challenge existing norms, logics, and implicit
assumptions (Swan et al. 2002; Wenger et al.
2002). CoPs may also fail to embrace new
members when key figures dominate partici-
pation. Members might be hesitant to share
knowledge when there is a lack of trust (Rob-
erts 2006) or rivalry (Ibert & M€uller 2015).
Finally, maintaining CoPs requires time and
resources (Cothrel & Williams 1999), which
can create tensions between members’ daily
business routines and involvement in the
community. CoPs have mostly been studied
within the context of established organisa-
tions (Oliver & Kandadi 2006; Scarso et al.
2009) or other settings, such as a scientific
community (Kaghan & Phillips 1998); film-
makers have also been suggested to form
CoPs (Roberts 2006). Start-ups have been
less studied in the CoP context, but incuba-
tors and co-working spaces might provide the
necessary conditions to facilitate their devel-
opment (Hughes et al. 2007; Spinuzzi 2012).

CoPs originally were seen to operate on a
small geographical scale (Jennings et al.
2013; M€uller & Ibert 2015). However, others
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argue that the original concept is of CoPs is
too narrow (M€uller & Ibert 2015) and that
CoPs operate on a global scale, for example,
within multinational organisations (Brown &
Duguid 2001) or online (Grabher & Ibert
2014). This focus is largely because geogra-
phy is secondary to organisational bonds and
social interactions when knowledge is trans-
ferred through COPs (Giuliani & Bell 2005;
Amin & Roberts 2008) and partly because
scholars have started to view non-face-to-face
communication as part of CoPs (Faulcon-
bridge 2010; Grabher & Ibert 2014). An ele-
gant solution to the global/local debate is to
consider CoPs to be part of larger constella-
tions. In these constellations, CoPs are
connected through individuals who transfer
discourses when they move between CoPs
(Wenger 1998; Faulconbridge 2010). Entre-
preneurs also often participate in local start-
up communities that are part of a global
constellation. They are engaged with the
practices of the global community, but they
do not participate directly in the global
community.

Facilitating communities of practice – The
general consensus holds that CoPs cannot
be created, but management should indi-
rectly foster their emergence and develop-
ment through various activities (Scarso &
Bolisani 2008; Wenger et al. 2002). Manage-
ment, for example, might provide support-
ing infrastructure, decide who can join the
CoP (Wenger et al. 2002), and design proc-
esses that facilitate the acceptance of new
members (Wenger 2000). Management may
also introduce community facilitators who
create synergies and connections between
members, for example, by acting as brokers
between those seeking advice and those who
can help (Wenger 2000; Garavan et al. 2007).
Such brokers can also bridge boundaries
between CoPs by introducing members or
practices from one community into another
(Wenger et al. 2002). Management can also
exert greater control by implementing more
formal activities, for example, deciding
which communities to allow, or choosing the
frequency of meetings (Wenger et al. 2002).
Finally, the connection of CoPs within and
outside the constellation takes place via

boundary processes (Wenger 2000), which
include brokers and boundary practices that
allow CoPs to learn from each other.

METHODS

Research design and case description – We
conducted a qualitative exploratory case
study among start-up communities in Aus-
tralia, which is a representative example of
an industrialised country which has a devel-
oped economy (Steffens et al. 2011) and
attempts to stimulate start-ups to boost inno-
vation and economic growth. We collect data
in the cities of Sydney, Melbourne and Can-
berra. Sydney and Melbourne are Australia’s
entrepreneurial hubs and home to almost 90
per cent of all its tech start-ups (PWC & Goo-
gle 2013). The Canberra start-up scene is
emerging. Collecting data from three differ-
ent cities makes the findings more robust
because it minimises the chance that the
findings are influenced by the unique char-
acteristics of one particular city. Table 1 out-
lines key statistics for Australia and the three
cities in which data were collected.

