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Abstract: This Policy Analysis Project (PAP) comprehensively assesses the opportunities 

and challenges of the Portuguese start-up ecosystem. It employs a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative research methods to study the role of the Portuguese public sector to support 

entrepreneurship. Chapter one sets the context, defines the problems and explains the theoretical 

framework that underpins innovation and entrepreneurship in European and Portuguese policies. 

The subsequent chapters analyse the ecosystem’s dynamics and vibrancy, factors that contribute 

to start-up success, the evolution and impact of unicorns and R&D investment, while scrutinising 

the role of government incentives and discussing policy implications.  
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1 THE ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM AND ITS CHALLENGES 

1.1 Introduction 

The core objective of this Policy Analysis Project is to analyse the role of the Portuguese 

public sector and the recently implemented measures in supporting entrepreneurship and the 

development of the national start-up ecosystem. In doing so, it will identify opportunities and 

challenges the country faces. Chapter one will 1) define the context and the problem; 2) provide 

an overview of the theoretical framework on innovation and entrepreneurship that is key to 

European and Portuguese policy-making; 3) include a literature review on the significance of 

public policies in the ecosystem; 4) explain the issues with defining “start-ups” and the 

Portuguese legal framework; 5) explore the attractiveness of the Portuguese start-up 

environment; 6) describe recent public policies put in place in the EU and in Portugal. 

Altogether, Chapter 1 will be succinctly reviewed in the attached Theory of Change. The 

remainder of the report will examine whether the policies in place have, in fact, reached their 

goals and reveal critical issues to tackle. 

The second chapter will explore the characteristics of the Portuguese Entrepreneurial 

ecosystem, exploiting the concept of “vibrancy” and building a cross-country comparison. 

Following the literature by Stangler and Bell (2015) and Stam (2015) four metrics will be 

proposed to provide new insights to shape the future policymaking process through quantitative 

analysis considering limitations in data availability, which will be highlighted and further 

discussed. The relevance of this application in the EU context is justified by the still immature 

literature surrounding the quantitative evaluation of policy outcomes and their influence on 

entrepreneurial ecosystems dynamics, mainly due to the lack of data availability.   
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Chapter 3 will then cover the policies that most contribute to the survival and success of 

start-ups. It will highlight the status quo of government incentives, what is currently lacking, 

and what are recommended policy actions to increase their effectiveness.  

Furthermore, chapter four will focus on the extent to which the evolution of unicorns 

(start-ups with an equity value equal to or higher than one billion dollars) may be associated or 

result from public policies launched and these companies’ weight in the local economy and 

business fabric.  

The fifth chapter will observe Research and Development (R&D) investment in 

innovation and entrepreneurship, especially through the triple helix of academia-private-

government investment in research, VC investment programs and private vs. public 

investment.  Finally, the conclusion will provide policy recommendations, final remarks and 

limitations of the research. 

Recent Portuguese governments’ focus on start-up and digital development has sparked 

debate. It is fundamental to determine the effects of chosen policies if they have led to concrete 

positive changes, and if there are any gaps in their design. A comprehensive assessment of 

whether the broader economic environment assists the success of businesses is required to 

justify the state’s effort in this sector, if it should be continued, and if other complementary 

policies or programmes should be implemented. Many institutional reports assess the 

ecosystem and its stakeholders, bodies and agencies. Nonetheless, this report will critically 

outline Portugal’s policy challenges through quantitative and qualitative analysis, namely 

through secondary data and interviews conducted with experts from private, public and 

academic realms. 
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1.2 Background and context 

1.2.1. Innovation and The Role of the Public Sector  

“Innovation is not the end goal. Innovation is a means.” (Jardim de Oliveira 2023) 

The Portuguese start-up ecosystem has expanded since the mid-2010s as individuals 

increasingly ventured into self-employment and entrepreneurship. Challenging circumstances 

have consistently been catalysts for innovation. The convergence of financial and sovereign 

debt crises, austerity measures and high unemployment rates provided an impetus for a “start-

up revolution”. The COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing economic upheaval further 

accentuated this trend (Pimentel 2021). Most notably, Portugal’s position as a tech innovation 

hub gained recognition through annually hosting the Web Summit – one of the largest tech 

conferences in the world – since 2016. Most recently, the commitment to innovation was 

reinforced as the top priority during the political campaign of the Mayor of Lisbon, a former 

European Union (EU) Commissioner for Research, Science and Innovation, culminating in the 

establishment of the “Unicorn Factory Lisboa” in 2022 (Programa Novos Tempos 2021). 

