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Introduction

Smart growth ecosystems are
increasingly critical for fostering
economic resilience and driving
community prosperity.

While each ecosystem operates within its own unique
context, they share a set of foundational building blocks and
dimensions that underpin their success.

This playbook distils insights and best practices derived from
our extensive work with partners, customers, and clients
across diverse environments.

Our aim is to equip you with a deeper understanding of
ecosystem dynamics, enabling you to amplify network effects
and elevate the ‘local maximum,’ which is a cornerstone of our
strategic approach.

By raising the ‘local maximum’, you can position your
ecosystem as a connected, advanced, and future-ready
platform, primed for vibrancy, optimism, and sustained
investment.

This CodeBase playbook shares lessons learned in economic
and skills development that fosters growth, resilience and
prosperity.

In other words: the DNA of smart growth.
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Part 1:
Building blocks

What is a 'smart growth ecosystem’ and
what are its building blocks?

A smart growth ecosystem is a dynamic system where talent, resources, and opportunities
are cultivated to foster growth and resilience.

Libertarian models define growth ecosystems in a more minimalist, narrow manner.
Y-Combinator founder, Paul Granam, provides an accurate articulation of this approach: “| think
you only need two kinds of people to create a technology hub - rich people and nerds.”

Steven Drost, an industry leader in ecosystem development and Chief Strategy Officer at
CodeBase, believes that the foundations of smart growth ecosystems rely on several critical
building blocks.

These are outlined as:

0)@) Founders and human capital: Entrepreneurs and skilled talent are the lifeblood of
('h an ecosystem, driving innovation and contributing expertise.

% Investors: Investment is crucial for growth, but ecosystems also need the right
investor culture to support founders through various market cycles.

&= State and legal framework: Local and national governments provide vital

infrastructure, access to grant funding, regulation and legal protections essential
for stable, long-term growth.

>(\Z Academic institutions: Universities help develop human capital, bridging
knowledge and innovation in areas aligned with local economic priorities.

2 9 Corporate partners: Large corporations are pivotal as B2B customers and
collaborators who drive demand and support scaling.
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Perspective:
the importance of localisation

Each ecosystem is a product of its environment and history, so understanding and
harnessing the local and national contexts and intrinsic values is essential.

‘Topophilia,” a love and loyalty for one’s place, is key and helps ensure that relevant
stakeholders genuinely invest in long-term outcomes.

Both physical and digital spaces are foundational to fostering collaboration and
growth. This ‘local skin in the game’ often gives regions a unique advantage that
fosters deeper, more sustainable impacts.
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Part 2:

Growth factors

Key success factors and challengesin

ecosystem growth

Aiming for growth requires an ecosystem to continually raise its ‘local maximum,’ the highest

potential and relevance of its talent, resources, and innovative capacity. An ecosystem that

fails to push this threshold risks stagnation, potentially losing talent and economic vitality.

Key success factors include:

Authentic leadership and localisation

Ecosystem leaders must be genuine
advocates, not simply external agents or
prescriptive programmes. Authentic local
engagement, where regional interests and
expertise shape development, is essential
for building trust and long-term success.
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Programmes and education

Tailored programmes like those offered

by CodeBase support skills development,
mentorship, and network building. Well-
structured programmes address the
specific needs of each ecosystem, ranging
from early-stage skills development to
product/market fit strategies and advanced
market-entry mentorship.
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Continuous learning and adaptation

Smart growth ecosystems must be iterative,
regularly reassessing their strengths and
weaknesses to respond effectively to
changing conditions. Ecosystems need to
foster an experimental mindset, testing
configurations of resources and policies to
achieve the best results.

Overcoming challenges

Funding and partnerships

Access to capital and collaborative
partnerships are critical to ecosystem
resilience and expansion. Investors,
government support, and corporate
alliances collectively accelerate growth,
allowing ecosystems to scale beyond
initial stages.

Challenges often include limited knowledge of ecosystem dynamics, or misallocation and

duplication of resources. There is often a tendency to focus on capital expenses (such as

buildings), without investing in human and intellectual capital to fill them.

Success requires more than resources; it demands a culture of collaboration, continuous

improvement, and a long-term vision shared by stakeholders at every level.