Sample and data collection – Data were col-
lected from February to July 2013. One
researcher was based in Canberra and
immersed in the Canberra start-up commu-
nity. Three visits of 3–5 days were made to
both Sydney and Melbourne to collect data.
Doing so allowed conducting interviews face
to face and augmenting the interview data
with observations and informal discussions.
At different stages, a second researcher
joined the interviews to ensure that concepts
missed by the first researcher were covered
and to help interpret and triangulate inter-
view data at an early stage. In each of the
three cities, potential interviewees were iden-
tified and approached through events, desk
research, and existing network contacts. After
the interviews, all interviewees were asked to
introduce the researchers to additional
potential interviewees. In total, 53 qualitative,
semi-structured interviews (lasting 53 minutes
on average) were conducted at 12 organisa-
tions (including firms’ offices), programmes,
and co-working spaces supporting start-ups.
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Data were collected until the concepts were
well defined, and further interviews did not
yield additional information (Corbin &
Strauss 1990).

Online Appendices A and B present an
overview of the interviewed facilitators and
entrepreneurs. Twenty interviewees are
involved in the start-up support programmes
as supporting staff (e.g. community facilitator,
community catalyst, director or investor); they
are labelled as facilitators. The interviewees
also include 26 entrepreneurs affiliated with
start-up support organisations. Two inter-
viewed entrepreneurs are not affiliated with an
incubator or a co-working space. All the entre-
preneurs in the sample are developing techni-
cal products or looking for opportunities do
so. Although there is no demarcation by
industry, most of the start-ups in the sample
are active in software. We selected interviewees
who could be considered to be members of
start-up communities because they can best
inform us about the inner workings of the
community as a CoP. The sample also
includes five university researchers on

Australian entrepreneurship who are inti-
mately familiar with the workings of these
communities. The diversity of the sample con-
tributes to the reliability and generalisability of
the findings.

Data collection and analysis – The interviews
were generally structured as follows. First,
entrepreneurs and community facilitators
were asked to introduce themselves and their
start-ups or organisations. The core of the
interviews consisted of questions about the
start-up communities. Open-ended and prob-
ing questions were used to allow the inter-
viewees to explain and elaborate on their
answers. The interviews were audio-recorded
and fully transcribed. In four instances, this
was not possible, and notes were taken dur-
ing those interviews. These were sufficient to
create interview reports.

The interviews were coded by the first
interviewer and an independent analyst who
was not present during the interviews, which
further contributed to the objectivity of the
research. Coding proceeded as follows. To

Table 1. Background data for Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra and Australia.

Sydney Melbourne Canberra Australia

Population 4,757,083 4,347,955 381,488 23,135,281
Three largest

industries, as a
percentage of
employment in
20111

Health care and
social assistance
(10.9), retail trade
(9.8), Professional,
scientific and tech-
nical services (9.6)

Health care and
social assistance
(11.1), Manufac-
turing (10.8),
Retail trade (10.6)

Public administra-
tion and safety
(32.7), professio-
nal, scientific and
technical services
(9.8), health care
and social assis-
tance (9.2)

Health care and
social assistance
(11.9), retail trade
(10.6), construc-
tion (8.8)

Total number of
businesses in
2013a

463,639 404,618 25,245 2,079,659

Total number of
tech start-ups in
2013b

950 350 30 1,500

Individuals with
bachelor’s degree
or higher in 2011a

24.1% 23.6% 34% 23.2%

Total early stage
Entrepreneurial
activity in 2014c

NA NA NA 13.1%

Notes: aAustralian Bureau of Statistics (2015); bPWC and Google(2013); cGlobal Entrepreneurship Moni-
tor (2015).
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answer the first part of the research question,
the characteristics of the communities were
explored by coding interviewees’ statements
describing the start-up communities. Initially,
data were coded by the expressions and
words used by the interviewees themselves.
Using such open codes helps minimise the
influence of personal bias and, in this case,
led to a variety of characteristics that
emerged inductively from the qualitative
data. Then, similar open codes were com-
bined into first-order codes (Gioia et al.
2013) labelled in words close to those of the
interviewees. These first-order codes were
then related to the elements of CoPs
delineated by Wenger (1998). These three
elements formed the broader, theoretically
relevant second-order codes (Gioia et al.
2013) and were the core concepts of the
characterisation. This process resulted in a
characterisation of start-up communities the-
oretically grounded in the CoP literature and
empirically grounded in the interview data.