Nonetheless, disparities persist among EU member states. Southern European countries 

have fewer leading innovators, particularly high-growth firms like unicorns. These are 

geographically and regionally concentrated in Germany, France and Sweden, particularly in 

their capitals, and have lately been consolidating in the Baltic States. Moreover, the EU’s 

capabilities are also significantly lagging behind the United States (US) and China. These gaps 

have encouraged successful Portuguese scale-ups to find alternatives in other countries, which 

can be attributed to a myriad of factors: lack of resources and capital, underdeveloped or small 

venture capital (VC) industries, a focus on early-stage financing or fragmented EU stock 

markets (Testa et al. 2022: 11, 44). Furthermore, innovation and start-up ecosystems work 

synergically. They are key for strategic autonomy and are instruments to reach priority 

objectives, such as sustainability and digitalisation. Innovation policy connects research, 
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technology and industrial policies and establishes frameworks whereby ideas can be introduced 

to the market (Polluveer, 2023; Testa et al. 2022). Therefore, a thriving and dynamic ecosystem 

requires robust innovation policies. However, to what extent should the public sector intervene 

in this field, if at all? 

The concept of the Entrepreneurial State has been promoted by the economist Mariana 

Mazzucato, who has arguably been the most influential researcher on the EU’s innovation 

policies. Her work defends the relevance of the state’s role and its investment in driving 

innovation and reshaping the technological and economic paradigm together with the 

significance of cross-sector collaboration. At the core of Mazzucato’s research is the objective 

of a “mission-oriented economy” to tackle collective challenges, such as climate change. 

Grounded on Polanyian, Schumpeterian and Keynesian arguments, Mazzucato contends that 

the state can establish and steer markets, hence showing that the public and private sectors are 

not entirely distinct entities (Jacobs & Mazzucato 2016; Mazzucato 2013).  

First, Polanyi claims the state-market division is mythical since markets cannot be 

isolated from the interdependent political, sociocultural and legal contexts that embed and 

define them. Throughout history, the state has induced the creation of capitalist economies, as 

well as regulated, shaped and enforced the conditions for their efficiency (Polanyi in Jacobs & 

Mazzucato 2016: 30-31; Mazzucato 2013: 207-215). 

Second, according to Schumpeter, innovation leads to “techno-economic paradigm 

shifts” ingrained and sustained by the socio-political structure, such as the state. It generates 

economic growth through industrial transformations and societal changes that act 

concomitantly. It prompts changes in the practices of established sectors or creates others while 

outlining the standards for normality and prosperity. Structural change is propelled by the 

“Creative Destruction” phenomenon, whereby new participants’ innovations and novel 
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economic activities put an end to, displace, and create new industries (Schumpeter in Bos & 

Stam 2011, in Mazzucato 2013: 37).  

Third, as per Keynes, private investment is prone to instability and speculation. 

Governments can direct markets to areas of strategic importance and act entrepreneurially 

beyond addressing market failures. Public sector investment can face high uncertainty and 

initial risks or the potentially long-term returns of innovation-led development that the private 

may be hesitant to engage with. Economic growth is possible through larger and riskier 

transactions made by the state that the private sector would likely avoid. To illustrate, US public 

funding was crucial to Information and Communication Technologies such as Apple and 

Google that have determined our contemporary technological landscape (Mazzucato 2013). It 

is possible to recognise European and Portuguese policies that can be attributed to Mazzucato’s 

theoretical framework. These will be addressed later in the chapter under “Government 

Incentives in Portugal”.  

It is fundamental to view Mazzucato’s argument critically since it is not a “silver bullet” 

and has not gone unchallenged. A European public official interviewed for this Policy Analysis 

Project, explained that her theory might not be that easily and practically applicable. First, it is 

idealistic to think that the public sector is less risk-averse since it will always encounter political 

scrutiny compared to private VCs, funds are not infinite, there are many checks and balances, 

and budget allocation and approval is a political process (Vicente 2023). Second, the 

interviewee also vocalised arguments corroborated by the economist Paul Krugman. The 

author has questioned governments’ ability to identify or anticipate strategic sectors and argued 

that capital allocation cannot always overrun market dynamics. Outcome prediction is prone to 

failure as there may be vested interests that influence the industries chosen and lead to 

favouritism through “picking winners and losers” (Krugman in Bos & Stam 2011: 2). 
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These are typical criticisms of “vertical”, direct or targeted policies whose primary aim 

are to promote or protect certain sectors, contrasting with “horizontal”, indirect policies whose 

purpose are to stimulate general market competition (Bos & Stam 2011: 2). In the interview 

we conducted, the former Secretary of State for Entrepreneurship, Competitiveness and 

Innovation also advocated for the importance of systemic structures (e.g., judicial or fiscal) to 

facilitate business development, instead of the traditional financial support (e.g., subsidies) 

(Oliveira 2023). 

