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Abstract. A study of start-up ecosystems in Latvia and Georgia provides unique insight into the development of innovations in different
cultural and economic contexts. The present article aims to analyse how start-ups adapt and thrive, using case studies of three start-ups
from each country. The research is based on a case study approach, which allows for a deep and multidimensional analysis of specific start-
ups in Georgia and Latvia. Criteria such as innovativeness, impact on local ecosystems, and scaling potential were used to select start-ups.
Various data sources were used, including interviews with founders, document analysis, and observations. Data analysis used qualitative
methods, including thematic analysis, to identify key themes and relationships. The stated approach made it possible to consider each
country's contextual factors and draw informed conclusions about how environmental factors influence the development and sustainabil ity
of start-ups. The results identified the main challenges the start-ups face and the opportunities they can exploit for their growth and
development. Particular attention is paid to the impact of political stability, availability of funding, and the level of support from public and
private entities. The study results may help develop policies to support start-ups and international investors interested in investing in new
markets.
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1. Introduction

Studying start-up ecosystems in countries with different political, geographic, and cultural contexts is essential for
several reasons. Understanding how start-ups evolve in different regions helps to identify unique challenges and
opportunities that may arise due to specific economic, political, or cultural conditions. This makes it possible to
develop more effective strategies for supporting and developing innovation adapted to particular situations.
Exploring diverse ecosystems allows countries to learn from each other. For example, the successes and failures
of start-ups in one country can provide valuable lessons for other countries with similar conditions or ambitions.
Start-ups often operate in a global context, and understanding different ecosystems can help companies better
navigate at the international level, find partners, expand markets, and adapt to global trends (Abdelkafi &
Tauscher, 2016; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Perdomo-Charry et al., 2023).

A detailed study and understanding of start-up ecosystems can increase the visibility and attractiveness of these
countries to international investors. This can lead to an influx of investment, promoting economic growth and
technological development. Start-ups can contribute to job creation and stimulate economic development.
Understanding how ecosystems influence the growth and sustainability of start-ups can help to formulate policies
aimed at improving the quality of life of communities (Adner, 2017; Ferreira et al., 2024; Avila-Robinson et al.,
2022; Arora & Dhiman, 2024).
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Figure 1. Start-up ecosystems
Source: elaborated by the authors

Ecosystems can ensure the success of start-ups, reducing the current failure rate by approximately 90%. Even
though there are significant differences between countries such as Latvia and Georgia, exploring their start-up
ecosystems can offer valuable lessons and opportunities for local and international stakeholders. Analysing start-
ups from these countries can effectively study start-up ecosystems, mainly if a case study analysis approach is
used. Indeed, like any other method, a case study has its strengths and weaknesses. This method is widely used in
the social sciences to gain an in-depth understanding of specific situations. It is a powerful tool for studying
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complex phenomena in their real-world context. A case study allows for a thorough analysis of a particular case,
which provides a detailed understanding of the object or phenomenon being studied. This method considers the
context of the situation, which is vital for understanding the social and cultural aspects influencing the subjects'
behaviour. The researcher can use multiple data sources (interviews, observations, documents), which facilitates a
multidimensional understanding of the case (Cockayne, 2019; Barbulescu et al., 2021; Bouncken et al., 2021;
Corvello et al., 2023).

By analysing unique or extreme cases, theoretical propositions can be developed or refined, which can be tested in
other studies. The results of case studies often provide specific recommendations that can be useful for
practitioners or policymakers. However, due to the uniqueness of each case, the study results are difficult to
generalise to a broader population. Case selection, data interpretation, and the researcher's personal beliefs can
influence the study's objectivity. The quality and availability of data can significantly affect the conclusions of a
study. If there is insufficient data, the analysis may be superficial. An in-depth analysis of one or more cases
requires significant time and resource investments. The researcher may miss essential elements or fail to consider
all possible variables that influence the phenomenon being studied. Using a case study requires careful planning
and clearly understanding its limitations. When combined with other research methods, a case study can
significantly enhance understanding of complex social phenomena (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Geissdoerfer et
al., 2018; Skawinska & Zalewski, 2020; Ferreira et al., 2024).

2. Literature review

Let us analyse the reflection of the concerns regarding the "start-up ecosystem” in the authoritative Scopus and
Web of Science database. The number of publications reflecting this issue in scientific editions indexed in the
Scopus scientometric database amounted to 223 articles, Web of Science — 104 articles. The number of
publications increases every year.
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Figure 2. Documents by year, which contain the words “start-up ecosystems a case study” in the title, abstract or keywords
within the Scopus and Web of Science database from 2015 to 2024.
Source: elaborated by the authors based on the SCOPUS and Web of Science database
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According to the Scopus database, researchers from the United States (30 publications), Italy (24) and Brazil (22)
and the Web of Science, researchers from the United States (12 publications), England (10) and Italy (10) were
the most active ones in their consideration of the issues that are of interest (See Figure 1). There are no studies on
start-up ecosystems in Latvia, Georgia, or Ukraine, a case study in the SCOPUS database. In the Web of Science
database, there is 1 study in Ukraine.
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Figure 3. Documents by country, which contain the words “start-up ecosystems a case study” in the title, abstract or keywords
within the Scopus and Web of Science database from 2015 to 2024.
Source: elaborated by the authors based on the SCOPUS database

The results displayed in Figure 2 confirm the high interest of scientists from various fields of science in this
particular topic.