To answer the second part of the research
question, the interviews were reanalysed
using the same method to identify facilitating
activities. This led to the identification of five
sets of facilitating activities, which formed
the second set of core concepts. The first-
order codes, second-order codes and repre-
sentative quotations from interviewees are
provided in online Appendix C.

FINDINGS

This section first characterises entrepreneur-
ship in Australia and its start-up communities
and then explores the activities through
which these start-up communities can be
facilitated.

Start-ups Down Under – Although Australia
has a rich history of small businesses, its cul-
ture does not encourage risk taking (PWC &
Google 2013). Instead, society encourages
more traditional careers that require univer-
sity degrees and offer corporate jobs. Due to
high interest rates and the availability of safe
investment options, such as the mining
industry, the incentive to invest in high-risk
start-ups is low. Consequently, there is a lack

of venture capital (Steinz & van Rijnsoever
2013). As well, Australia’s prosperity has
resulted in low unemployment levels (Austra-
lian Bureau of Statistics 2013) and many
well-paid jobs, which eliminates the incentive
to become an entrepreneur (Steinz & van
Rijnsoever 2013). Another weakness of Aus-
tralia’s entrepreneurial ecosystem is its small
domestic market, which is isolated from the
rest of the world. Consequently, there are rel-
atively few customers, which makes it difficult
to create scalable start-ups. However, inter-
viewees emphasise that the ecosystem is
improving, indicated in the increased num-
ber of co-working spaces, incubators, and
accelerators. Co-working spaces, for example,
saw a fivefold increase in 2 years, rising to a
total of 62 in 2012 (Sharp 2013).

Characterising start-up communities – Before
Wenger’s (1998) elements of COPs are
applied, the boundaries of start-up commun-
ities are discussed by exploring the use of
the term by interviewees. As with CoPs, the
boundaries of these communities are
contested.

Interviewees use the term ‘community’ to
refer to two different geographical scales of
start-up communities. First, interviewees refer
to groups within the physical boundaries of
collaborative workspaces. This use of the
term is consistent with studies on incubators
and co-working spaces (e.g. Hughes et al.
2007; Spinuzzi 2012). These start-up com-
munities we label as ‘workspace commun-
ities’. Second, interviewees talk about
communities within their particular cities,
which is in line with the literature on entre-
preneurial ecosystems (e.g. Feld 2012;
Spigel 2017). These communities we label as
‘regional communities’. Compared to work-
space communities, regional communities
are large and heterogeneous. Workspace
communities are nested within larger
regional communities, so their members can
be involved simultaneously in both. Some
members even function as brokers at the
regional level to help local CoPs interact
with each other. An example of this practice
is found the organisation of the Silicon
Beach Drinks group in Sydney. Accordingly,
there is some overlap between the workspace
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and regional communities. However, as the
next section shows, they differ markedly in
some of Wenger’s elements and therefore
remain distinct.

Interviewees also have different ideas
about who belongs to their communities:
entrepreneurs or entrepreneurs and start-up
supporters. Start-up supporters include, for
example, mentors, investors, community
facilitators, service providers, and nascent
entrepreneurs exploring the idea of creating
new businesses (referred to by some inter-
viewees as ‘wantrepreneurs’). Some interview-
ees are critical of the contributions of
supporters. They feel that ‘a lot of people
want to get involved in the scene’ (Entrepre-
neur G1) and call wantrepreneurs ‘fake
entrepreneurs’ (Facilitator F3). Others,
though, perceive the breadth of the commu-
nity as a strength and embrace supporters
(including wantrepreneurs) as full members
of the community: ‘it’s open to anyone. We
don’t limit anything. We get people from
corporate companies, students, freelancers
. . . Everyone can contribute in some way’
(Facilitator F1). As shown in the next sec-
tion, perceptions of who belongs to a start-
up community (the community’s social
breadth) influence the interpretation of
Wenger’s elements.

Next, the three elements of Wenger
(1998) are used to characterise start-up com-
munities. Each element is first described in
relation to start-up communities in general.
Then, we discuss how these elements are
influenced by communities’ geographical
scale and social breadth.