By aligning investments in infrastructure with an unwavering commitment to cultivating talent

and innovation, ecosystems can not only overcome barriers but transform challenges into

drivers of sustainable growth.
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Part 3:
Optimisation

How to optimise startup participation
INn programmes

For an ecosystem to thrive, it must support startups and SMEs and enable them to fully
leverage programme offerings. Success in this area hinges on several factors:

@ 1. Recruitment of great businesses

Attracting the right (potential) founders and startups and SMEs is key to
ecosystem success. Programmes should focus on businesses with strong problem/
solution fit, effective leadership, and readiness to scale.

% 2. Correct pacing and stage awareness

The startup to scaleup journey is a long one. Different programmes are needed to
support founders and companies. They have to learn to crawl before they can walk,
and understanding this is key for investors and governmental funding pools.

3. Maximising programme success

Do
o
Do

Startups should be encouraged to make full use of available mentorship, education, and
networking opportunities. CodeBase’s ‘the network is the star’ philosophy provides
diverse expertise that enhances learning and growth for participating businesses.

4. Making value visible

To maximise outcomes, participating startups must effectively showcase their
value to potential investors, partners, and customers. By leveraging pitch days,
programme events, public demos, and media features, startups can increase
visibility, demonstrating traction to attract further investment and support.
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Part 4:

Strategic approaches

The roadmap to a successful ecosystem

Building a successful ecosystem requires different approaches depending on its current

stage, raising the ‘local maximum’ at every stage. In other words, the point where your current

approach or strategy gets you the best possible results for now.

Here, we provide a roadmap for three common scenarios:

Laying the
foundation

For regions starting from
scratch, the first step is

to understand core terms,
ecosystem purpose, and key
building blocks.

Exposure to case studies,
proven practices, and
experienced ecosystem
builders is invaluable at this
stage.

Initial efforts should
concentrate on assembling
the foundational elements
and creating a unified
mission.
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Scaling or revitalising
an ecosystem

For ecosystems seeking to

scale or overcome a plateau,

the focus should be on
raising the ‘local maximum'.

This is achieved by
enhancing talent retention,
securing new partnerships,
and evolving programme
structures.

Customising programmes
to the current needs of
local businesses and
stakeholders can foster
growth and overcome
plateau challenges.

Enhancing a mature
ecosystem

For established ecosystems,
expansion should work
towards maximising the
‘local maximum’ through
scaling appropriately.

This is achieved mostly
via fostering international
networks and knowledge
exchange.

These ecosystems should
build upon their strengths,
while bringing in external
expertise and connections
to maintain a competitive
edge and foster resilience.
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How do we track and measure
ongoing success?

Quantifying engagement and success is crucial to ecosystem health. Metrics like a ‘Founder
Engagement Score’ track participation and outcomes, while government scrutiny of ROI
ensures programmes deliver.

By embedding transparency into the reporting process, public funding can be allocated to
initiatives with the highest measurable impact, fostering trust and accountability. Tracking
tools should assess which elements have the most impact, guiding future adaptations.

Each stage requires ongoing adaptation and active engagement. A successful ecosystem
must remain ‘always on,” driven by continuous recalibration and a shared commitment to
growth, relevance, and innovation.

Next steps

In today’s challenging macroeconomic and
political climate, improving economic output and
societal prosperity is a necessity. Smart growth
ecosystems play a crucial role, particularly in
passing government-level scrutiny.

By adopting these steps, policymakers and
ecosystem leaders (and those in their networks)
can create resilient models that not only drive
local growth but also strengthen communities.

CodeBase is well-positioned to support your
growth journey at every stage.

Request a 30min follow-up
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About CodeBase

We are an ecosystem builder.

Since 2012, we've delivered economic growth by providing the skills and expertise that build

better startups and SMEs. This is done on behalf of central and local government, enterprise

agencies, universities, colleges and corporations.

Our impact in numbers:

£3.8 billion+

raised by members

500+

startups supported

3,000+

jobs created

40+

global corporates

50+

global investors
Our products and services:
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€3 CodeBase

How will you
scale your
ecosystem?

Continue the conversation
with support from CodeBase

Contact:
Graham Christie, Director of Growth
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