On the SCOPUS database, many publications deal with business, management and accounting (28%), followed
by computer science (18%). At the same time, 11% of the total number of publications are represented by
economics and other social sciences. On the Web of Science database, a lot of publications deal with business
economics (41%), Environmental Sciences Ecology (9,49%), and Science Technology Other Topics (8,86%).

The analysis of publications related to "Start-up Ecosystems: A Case Study" showed that most often, researchers
of this topic cite the paper of Motoyama & Knowlton (2016) “Examining the Connections within the Start-up
Ecosystem: A Case Study of St. Louis”. This study explores how an entrepreneurial ecosystem is structured using
an exploratory and bottom-up approach. The authors apply a social network approach by analysing the
connections of the ecosystem at multiple layers: (1) among entrepreneurs, (2) among support organisations, and
(3) among entrepreneurs and key support organisations. Through a series of interviews with entrepreneurs and
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support organisations in St. Louis, the study discusses how support organisations in the region interacted with
each other and with entrepreneurs, including explicit cross-organisational collaboration and strategic structuring
of resources, significantly impacted the way that entrepreneurs interacted with one another and with organisations,
thus deepening our understanding of these connections and identifying intervening points within the ecosystem
(Motoyama & Knowlton, 2016).

The research paper of Leong et al. (2017), Nurturing a FinTech Ecosystem: The Case of Youth Microloan Start-
up in China, describes a case study exploring the development of a FinTech company in China that offers micro-
loans to college students. Five lessons learned are presented for organisations to manage the challenges better and
leverage the opportunities amidst the disruption of the financial sector. The findings also shed light on how digital
technology 1) offers the strategic capability for a firm to occupy a market niche in the financial sector, 2) enables
the generation of alternative credit scores based on non-traditional data, and 3) improves the financial inclusion of
previously excluded market segments. (Leong et al., 2017).

Ghezzi (2019) describes Digital start-ups launching original value propositions can test out and validate their
business model using a recent and emerging set of practices known as Lean Start-up Approaches (LSAs), which
consist of Customer Development and the Lean Start-up. While LSAs are gaining momentum in the digital start-
up ecosystem, they still need better theoretical foundations and operational issues that hinder their adoption and
implementation. This study aims to go beyond recalling anecdotal and single-case examples and, through mixed-
methods research involving 227 digital start-ups, provide a first large-scale analysis of (i) if and how digital start-
ups apply Lean Start-ups Approaches; (ii) the ensuing results; (iii) the main advantages and disadvantages that
stem from adopting and implementing LSAs; and (iv) how digital start-ups connect and combine the LSAs with
other entrepreneurial approaches and tools for launching start-ups. The findings reveal that most of the sample has
adopted LSAs and obtained several benefits. A list of practical guidelines for solving the existing drawbacks and
enhancing the effectiveness of adopting and implementing LSAs is proposed. To conclude, a framework for
organising the empirical findings is put forward, where LSAs are inserted into the entrepreneurship theory debate
on Effectuation, Entrepreneurial Bricolage and Opportunity Creation. Suggestions are then provided on how to
sequence and bridge effectuation and causation logics and decision-making tools in an "entrepreneurial
opportunity space” (Ghezzi, 2019)

In a literature review focused on start-up ecosystems, it is essential to analyse what various scholars have
contributed to understanding the concept and highlight the gaps in existing research.

An ecosystem, particularly in the entrepreneurial context, refers to a network of interconnected entities interacting
within a specific geographical or industry-based setting, including entrepreneurs, investors, support organisations,
government bodies, and academic institutions. The key objective of the ecosystem is to foster innovation,
resource-sharing, and collaboration to enable start-ups' successful emergence and growth.

Motoyama and Knowlton (2016) defined ecosystems as dynamic networks of entrepreneurs and support
organisations, emphasising the critical role of cross-organisational collaboration and resource structuring. Their
work provides a social network perspective that reveals how interactions between various entities shape the
overall structure of the ecosystem.

In contrast, Leong et al. (2017) focused on the FinTech ecosystem, stressing how digital technology and

alternative data foster inclusivity in the financial sector. This perspective highlights the ecosystem's ability to
innovate and adapt through technology, driving financial inclusion for previously underserved market segments.
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Ghezzi (2019) brought up the concept of Lean Start-up Approaches (LSASs) and their relevance in digital start-
ups, showing how ecosystems support methodological experimentation. The author focused on how LSAs fit into
the broader entrepreneurship theory and connect with other frameworks like Effectuation and Bricolage.