1.2.2. The Importance of Public Policies 

In 1942, Schumpeter developed the theory that entrepreneurial innovation is the result 

of creative destruction caused by entrepreneurs who transform resources through radical and 

marketable innovations. This view caused public policy to address factors such as taxation, 

labour, and monetary considerations that have the potential to influence these transformative 

processes (Guerrero & Urbano 2019). When talking about public policies in start-up support, 

we can distinguish between direct and indirect incentives, as well as hard and soft policies. 

Ramaciotti et al. (2017) describe hard measures, as a form of financial support mechanisms 

such as grants and loans, and soft measures, as mentoring and business advice services. 

However, public policies play a crucial role in supporting start-ups and fostering a 

vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem. Start-ups are the engines of innovation, economic growth, 

and job creation (Denes 2019). They introduce new products, services, and business models 

that can disrupt industries and contribute to overall societal progress through "the digital 

economy" as it is "all-encompassing and disruptive, inducing both a new round of 

entrepreneurial innovation booms and triggering paradigm shifts in entrepreneurial innovation" 

(Chen 2023). However, start-ups often face unique challenges and uncertainties that can hinder 

their growth. This is where well-designed public policies come into play to provide a conducive 
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environment for start-up success, which can "create and shape the market by implementing 

long-term strategies" (Li et al. 2023). 

One example of the importance of policies for innovation in a country can be seen with 

the experiment of "Long and Liao" which "found that fiscal policy incentives (subsidies and 

tax credits) encouraged the innovation of manufacturers based on their survey of 265 Chinese 

firms" (Li et al 2023). It is important to understand the role public policies have on the start-up 

ecosystem as it affects various areas, which can make or break an innovative ecosystem this is 

the reasoning for "The promulgation of multiple policies aims to form a formal institutional 

environment to promote an innovation-friendly social system" (Li et al. 2023). This is observed 

in the study conducted by Li Youjia amongst other where they found that "Chinese policy 

incentives indeed drive innovative activities and enhance the innovative capabilities and 

performance of high-tech start-ups" (Li et al. 2023).  

Policies for supporting start-ups can range from infrastructure and resources, IP 

protection, talent attraction and retention, market access and support, internationalization, data 

protection and privacy, support during economic challenges, and ecosystem growth. One kind 

of policy support is through education, this support is important to foster an entrepreneurial 

mindset and give tools for the population to introduce themselves to the Start-up market. 

According to Duong "entrepreneurial government policies and programmes can foster the 

transition of the entrepreneurial attitude and intention into start-up behaviour" which in turn 

can, encourage an "entrepreneurial ecosystem for new enterprises" (Duong 2022). In terms of 

fiscal policies, there are two main areas in which government policies can act, one is subsidies 

and the other is tax incentives. In most countries "Government subsidies for innovative 

activities are common" as the theory suggest that this can solve "market failures" (Xu et al. 

2023). Yet, in the study conducted by Xu amongst others, they claim that "government 

subsidies decrease corporate green innovation efficiency while tax incentives promote it" (Xu 
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et al. 2023), showing the importance of governmental policies as its misuse can cause decrease 

in effectiveness, and can hinder growth in the Start-up sector. 

Furthermore, the research paper by Berger et al. (2021) examines the positive impact 

of public subsidies also on follow-on funding, particularly on their influence on venture capital 

(VC) funding. The study is notable for providing a particular understanding of how different 

sources of VC value public start-up subsidies differently. Most importantly, the study 

distinguishes between different types of investors, each with different investment strategies 

and they describe that the link between start-up subsidies and access to external resources are 

not limited to specific countries. They conclude that it is likely that public start-up subsidies 

play an important role as an initiator of start-up success. 