Members of start-up communities share an
interest or passion for start-ups and a belief
in their importance. Members, therefore,
share a goal of helping start-ups succeed in
their missions, which could be realising a
vision or improving the world. Regardless of
whether the mission is social or commercial,
the means to achieve that mission is the crea-
tion of a successful business: ‘one thing I
really like about Sydney is that – it’s like the
common goal is “there need to be more suc-
cessful businesses”’ (Entrepreneur A4). Dif-
ferent communities and members may have
various reasons for why they want to achieve
this goal. For example, interviewees in

incubator and investor I (which focuses on
clean tech start-ups) see start-ups as a way to
improve the environment: ‘we use the
expression “we like to make a dollar, and we
like to make a difference”’ (Entrepreneur
I1). Members of co-working space D, which
focuses on social entrepreneurship, believe
in the power of start-ups to improve society:
‘you want to go there if you want to do
good’ (Entrepreneur F1). Members also com-
monly believe in the power of working
together and sharing knowledge to achieve
this aim. Start-up communities are thus
intended to become a source of knowledge
for anyone interested in start-ups: ‘it’s built
for people who want to learn about start-ups’
(Facilitator F1). Accordingly, although the
joint enterprise was never formalised, there
seems to be an implicit understanding that
the community helps start-ups succeed by
facilitating the exchange of knowledge on
setting up technology-based start-ups.

Members of workspace communities share
an additional goal: the creation of a pleasant
communal working environment. Members
feel accountable to contribute to this enter-
prise, for example, by socialising with others
and cleaning up common areas. Members of
regional communities also share an addi-
tional goal. The desire to ‘build the ecosys-
tem’ (Facilitator A1) is an important driver
for members to participate in these commun-
ities: ‘I am a great believer in Canberra as a
city . . . And so the reason I have joined here
is because . . . it fits very well with my belief
that this city can be a hub of innovation’
(Facilitator J1). An important way to achieve
this goal is for members to get start-ups ‘out
in the public eye’ (Facilitator A1), thereby
increasing the legitimacy of start-ups.

A community’s enterprise is shared both
by entrepreneurs and supporters. However,
the entrepreneurs who are part of distinct
start-ups all have their own goals, which can
create tensions between the start-ups’ inter-
ests and the community’s interests: ‘it sounds
selfish, but there are just so many start-up
coffees I can go to. I don’t have the time
anymore . . . And now, there are people that
have put a truckload of money in [name of a
start-up] and expect some good results, and
we want the results as well, so we need to get

START-UP COMMUNITIES AS COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 179

VC 2017 The Authors Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of
Royal Dutch Geographical Society/Koninklijk Nederlands Aardrijkskundig



going’ (Entrepreneur A4). Although entre-
preneurs feel committed to the communal
joint enterprise, they cannot always contrib-
ute as much as they would like to. In con-
trast, many supporters involved in the
community, such as wantrepreneurs and
community facilitators, feel less pressure
than entrepreneurs and (especially in the
case of community facilitators) have only the
responsibility to facilitate the community and
contribute to its joint enterprise.

In start-up communities, mutual engage-
ment is developed primarily through face-to-
face contact: ‘they strike up conversation, sit
with people, and play table tennis together
. . . And within a week, they’re laughing and
friends’ (Facilitator E2). Members interact
online, but such interactions are seen as only
a way to extend the physical interaction: ‘it’s
virtual to an end, but the face to face is cru-
cial’ (Facilitator D1). The importance of
face-to-face interaction explains why start-up
communities are local phenomena situated
within collaborative workspaces and regions.
The extensive face-to-face interaction creates
strong relationships among members.