Despite numerous authors studying ecosystems, gaps still require further research. Hence, there is a lack of
integration between digital and traditional start-up ecosystems: while the studies emphasise traditional ecosystems
(e.g., St. Louis) and digital ecosystems (e.g., FinTech), there's a gap in understanding how digital and traditional
ecosystems interact, particularly in cities where technology plays a crucial role in driving business.

More exploration of cross-sector ecosystem interactions still needs to be done. Most studies focused on specific
sectors like FinTech or geographic areas like St. Louis. However, comprehensive research needs more insight into
how ecosystems from different industries or regions interact and the synergies that may emerge from such
interactions.

Focus on the role of policy and government intervention still needs to be increased. More research is needed on
how policies and government initiatives actively shape and influence the ecosystem's structure, particularly in
fostering collaboration and breaking down barriers between public and private sector stakeholders.

Empirical analysis of lean start-up approaches in practice has to be deepened. While Ghezzi explores LSAs in a
broad sense, there's limited empirical work on how LSAs are adopted explicitly by start-ups across diverse
industries and cultural contexts and how this adoption varies by ecosystem maturity.

Building on the literature, we can define an entrepreneurial ecosystem as a dynamic network of interconnected
entities - entrepreneurs, support organisations, government agencies, and investors - within a geographical or
industry-specific setting, where resources, knowledge, and technology flow to support the emergence and scaling
of start-ups. The ecosystem's success depends on fostering collaboration, innovation, and inclusivity through
digital tools, policy frameworks, and structured entrepreneurial methodologies.

3. Theoretical basis and methodology of the research

The study used general and special methods: historical — to study the degree of knowledge of the problem;
analytical-synthetic, comparative — to identify trends in start-up ecosystems based on the collected empirical
material; inductive — for generalisation and systematisation of the conclusions. The typological analysis method
was used to differentiate the number of international studies, and the content analysis method was used to study
documents. Particular attention is paid to the study of ecosystem factors that influence the success of start-ups.
Knowing these factors helps one understand the context in which start-ups develop and determine the aspects of
the ecosystem that need to be improved. Ecosystem benchmarking allows one to compare start-up ecosystems in
different countries or regions. Studying differences in connections, structure, and dynamics between ecosystems
helps identify the strong and weak points of each ecosystem (Zaidi et al., 2023), learn from best practices
(Audretsch et al., 2018), and facilitate the sharing of best practices (Lee & Shin, 2017).

Latvia is experiencing a slight decline of 8 points and ranks 47" in the Global Ranking. In Eastern Europe, Latvia
dropped three positions and now ranks 10". Riga, the capital, remains in the world’s top 200 but drops 13
positions. In Eastern Europe, Riga dropped one place and took the 14" position. Riga is ranked 15" in the 3D
printing industry.

Georgia has continued its positive momentum since 2022, completing a 10-point climb. Georgia continues its
positive momentum for the third consecutive year. Georgia jumps one point to rank the 38" in Europe. The
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country maintains the 2" position in the Central Asia Regional Economic Corporation (CAREC), up from the 4"
in 2021. Thilisi lost its positive momentum, declining by 12 points to rank 371, and now ranks 5 points lower in
the CAREC region at 27" place. Thilisi excels in the cryptocurrency industry, standing 10" in Europe.
(StartupBlink, 2024).

The sources of material for the empirical analysis were a wide range of official databases: international
organisations (Global Competitiveness Index), Business Doing, Eurostat, Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM), Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI), Business Register; other secondary information sources, as well as
personal knowledge and experience of the authors as witnesses to the transformation of the Latvian and Georgian
ecosystem. Case studies are also carried out, with particular attention to the role of the entrepreneurial ecosystem
in identifying and transforming opportunities and the dynamic nature of its development.

The growth trajectories of the analysed companies differ significantly, including the degree of contribution to the
entrepreneurial system of Latvia and Georgia. The subject of the study was mostly ICT companies, which is
primarily due to the practical significance of studying one of the fastest growing sectors, generating the main flow
of innovative ideas for start-ups (including “unicorns”) and transforming consumer behaviour (Venkataraman,
2004). The information and communication technologies (ICT) market includes communication services and
information technologies (computers, network equipment, software, IT services). In addition, "the ICT sector has
the greatest potential" (EDF, 2013), since it is home to a significant number of fast-growing companies (Mason &
Brown, 2014, p. 2). The study is devoted to the analysis of cases, the selection of which used the following
criteria: 1) the idea that gave impetus to the creation of the enterprise is of Latvian and Georgian origin; 2) the
company provides an example of a “success story” in the ICT sector; 3) the company is among 30 start-ups that
managed to attract maximum investment. The activities of start-ups were mainly analysed based on publications
in the media, the websites of the companies themselves, official databases of the Register of Business Enterprises
and annual corporate reports. Start-ups were analysed in the context of realising opportunities within the
entrepreneurship ecosystem.