1.2.3. Defining Start-Up Success 

The study of what makes entrepreneurs successful is still relatively new (Lowder 2009) 

and the literature lacks a unanimous agreement on the definition of success for start-ups. The 

concept of start-up success encompasses various facets and is influenced by various theoretical 

perspectives and empirical circumstances (Díaz-Santamaría & Bulchand-Gidumal 2012). The 

concept of success has been interpreted differently in various academic disciplines such as 

empirical economics, psychology, and sociology (Van Praag 2003). One definition can be that 

start-up success is the achievement of sustainable growth, profitability, and a positive impact 

in the market by a newly established business (Binowo 2023). Scholars have used a range of 

performance indicators such as return on equity, business survival rate, self-employment 

income, firm size, or firm growth. In addition, more modern views have emerged that introduce 

measures such as workforce expansion. Similarly, subjective measures of individual business 

success have gained prominence in recent years, reflecting the multi-faceted nature of success 

concepts in the literature (Fomin 2020; Schiller & Crewson 1997; Bates 1995; Cooper et al. 

1994; Brännback et al. 2010; Fried & Tauer 2015). 
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Van Praag (2003) emphasizes that there is no single, universally accepted definition or 

measurement of success in self-employment and offers an alternative perspective on the 

definition of startup success: Success depends on the ability to sustain business operations over 

time and avoid involuntary closures. Key performance indicators represent a series of 

indicators that capture the most important performance aspects for the current and future 

success of an organization (Van de Ven 2022; Parmenter 2020) but beyond achievements and 

quantitative assessments, one can also argue that success comes from a combination of mission 

and meaning – and the individual behind the company (Hani 2021). 

1.2.4. Factors for Start-Up Success 

It's important to note that success for start-ups can be defined in various ways, as it 

depends on factors such as the industry, goals, and aspirations of the founders. In the first 

instance we have to observe the problem, as "The foundation of a start-up should be based on 

the problem that needs to be solved". Due to the problem being a main driver of the start-up 

objective, as "it is not suggested to take the courage to launch a one based merely on interest 

or hobby”, meaning it needs to have a specific objective which solves a market problem to 

achieve success. In addition to this, a start-up needs to have "Experiences that can be used as 

inspiration for ambitions to address societal needs and challenges give rise to business 

concepts", in such a way that the challenges can be solved by the start-up and not just grazed 

in the surface (Binowo 2023). 

Team structure is key when discussing start-up success. The team needs to have a 

mentality according to the founder as it is "it is advisable to have a team with the same vision 

and mission, because all work in the start-up will be light and it can bring success in starting a 

start-up" (Binowo 2023). Showing the importance of having a common value chain, and a team 

which follow the same mentality to succeed. Start-up failure also relates to mentality and team, 

as one of the for this is "the choice of an unsuitable “Team”" and the "inadequate 
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implementation of soft skills as managerial and commercial experience of the founders" 

(Sevilla et al. 2022). Another aspect for a successful start-up is its business model. As it "can 

be arbitrary", meaning the business model does not suffer from a preset unchangeable model. 

This is a positive for a startup as it allows it to "change it and adjust to a proper model to 

survive" (Binowo 2023), giving fore flexibility in the face of adversity. 

One of the most important aspects to achieve success lies in VC funding, this topic in 

relation refers to the fifth chapter of the report. In which it is discussed the importance of VC 

funding, in relation with R&D. As one key aspect of start-up creation is the "capital or funding 

is needed in the early stages of pioneering and is a significant element when starting a start-up" 

(Binowo 2023). Moreover, capital funding goes hand by hand with the value proposition of the 

business model as observed in the German case the "German VC investors consider a 

convincing value proposition to be the most relevant component for the success of digital start-

ups" (Shumacher 2022). As the value proposition is the " core component of the business 

model" and can show an investor the potential of the star-up (Shumacher 2022). Access funding 

is an important factor in start-up creation, as it allows for the quick growth of a start-up and 

covering running cost of the business as "capital or funding is required to cover the 

shortcomings" and its presence will " the start-up will continue to operate" (Binowo 2023). 

Another success factor for start-up creation comes in the form innovation "measured 

by the new products or services offered by an enterprise but also by new and more efficient 

ways of developing, producing or delivering products or services" (Baldacchino et al. 2008). 

Successful innovation comes with a product or service that can "meet customer needs instantly" 

as the " product selection must be able to answer the problems that are occurring'" and which 

the start-up is trying to solve. Furthermore, incubators are an important factor in start-up 

creation as they "are factors that can make the start-up’s pioneering process successful" 

(Binowo 2023). The incubator is a tool to "increase the chance of a start-up surviving its 
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formative years " which allow for start-up growth and eventual creation of scale-ups (Wu et al. 

2022). 

Finally, start-ups require market validation next to competition. The importance of 

market validation allows "to find out the existence of people who are ready to pay for products 

from start-up business ideas". Allowing the start-up to develop and target its market, while also 

identifying the need for the product. Whilst competition functions as a driver for innovation, 

"competitors are needed because competitors can encourage innovation and improvement of 

the quality of start-up products and services" (Binowo 2023). 