As members get to know each other, they
realise that they share similar ambitions,
interests, and problems. Consequently, they
identify with other members, calling them-
selves as groups of ‘like-minded people’
(Entrepreneur C1). Start-up communities
thus create a shared identity or sense of
belonging to a community: ‘it feels like we
are actually part of a bigger team’ (Entrepre-
neur A1). The interviewees emphasise that
each start-up community has its own identity.
Workspace communities focus on a particu-
lar type of start-up and have their own cul-
tures. Entrepreneur F2 describes this
difference when contrasting various co-
working spaces: ‘[Co-working space D] has a
social entrepreneurship-like focus . . . They’ve
got really cool political projects that are hap-
pening there. [Co-working space E] actually
has a huge amount of freelancers, so they
have less focus on like established firms’.
Similarly, each regional community is per-
ceived to have its own identity: Sydney
focuses on start-ups in the financial industry,
Melbourne has many social, lifestyle, and
tourism start-ups, and Canberra start-ups

concentrate on government services. These
differences also create distinctive cultures in
regional communities: ‘Sydney is much more
cut and dry . . . whereas Melbourne is a bit
more community focused . . . So, for exam-
ple, community-based sites seem to do a little
bit better down in Melbourne . . . whereas big
commerce and those sort of guys are based
in Sydney’ (Facilitator E1).

These shared identities mean that mem-
bers of communities recognise themselves in
the challenges experienced by others, which
contributes to their willingness to help each
other. This desire and obligation to help
others in the community is one of the norms
and values established through ongoing
interactions. Other norms, for example, are
that members are not allowed to use the
community for the sole purpose of making
sales and that members will not infringe on
the intellectual property of others. These
shared norms contribute to high levels of
trust among members because certain behav-
iour is expected. Although these norms and
values are mostly implicit rather than formal-
ised, members are aware of them and do not
allow others to violate them: ‘if you’re part
of the community here, it’s expected that
you’re going to ask people for help or advice
or whatnot. It’s expected that you also help
back’ (Entrepreneur E1).

Workspace communities also exhibit
norms related to the joint enterprise of creat-
ing a pleasant working environment. In gen-
eral, the level of mutual engagement is
especially high in workspace communities
because individuals meet on a daily basis.
Relationships are further strengthened by
the relatively small size and homogeneity of
workspace communities. Accordingly, inter-
viewees refer to other members of their incu-
bators and co-working spaces as ‘family’
(Entrepreneur A2) and ‘close friends’
(Entrepreneur F2). Within regional com-
munities, members meet at events, such as
meetups, start-up conferences, and start-up
weekends. However, these interactions are
less frequent than in workspace commun-
ities. Regional communities are also much
larger and more diverse. Consequently,
although some individual relationships in
regional communities might be strong, mutual
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engagement generally is not as high as in work-
space communities. Some interviewees hint at
strong regional relationships, but others are
more critical of the regional sense of commu-
nity: ‘there seems to be a very critical look at
one another here, which is kind of unusual.
There’s definitely not this ‘all in together’
atmosphere’ (Entrepreneur A2). ‘Everyone’s
doing their own thing’ (Facilitator I1).

Mutual engagement is higher within com-
munities of entrepreneurs than communities
of entrepreneurs and supporters. Strong rela-
tionships and shared norms are formed
between entrepreneurs and supporters alike,
but a shared identity is especially strong
among entrepreneurs. For example, inter-
viewees feel that only other entrepreneurs
can really identify with the ‘roller coaster’
(Entrepreneur B3) that is the entrepreneur-
ial process: ‘I think you really need people to
understand, you know, your process and so
they can be sympathetic to that’ (Entrepre-
neur C1). Therefore, entrepreneurs consider
each other to be not only like-minded but
also ‘peers’ (Entrepreneur B1) who are ‘just
as crazy as you’ (Entrepreneur B3).

Members of communities read the same
books, follow the same thought leaders, and
use similar tools and methods, such as the
lean start-up method (Ries 2011): ‘we all do
start-up weekends, lean thinking, that
becomes the culture, same page’ (Facilitator
A2). Members of start-up communities also
speak a similar language. They often use
terms that might be confusing to people out-
side the community, such as minimum viable
product, bootstrapping, follow-on funding,
disruption, business model canvas, and pivot:
‘everybody talks about pivots’ (Facilitator J1).
The creation of shared tools and language
contributes to members’ ability to under-
stand each other and quickly share knowl-
edge. As in many start-up ecosystems across
the globe, the interviews revealed that these
repertoires are heavily influenced by Silicon
Valley. These influences evidence that local
CoPs are part of a global constellation
(Wenger 1998; Faulconbridge 2010). In addi-
tion to drawing inspiration from abroad,
members celebrate successful local start-ups
that become communal success stories that
every member knows: ‘there are already

enough success stories that have raised lots
of money, moved to the US, etc. And people
know these stories, for example, Kickfolio, 99
designs’ (Facilitator G2). Due to the informal
character of start-up communities, most of
the repertoire is not formally captured but
informally shared during group and one-on-
one discussions. These communities also cre-
ate and share some artefacts, such as open-
source software code, Power Point presenta-
tions (pitch decks), and legal documents.