4. Analysis of start-up ecosystems by country

The article mentions various metrics and indices used to analyse start-up ecosystems. Here are some of the most
important and relevant metrics that help evaluate and compare start-up ecosystems across countries:

The Global Start-up Ecosystem Index is constructed using hundreds of thousands of data points, processed
through a sophisticated algorithm that considers several dozen parameters across various dimensions. The
algorithm processes data from multiple sources, both public and proprietary, across different dimensions of the
ecosystem. These include Start-up metrics: Number of active start-ups, success stories, unicorns, and exits;
Funding and investment: Volume of venture capital, angel investments, crowdfunding activities, and public
funding; Talent pool: Availability of skilled workers, particularly in technical fields like software engineering,
data science, and product development; Infrastructure: Number of accelerators, incubators, co-working spaces,
and innovation hubs; Regulatory environment: Ease of business formation, legal frameworks, intellectual property
laws, and taxation policies; Research and innovation: Number of research institutions, R&D investments, and
collaboration between academia and the private sector; Global connectivity: International reach of local start-ups,
cross-border collaborations, and market access; Start-up culture and events: Frequency and scale of start-up
events, hackathons, and meet-ups that foster community engagement.

The Ease of Doing Business Index, developed by the World Bank, provides a comparative analysis of the
regulatory environment for business operations across various countries. It assesses how conducive or restrictive
local regulatory frameworks are for business activities, measuring economies' ease of starting, operating, and
closing businesses. Below is a detailed description of the methodology used to construct the index. The Ease of
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Doing Business Index data is primarily gathered from two sources: Surveys conducted with over 12,500 business
practitioners, lawyers, accountants, and government officials globally. Secondary data was collected from
governments, regulatory agencies, and legal texts. The World Bank's team works with local experts in each
country to ensure accuracy and relevance. The index is based on ten key indicators that capture the lifecycle of a
typical business, from its establishment to its closure. Each indicator is designed to assess a specific aspect of
regulatory efficiency or complexity:

Global Innovation Index This index assesses the level of innovation in a count, indirectly indicating the startup
ecosystem's quality and innovative photosystem. It includes indicators related to technical innovation, research
and development.

Global Competitiveness Report provides data on the competitiveness of a country, including infrastructure, the
stability of the macroeconomic environment, and the health of education, which are essential for supporting start-
ups.

Latvia and Georgia have come a long way towards creating a favourable business environment, achieving low
levels of corruption, and significantly simplifying bureaucratic procedures. In 2020, Georgia ranked 7" in the
Ease of Doing Business Index, and Latvia ranked 19" (Ease of Doing Business), (World Bank, 2020).
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70 64
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o [

GEORGIA LATVIA UKRAINE

B Doing BusinessRANK M Doing Business Score

Figure 4. Ease of Doing Business rankings.
Note: Initially, the authors intended to study Ukraine's ecosystem; alas, due to the invasion of Russia, such analysis becomes not relevant
Source: elaborated by the authors based on (World Bank, 2020)

Today, 99% of government services can be obtained online. Administrative procedures are kept to a minimum.
For example, as part of the Start-up Visa program, foreigners are given equal opportunities as Latvian citizens to
create their businesses online, which has been used by about 21,000 e-residents (Freedomhouse, 2017). In Latvia
— Getting Electricity, Dealing with Construction Permits, Resolving Insolvency. In Georgia — Resolving
Insolvency, Trading across Borders, Getting Electricity (WEF, 2018).
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Figure 5. Doing Business rank, 2020*
Note: Initially, the authors intended to study Ukraine's ecosystem; alas, due to the invasion of Russia, such analysis becomes not relevant
Source: elaborated by the authors based on World Bank, 2017

The experience of three countries can serve as a successful example of moving away from the typical

development trajectory of a small market through government support for globally oriented sectors of the national
economy.
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Figure 6. Global Start-up Ecosystem Index 2023
Note: Initially, the authors intended to study Ukraine's ecosystem; alas, due to the invasion of Russia, such analysis becomes not relevant
Source: elaborated by the authors
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The Global Start-up Ecosystem Index report evaluates start-up ecosystems of 1000 cities and 100 countries.
Among the countries in the report, start-up ecosystems are presented: Latvia and Georgia. At the same time, all
countries entered the top hundred ecosystems of the world.

Table 1. Innovation economies by income group

Gll rank Economy Score Income group rank Region rank
37 Latvia (High-income) 39,7 35 24
65 Georgia (Upper 29,9 14 8
middle-income)

Source: elaborated by the authors on Global Innovation Index 2023

However, for a deeper understanding of the dynamics of the ecosystem, it is essential to analyse several specific
cases that demonstrate the main trends and changes in the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the behaviour of its
direct participants — ICT companies.

Printify: a revolution in the Printing Industry in dropshipping.

Printify was founded in 2015 Riga, Latvia, by A. Kehris, G. Dukurs, and J. Berdigans.(Dienas Bizness, 2020,
2022). Later, it established its headquarters in San Francisco, California. (THE BUSINESS JOURNALS, 2019) It
is headed by J. Berdigans (IR, 2021) In May 2018, Printify received an investment of $1 million to expand its
services to the United States. (Start-ups, 2018). The following year, it received an additional investment of $3
million, including from H&M. (ProQuest, 2019). (Delfi Bizness, 2019). In November 2020, Printify relocated its
headquarters to Spikeri, Riga. It was also included in the “Financial Times” list in 2020. In October 2021, Printify
received an investment of $45 million in Series A funding (ENG.LSM.Iv., 2021; (Management Today, 2022).

Printify is a print-on-demand platform that allows anyone to create and sell customised products with their
designs. It integrates with various e-commerce platforms such as Shopify, Etsy, and WooCommerce and offers a
wide range of products, including t-shirts, mugs, phone cases, and more. In the 2020 "Financial Times" list of the
fastest-growing technology companies in the US, "Printify” was ranked 15", according to Labs of Latvia. On the
other hand, in the US business magazine "Inc." in the top of 5000 fastest growing companies published last
August, the company was ranked 24™. The top was created based on the turnover data of companies from 2015 to
2018, wrote Labs of Latvia. Printify is a Latvian start-up that is changing the e-commerce industry.

Printify was created to disrupt the overly complex printing and gift industry so creative minds, time-strapped
entrepreneurs, and everyone can do what they do best: create great products, drive sales, and run their businesses.

Printify operates on a drop shipping model, i.e., the company does not manufacture or stock products. Instead, it
partners with suppliers who print and ship products to customers on demand. Printify profits from the difference
between the price customers pay and the price it pays its suppliers.

The Latvian start-up has raised $45 million in Series A funding*. The round was led by "Index Ventures", with
participation from "H&M Group", "Virgin Group", and several angel investors from the tech and entertainment
sectors. It is one of the largest Series A funding rounds in the Baltics this year. The company plans to use the
funds to expand into global markets.

Dino Becirovic, CEO of “Index Ventures”, points out that the start-up has removed all barriers to product creation
and enabled more than two million content creators to start successful product businesses. “Over time, as more
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producers join the network and new technologies and production methods become available, Printify will enable
everyone to realise their boldest product ideas." In January 2021, “Index Ventures” named Latvia the most start-
up-friendly country in Europe (LIAA, 2021).

“Printify” headquarters is located in Latvia. Still, it employs almost 500 specialists worldwide, doubling the
number of employees in the last year and planning to continue expanding the team. Last year, the company’s team
grew from 100 to 300 employees within a year. (LIAA, 2020). At that time, J. Berdigans admitted that rapid
growth is a big challenge, primarily related to the pandemic caused by COVID-19 and one of its consequences —
the e-commerce boom. Currently, 500 people are working in the “Printify”” team. The start-up has over 70 open
positions in product management, programming, marketing and design. Almost every one of these positions
provides opportunities for remote work. Printify is available in over 150 countries and supports multiple
languages. The company has offices in the US, Latvia and China. One priority area is expanding its presence in
the European market. Although most entrepreneurs use the Printify platform in the US, the partner base continues
to expand geographically. It aims to cover new regions, providing customers with even more high-quality
products. There are currently 67 suppliers of printing products in more than 100 locations worldwide.

Printify has become a unicorn and has received numerous awards and recognitions. In 2023, the company was
named a finalist in several categories at the Latvian Start-up Awards, highlighting its importance and success in
the startup ecosystem. This recognition comes from their innovative approach to print-on-demand, which has
significantly impacted the e-commerce space by providing powerful tools for small businesses and solopreneurs
worldwide.

Printify, as a well-known Latvian unicorn start-up, has attracted the attention of many researchers and analysts,
especially regarding its impact on the e-commerce industry and innovation in print-on-demand. This interest is
due to several factors:
1. Innovative model: Printify is changing how manufacturing and distribution are done, making it an
interesting case study in business models and start-up ecosystems.
2. Impact on the economy: As a unicorn start-up, Printify significantly impacts the Latvian economy and the
global market, making it essential for economic research.
3. Role in the start-up ecosystem: Printify is an example of a successful start-up from a small country,
making it a valuable case study for international entrepreneurship and innovation research.

Optio.Al: a revolution in the sales industry

Optio.Al is a Georgian fintech start-up that develops Al-powered products to automate sales and customer service
through virtual assistants known as chatbots. The start-up was founded by Giorgi Mirzikashvili and Shota
Giorgobiani in 2016 and has received significant support, including legal support from leading Georgian law firm
McGill. Optio.Al was also the first fintech start-up in Georgia to receive the international 1SO/IEC 27001
certification, which confirms the company's high level of information security management. Optio.Al offers two
key products: the Optio Insight sales growth and automation platform and Optio Conversation, a virtual
automated customer service assistant. These products are used by banks and other institutions for which
information security is critical.