The shared repertoires of workspace and
regional communities show subtle differences
that reflect their different joint enterprises.
Workspace communities’ shared goal of cre-
ating a pleasant workplace, for example, is
reflected in specific artefacts present in all
workspace communities that play important
roles in daily social interactions. These arte-
facts include white boards, coffee machines,
and ping-pong tables. The repertoire of
workspace communities is also relatively spe-
cific. Workspace communities create a
shared, homogenous way of doing things as,
for example, they organise courses in which
nearly all members participate, create a road-
map on how to grow a start-up, and provide
standardised templates and documents that
all members use. Incubator and investor A,
for example, has a particular philosophy for
managing a start-up: ‘our framework and
everything we follow, everything is metrics
based . . . And so everything we do, week on
week, we’ll be looking to improve those KPIs
[key performance indicators]’ (Facilitator
A1). The repertoire of this community (e.g.
the discussions that take place, the methods
used) revolves around this metrics-based
framework and is typical of these commun-
ities. For regional communities, the joint
enterprise of contributing to a local entre-
preneurial ecosystem is reflected in, for
example, reports on the local entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem produced by these commun-
ities. Whereas the repertoire of workspace
communities is relatively specific, it does not
seem that the Sydney way of managing a
start-up is very different from the Melbourne
way. There are some subtle differences in the
repertoire of regional communities (e.g. the
local success stories that serve as role
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models), but overall, the repertoires of differ-
ent regions are relatively similar.

The shared repertoire is especially strong
and widely shared in communities of entrepre-
neurs, who face similar problems and chal-
lenges. They constantly exchange problems
and solutions, thereby creating a shared way of

working or shared practices for, for example,
fund raising, marketing, and programming.
These practices are validated (or ‘tried and
true’, as Entrepreneur I6 states) by other
entrepreneurs, so newcomers quickly adopt
them. Although supporters might also be
familiar with these practices to some extent,

Figure 1. Four different conceptualizations and characterizations of start-up communities.
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entrepreneurs are the only ones who actually
use them.

We identify four conceptualisations of
start-up communities (Figure 1). The differ-
ences between these conceptualisations and
their characteristics should not be inter-
preted as absolute, nor should the four con-
ceptualisations be considered to be clearly
demarcated categories. Rather, these concep-
tualisations help understand how perceptions
of start-up communities differ and how dif-
ferent types of start-up communities tend to
display particular characteristics.

Facilitating start-up communities – In line
with the CoP literature, interviewees empha-
sise that start-up communities are self-

emerging (they ‘spring up in areas where
there already are people interested in entre-
preneurship’, as Entrepreneur F2 states) and
that the role of facilitators is to ‘create an
ideal environment . . . in which the commu-
nity can grow in an ideal way’ (Facilitator D1).
Next, we explore the activities implemented
to facilitate start-up communities. Similar
activities are categorised into five sets of activ-
ities. Figure 2 gives a visual overview of which
activities were observed in which conceptuali-
sation. Note that these activities are not
unique to the Australian context. They can
also be found in other regions influenced by
Silicon Valley (van Weele et al. 2017). In this
study, we find that the activities are trans-
ferred through digital buzz and brokers who

Figure 2. Facilitating different conceptualizations of start-up communities.
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connect CoPs from other institutional
contexts.

Start-up communities are self-selective.
Given their unique identities, every start-up
community attracts particular types of mem-
ber. If members do not fit in the community
(because, for example, they do not follow
the community’s norms and rules), the com-
munity does not accept them. Regional com-
munities have no additional selection
processes. Workspace communities have for-
mal selection processes which community
facilitators use to decide who may join com-
munities. Some facilitators make these deci-
sions by relying on the opinions of existing
members. Facilitators consult members when
deciding whether to accept newcomers, or
they implement a trial period of a couple
days or weeks for new members to ensure
that they have a cultural fit with the commu-
nity. Similar to CoPs, start-up communities
sometimes use top-down selection processes.
Such selection processes create synergies
among members by ensuring that the com-
munity focuses, for example, on software
start-ups or social entrepreneurship. In addi-
tion, selection processes serve to curate com-
munities’ culture: facilitators emphasise that
newcomers have to be willing to help others,
and facilitators try to avoid competing start-
ups in the community, which would inhibit
the open culture that they seek to create.

Newcomers are not yet embedded in a
community’s social relationships, aware of
the community’s norms and values, or famil-
iar with the community’s repertoire (Lave &
Wenger 1991). Consequently, joining a com-
munity can be intimidating, as entrepreneur
C3 states: ‘I felt like everybody knows a lot
more about this than I do . . . And everyone
seemed to know everyone . . . And, “Yeah,
you’re the new person”’. While this state-
ment refers to a workspace community, facili-
tator D1 raises similar concerns about a
regional community: ‘Melbourne itself is very
cliquey place. Melbourne has a wonderful
sense of community, but the flip side of com-
munity is that it can be much harder for a
stranger to get in and be accepted’. To over-
come this challenge, processes to facilitate
the introduction of new members can be
implemented. For workspace communities,

this process starts with the formal selection
process during which facilitators set expecta-
tions for members’ behaviour. Newcomers
thus become acquainted with the unwritten
rules of the community. Facilitators might
also match newcomers with a buddy, an
experienced member who introduces the
newcomer to other members and explains
the community’s norms and values. Within
workspace communities, such buddies are
sometimes formally appointed, but both
workspace and regional communities also
include members who voluntarily take on
that role. This process bears similarity to
what Lave and Wenger (1991) call ‘legitimate
peripheral participation’.

Fostering social relationships are associated
with creating and strengthening social rela-
tionships within communities. For workspace
communities, the physical design is an
important ‘catalyser’ (Facilitator A2) that
facilitates interaction as members meet going
to the water cooler, playing table tennis, or
just walking by other members’ desks and
offices. Organising events provide another
opportunity for members to get to know
each other and a way for outsiders to con-
nect to the community. Therefore, events are
an important way to ‘bridge the boundaries’
between various start-up communities: ‘we’ve
been partnering with other networks . . . That
means that we have . . . an opportunity for
our own members to meet a different com-
munity and where there’s peer-to-peer inter-
actions and learning. So it’s networks
connecting to networks in that way’ (Facilita-
tor D1). Events play an important role in
both workspace communities (e.g. lunch lec-
tures, member breakfasts, pitch events) and
regional communities (e.g. hackathons, con-
ferences, meetups, drinks). Digital platforms
(e.g. Facebook, Google groups, Yammer) are
also mentioned but, as explained, are primar-
ily a way to extend face-to-face interactions:
‘because everyone knows each other physi-
cally, they respect that relationship a bit
more . . . If you spam the list on a Friday, you
have to walk in there on Monday. Everyone
looks at you kind of funny. You get that kind
of reputation. You can’t be anonymous’
(Facilitator C2).
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Connecting knowledge demand and supply
activities focus on creating connections
between individual members to facilitate the
exchange of knowledge. Facilitators create a
‘rich fabric of connectivity’ among those look-
ing for help and those who can help. Within
start-up communities, such connections can
be established by members or facilitators who
act as brokers. Community facilitators, in par-
ticular, play an active role in connecting mem-
bers with questions to members who have the
answers. To do so, facilitators must have a
thorough understanding of all members’ skills,
networks, and needs: ‘I think the most impor-
tant part of it is the fact that you have to
know everyone’s base to some extent. You
have to know what they are looking for’ (Facil-
itator F3). Community facilitators frequently
ask members about their needs and challenges
or use questionnaires to get informed about
members’ needs: ‘it was trying to gauge where
people are having challenges, what’s been
working, and what hasn’t . . . Without under-
standing that, there’s no way I can kind of cre-
ate an environment to help them further’
(Facilitator C1). Connecting givers and takers
can also be facilitated without the mediation
of facilitators by directly enabling members to
share their needs. Incubator A holds weekly
crosspollination sessions where members have
the opportunity to present their problems to
the entire community. These meetings make
all members aware of how they can help each
other, which facilitates further knowledge
exchange.