Optio.Al provides digital banking solutions using analytics and artificial intelligence to improve customers'
banking experience. The company's core product is chatbots that analyse bank accounts, customer spending
habits, and goals and offer budget plans and recommendations to maintain healthy financial discipline. These
tools help bank customers make informed financial decisions, which creates value for both the customers and the
banks by improving their service and increasing customer satisfaction. Optio.Al monetises by selling
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subscriptions to its products to financial institutions, including banks and other lending institutions. In addition,
the company generates revenue by licensing its technology and providing consulting services in data management
and artificial intelligence.

Thus, Optio.Al not only creates unique solutions for the fintech sector but is also actively expanding its
capabilities by attracting investments and expanding its presence in the market. (Valuer, 2022). Optio.Ai is one of
the leading fintech companies in the region. The company is based in the capital of Georgia, Thilisi, and, so far,
has received over $116,000 in funding. The company's developments include chatbots that analyse customers'
bank accounts, spending habits, and financial goals, offering optimised budget plans and recommendations for
maintaining a healthy financial state. Optio.Al is focused on providing financial technology solutions, especially
through its chatbots that help users manage their finances. Their initial market focus is Georgia, but they also plan
to expand to the US and European markets. The primary target audience is consumers looking to manage their
finances through digital platforms better. Over time, the company aims to offer its products to a wider range of
users outside of Georgia, with plans to scale to other countries.

Optio.Ai received the “Best Digital Transformation Project of the Year” award at the 13" awards ceremony in
Cybersecurity and IT Innovations. This prestigious recognition highlights the commitment of Optio.Al to
innovation and its success in delivering transformative solutions that enable businesses to achieve their goals
Forbes Georgia. (Forbes, 2017). Through its product development, Optio.Al continues to innovate in the
marketing space, focusing on solutions that improve efficiency, optimisation, and customer satisfaction.

Grammarly: a revolution in education

Ukraine now suffers an invasion of Russia. There are several start-up companies in Ukraine that are unicorns. We
will describe the case of one of them, the first Ukrainian unicorn — Grammarly (Grammarly, 2024). The company
was created in 2009 by three Ukrainians — Maksym Lytvyn, Oleksiy Shevchenko and Dmytro Lider.
(UCLUSTER, 2020) At first, the start-up was called MyDropbox. Its idea was to prevent plagiarism in academic
works. Therefore, after some time, the company Blackboard, which provides educational services, acquired this
start-up. To date, the given start-up has developed an online service that helps users improve texts in English
using artificial intelligence. The service checks and corrects grammar and style and provides advice to help avoid
these mistakes. It was valued at over $1 billion in investor circles in 2019. Over 500 employees work in the
company's four offices — Kyiv, San Francisco, New York and Vancouver. (Grammarly, 2024).

Grammarly is a popular writing assistant that uses artificial intelligence to help people improve their writing
skills. Grammarly operates on a freemium subscription-based SAAS business model (basic features are free, and
premium features require payment) (https://businessmodelanalyst.com/grammarly-business-model/). Premium
Subscriptions: individual users can access the basic features provided by Grammarly for free. However, they can
upgrade to a premium version to get more advanced features, such as plagiarism detection, vocabulary
suggestions, and writing style checks based on genre. In addition to subscriptions, Grammarly also makes money
by licensing its software to universities and offering expert writing services. These services include professional
proofreading, editing, and writing support for businesses and individuals. Grammarly also makes money from
professional writing services provided by real people. In mid-November 2021, the popular automated text editing
tool Grammarly raised $200 million in funding, valuing the start-up at $13 billion (TADVISER, 2024). New
investors included Baillie Gifford and BlackRock. The company plans to use the raised funds to accelerate the
introduction of innovative products and grow the team in general. (TADVISER, 2024. BlackRock.)

According to Forbes, the company's estimated capitalisation in 2024 is $8.1 billion; in 2023, it will be $9.8 billion
(FORBES, 2024). Al technologies are used to write texts. The service has gone beyond correcting grammar and
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helps improve the clarity, interest and tone of writing. Grammarly is based on artificial intelligence and can
analyse complex aspects of language and communication. The start-up serves more than 30 million
customers worldwide. (MKS GUIDE, 2023) The company has about 700 corporate clients, including
Cisco, Boeing, Dow Jones, Dell, Expedia, Salesforce and leading US universities. Grammarly plans to
use the investment to improve its technologies further to solve language and communication problems.
In particular, it will continue to work on the tone detector and further product development for business
clients.

Some of Grammarly's most significant competitors include:

ProWritingAid is one of Grammarly's biggest competitors, offering similar features and tools for grammar
checking, writing style analysis, and more. ProWritingAid is best suited for long-form content. However, it is an
excellent option for shorter formats as well;

Microsoft Word and Apple Pages — built-in grammar checkers that offer many of the same tools as Grammarly.
However, they are not as comprehensive as Grammarly and do not offer as many additional features;
WhiteSmoke — a grammar checker that offers a range of features, including grammar checking, plagiarism
detection, and more. However, it is not as user-friendly as Grammarly and can be challenging to navigate;

Ginger — a grammar checker that offers features similar to Grammarly, including grammar checking, spelling
correction, and more. However, it is not as comprehensive as Grammarly and does not offer as many additional
features. (PAYSPACE, 2022):

The rationale for case selection: The selected start-ups (Printify, Optio.Al, Grammarly) are chosen based on their
success and recognition in their respective ecosystems. These start-ups exemplify how a well-developed
ecosystem can help grow and propel start-ups to success.