Members in a community identify with
each other, so they can relate to other mem-
bers’ success: ‘it’s like, “If he or she can do
it, so can I”’ (Facilitator F2). Some interview-
ees even perceive a healthy competition
among entrepreneurs: ‘they are competing
to be the best start-up in [the co-working
space]. That’s healthy competition’ (Facilita-
tor G1). Facilitators stimulate this competi-
tion by sharing and celebrating success within
the community: entrepreneurs take the time
to get together and celebrate when start-ups
achieve their first sale, raise venture capital,
or get acquired. The community thereby pro-
vides a platform for successful entrepreneurs
to act as role models, inspiring others. Entre-
preneurs are also encouraged to share their

goals: ‘everybody has a no-fail goal that you
have to achieve. You don’t want to be the guy
that says, “No, we didn’t achieve our goal this
week” . . . You want to have bigger goals than
everyone else’ (Entrepreneur A2). This activ-
ity is only observed at workspace commun-
ities, perhaps because the high levels of trust
in workspace communities make it easier for
entrepreneurs to open up.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Using geographical scale and membership,
we identify four distinct conceptualisations of
start-up communities that differ in how they
work (e.g. the elements from the CoP litera-
ture that they share) and in how they are
facilitated. Regarding how they work, start-up
communities differ in their joint enterprises,
mutual engagement, and shared repertoires.
Of the four conceptualisations, the entrepre-
neurs in workspaces most resemble CoPs
with their strong shared identity, tight social
relationships and sharing of practices. How-
ever, the three elements are also observed
for the other conceptualisations but to a
lesser extent. Accordingly, all conceptualisa-
tions of start-up communities reflect many
characteristics of CoPs.

Further, we show that the activities specific
to workspace communities are more formal
and top-down, whereas regional communities
have a more self-emerging, self-organising
nature. The activity of creating an inspiring
environment is observed only among entre-
preneurs. In facilitating start-up commun-
ities, the existing literature focuses on top-
down selection processes and the co-location
of start-ups. This study shows the role facilita-
tors play when it comes to communities’ self-
selecting processes, managing the introduc-
tion of newcomers, fostering social relation-
ships through events and digital platforms,
connecting demand and supply for knowl-
edge, and creating an inspiring environment.
Hence, facilitators might play a much more
active role in nurturing start-up communities
than previously assumed. Furthermore, the
activities we identify are similar to those
described in CoP literature, such as the need
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to adequately introduce newcomers and the
importance of brokers.

This study has several limitations. First, the
data are collected mostly from start-ups and
communities in the software industry, which
affects the generalisability of the findings.
This focus reflects the dominance of software
ventures in the start-up industry, which can
be observed in and beyond Australia (PWC &
Google 2013; The Economist 2014). Still,
future research should investigate whether
start-up communities in other industries dis-
play similar characteristics as those observed
in this study. Second, it is possible that
including different types of interviewees who
are not considered to be part of commun-
ities, such as policy-makers, adds more com-
plexity to our conceptualisations.

Finally, research is needed to verify whether
the perceived benefits of belonging to a start-
up community translate into more successful
start-ups and whether the facilitating activities
identified indeed contribute to greater coher-
ence in communities. It is certainly possible
that communities with too tightly knit net-
works inhibit the development of new ideas,
innovations, and business models. Another
possible consequence is that start-up commun-
ities might reduce competition between new
firms in a region because they are hesitant to
compete in each other’s markets. Future
research needs to critically consider start-up
communities from a broader perspective.

Note

1. In this paper, region refers to a specific geo-
graphical area. This is in contrast to Australian

usage which sometimes implies rural areas.
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