Lessons and recommendations from Latvia (using Printify as an example) — dropshipping model: Printify
successfully uses the drop-shipping model, minimising the risks and costs associated with producing and storing
goods. This allows the company to focus on design and marketing. Global scaling — Printify has started operations
in a small country and has successfully entered international markets, emphasising the importance of a worldwide
orientation even for start-ups from small countries.

5. Research results and discussion

In this study, the research aimed to uncover the relationship between a country’s entrepreneurial ecosystem and
the success of individual start-ups. While the ecosystems of the countries under study (Latvia and Georgia) were
not the direct focus of the research results, the findings reveal significant insights into how these ecosystems
indirectly contribute to the success of start-ups.

Latvia’s start-up ecosystem can become one of the country's core economic engines. With easy access to Europe,
availability of skilled IT talent, a multilingual population, and an affordable cost of living, the potential of Latvia's
start-up ecosystem is clear.

Ukraine is experiencing an invasion now. Before the war, the country managed to create a start-up ecosystem that
was both scalable and global. Some examples of impressive start-ups originating in Ukraine are People.ai,
Grammarly, Gitlab, and Ahrefs, all with massive global member bases. A primary reason for Ukraine's previous
success is the talent of its developers, who are sought after by many foreign companies, either remotely or in local
development centres.

423


http://jssidoi.org/jesi/
http://doi.org/10.9770/jesi.2024.12.1(27)

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY ISSUES
ISSN 2345-0282 (online) http://jssidoi.org/jesi/

2024 Volume 12 Number 1 (September)
http://doi.org/10.9770/jesi.2024.12.1(27)

Georgia provides a good model for Central Asia's open and transparent economy. The Ministry of Economy and
Sustainable Development is focused on supporting start-up ecosystem development, primarily through its
subdivision, Georgia's Innovation and Technology Agency (GITA). Some of the organisation's initiatives include
pre-acceleration and acceleration programs, boot camps, and community events for start-ups and investors.
Furthermore, Start-up Georgia continuously gathers data about investments, funding, failures and exits of
Georgian tech start-ups to showcase the state of the ecosystem reliably.

With a high-income economy, Latvia ranks 24th in the Global Start-up Ecosystem Index 2023, and Georgia, with
an upper middle—income — 39th place.

The study contributes to the existing literature by contextualising how entrepreneurial ecosystems in small
markets, such as Latvia and Georgia, can produce globally successful start-ups. It challenges the notion that large,
well-established ecosystems are the only environments conducive to producing unicorns and highlights the
potential of emerging markets.

One of the novel insights is the importance of global connectivity. The research shows that start-ups in small
countries can succeed globally by leveraging international networks of investors, customers, and partners. This
finding suggests that global outreach can compensate and enable success even with limited local resources.
Impact of Ecosystem Evolution: The research also highlights how ecosystems evolve and how this evolution
impacts start-up success.

Having studied the presented cases of start-ups from Latvia and Georgia, the following similarities and
differences in their approaches and development conditions can be highlighted:

Similarities of all three start-ups. All three start-ups actively use the latest technologies (e.g., print-on-demand at
Printify, artificial intelligence at Optio.Al, and artificial intelligence for text checking at Grammarly) to solve
specific problems or improve service quality. Even though the start-ups are based in different countries, they are
all focused on the international market, emphasising the start-up ecosystem's global nature. Each of the start-ups
successfully attracted investments to provide the companies with the capital necessary for developing their
projects, which indicates a high level of investor confidence in innovative projects from different countries.

Differences of the studied start-ups lie in the following areas.

Fields of activity and products — Printify is engaged in on-demand printing, Optio.Al focuses on Al-powered
fintech solutions for the banking sector, and Grammarly offers tools for checking the grammar and style of texts.
This diversity shows the specifics of each country's ecosystem and the different directions of the development of
tech start-ups.

Scope of growth and development — Printify has reached the status of a "unicorn™ and is expanding into
international markets; Grammarly has also achieved significant global influence, while Optio.Al, although
successfully developing and attracting investments, has a more limited presence in the market.

Influence on local ecosystems — each start-up contributes to the development of the start-up ecosystem of its
country in different ways. For example, Printify stimulates the development of the e-commerce industry in Latvia,

Optio.Al actively contributes to developing the fintech sector in Georgia, and Grammarly contributes to
improving technological literacy and communication skills at the international level. These differences and
similarities highlight the unique opportunities and challenges of different geographic and cultural contexts and
trends in the global start-up ecosystem.

Studying the start-up ecosystems of Latvia and Georgia allows us to identify several lessons and
recommendations that can be useful for the development of start-ups in other countries and regions.
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Conclusions

Different stages of ecosystem evolution generate different entrepreneurial opportunities. The integration of
industry ecosystems has become closer — educational, entrepreneurial, engineering, design, etc. — through the
establishment and implementation of long-term programmes for the development of the ecosystem as a whole
(digital telecommunications), the education system (ICT) and entrepreneurial skills at all levels, the use of a long-
term approach and stimulation of human capital development. The role of integration of local and global
entrepreneurial ecosystems has increased. The growth of foreign investment, including in start-ups, indicates
increased trust. In addition to the combination and maturity of factors that determine the emergence of windows
of opportunity, the interaction of all components of the entrepreneurial and other ecosystems is of decisive
importance.

The study of start-up ecosystems in Latvia and Georgia, based on the analysis of the cases of Printify, Optio.Al
and Grammarly, allows us to draw the following key findings and determine their significance for understanding
the development of start-up ecosystems in these countries:

Adaptability and Innovation: All three start-ups demonstrate high innovation and adaptation to changes in the
global economic environment. Using cutting-edge technologies, such as artificial intelligence and e-commerce
platforms, highlights their ability to develop technologies and adapt products to market needs rapidly.
Globalisation and Scaling: Despite their geographical and economic differences, start-ups from Latvia and
Georgia have successfully entered international markets, demonstrating the global potential and international
competitiveness of start-ups from these countries.

Attracting Investments: All three companies have attracted significant investments, indicating the trust of
international and local investors in start-ups from these regions. It also reflects the founders’ ability to convince
investors of the potential of their business models and growth strategies.

Social and economic impact: The start-ups significantly impact local economies through job creation, attracting
foreign investment and promoting technological development. They also improve the quality of life and access to
innovative services.

By analysing the described cases, other start-ups and policymakers can learn from successful projects and
understand potential challenges and barriers to scaling and international success. Support Strategies: Provides
evidence of the effectiveness of specific start-up support policies, such as tax incentives, grants for research and
development, and simplification of the process of obtaining international certifications. Cultural and Economic
Adaptations: Highlights the importance of considering cultural and economic specificities when developing and
adapting products for different markets, which is critical for start-ups seeking to globalise. Overall, this analysis
confirms that start-ups from Latvia and Georgia are actively shaping the tech landscape of their countries and
making a significant contribution to the global start-up community through their innovation, adaptability, and
strategic approach to scaling and international growth.

The findings from the analysis of the start-up ecosystems in Latvia and Georgia provide valuable information that
can be used to shape and improve start-up support policies. Here are some key areas where this data can be
applied:

Formation of targeted support programmes. Investment incentives: The successful attraction of investments by
start-ups such as Printify and Grammarly highlights the need to create attractive conditions for investors,
including tax incentives, grants and subsidies that can stimulate venture financing. Innovation grants: Developing
new technologies requires significant research and development expenditures. Providing grants and funding for
research and development can help start-ups survive the initial stages of innovation development and
commercialisation.
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Improving the regulatory environment. Simplifying procedures: Reducing the bureaucracy of company
registration, obtaining patents, and certifying products can make it much easier for start-ups to launch and expand.
International standards: Supporting start-ups in obtaining international certifications, as Optio.Al has done, can
increase their competitiveness and credibility in the global market.

Human capital development. Educational programmes: Investing in academic programmes focusing on
developing technology, entrepreneurship, and innovation skills can prepare the talent base needed to grow the
start-up ecosystem.

University partnerships: Encouraging collaboration between start-ups and academic institutions to conduct joint
research and develop new technologies.

Facilitating international expansion. Export support: Creating programs that help start-ups find partners abroad
and adapt products to new markets. International partnership networks: Developing networks with international
accelerators and incubators to share knowledge and resources.

Suggested directions for further research:

Analysis of support effectiveness: Regularly analyse the results of the application of support policies to determine
their efficiency and possible improvements.

Comparative studies: Research of successful international practices and their adaptation to local conditions.
Long-term market research: Monitoring and analysing trends in developing global start-up ecosystems to
anticipate changes in the industries where local start-ups are active.

Applying these approaches and directions in start-up support policy can significantly improve the conditions for
developing innovative entrepreneurship and promote economic growth and technological progress in the country.

The research has provided a nuanced understanding of how entrepreneurial ecosystems in smaller markets
contribute to start-up success. The novelty of the findings lies in the contextual analysis of these ecosystems and
their ability to produce globally competitive start-ups despite the inherent challenges of smaller markets.
However, the study's limitations highlight the need for further research to explore these ecosystems more broadly
and understand other start-ups' diverse experiences within these environments. This study is a foundation for
future research and offers valuable insights for policymakers and entrepreneurs looking to foster thriving start-up
ecosystems in similar contexts.
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