1.2.5. Public Policies in R&D 

Through R&D efforts, new technologies, products, and processes are developed, 

spurring productivity gains and competitiveness.  Public policies are instrumental in fostering 

Research and Development (R&D) within a nation, as public policies can affect the way R&D 

develops. The way policies have been implemented vary, yet can be "divided into two groups", 

the first one being "direct investment in R&D" while the second form of policy can be seen as 

"promotion of investments through appropriate measures, subsidisation, fiscal policies" 

(Ginevičius 2022). The impact for either kind of policy regarding R&D has been thoroughly 

analysed yet has not been decided on a better way of R&D policy. As experts in some areas 

indicate that, subsidies and fiscal policies "are more effective than direct investment" yet other 

claim that "increasing government investment in R&D stimulates economic growth" 

(Ginevičius 2022). This shows a dichotomy in the opinions between experts on the matter of 

the best way of supporting R&D, dichotomy which will be able to be observed later in Chapter 

5 which discusses precisely on the topic of R&D and observes in dept the opinion of various 

experts on the matter.   



 

 15 

1.2.6. The Problem with the Definition of Start-up in Policymaking 

At the outset of this research, the primary objective was to quantitatively assess 

government support mechanisms in the context of the Portuguese start-up ecosystem, and their 

impact on the country's economy and society. It is important to note that a major challenge is 

the lack of a unified and universally accepted definition of the term "start-up", which is 

prevalent in Portugal and in several other countries. This lack of standardized criteria is a 

fundamental obstacle that needs to be carefully examined, as it affects the comparability and 

accuracy of quantitative results. Furthermore, it is also a problem in terms of public support 

since tax incentives, for example, are based on data that do not exist. Thus, this lack of 

definition influences the public support of start-ups which should not be underestimated. 

The absence of an official and widely accepted definition of “start-up” has always been 

cause of inconsistency among literature, databases, and regulation (Ehsan 2021). While small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are defined in the EU recommendation 2003/361, 

according to the staff headcount and either firm turnover or balance sheet total (SME 

Definition, 2023), there isn’t any default answer to the question: “What is a start-up?”. 

Interviews reveal a prevailing trend where founding start-ups has gained popularity as a 

fashionable endeavour, with many individuals eager to join the entrepreneurial ecosystem, even 

in cases where no tangible market opportunities or substantial challenges warrant the 

establishment of a start-up.  

This observation, compounded by several other factors, suggests a need for more 

defined criteria to delineate the concept of a "start-up." Such criteria serve as valuable tools for 

governments seeking to allocate public funds strategically, promoting economic growth and 

higher employment rates. Governments can enhance the effectiveness of their support 

initiatives by concentrating resources on promising start-ups within specific industries. 

Additionally, implementing clear and specific criteria would empower early-stage 



 

 16 

entrepreneurs with a better understanding of the conditions their projects must meet to qualify 

as start-ups. This, in turn, would streamline the application process for policy support measures. 

The interviews also highlight common obstacles start-ups face, including uncertainty about 

eligibility criteria, lack of transparency in application procedures, limited comprehension of 

technical jargon, and last-minute awareness of available programs, all of which deter start-ups 

from seeking public assistance. 

In the EU Monitor, there is no official definition for start-up since the legal framework 

mentioned in the previous paragraph includes SMEs only. Instead, they provide three criteria 

on which the concept of start-up should draw, namely age (younger than ten years/ five years, 

depending on the sector); innovation (in product, service or business model); aim to scale 

(intention to grow number of employees and/or markets operated in). Generally speaking, in 

the majority of European countries, there is no legal definition of a start-up. However, some of 

them started very recently to draft or implement law proposals to narrow the scope of 

bureaucratic advantages and tax incentives.  

Indeed, tax incentives are probably one of the most relevant issues related to the 

definition problem. For instance, in Italy, the absence of a clear-cut definition for start-ups 

means that those not categorized as "innovative" cannot benefit from the advantages of tax 

incentives. This lack of precision in data collection, particularly in publicly accessible datasets, 

hinders government bodies from formulating policy adjustments aimed at supporting start-ups, 

primarily because it's impossible to estimate the impact on the public budget. Additionally, this 

poses a hindrance to conducting quantitative impact assessments and monitoring the outcomes 

of policy measures.  

According to Graham (2012), “Being newly founded does not in itself make a company 

a start-up. Nor is it necessary for a start-up to work on technology, or take venture funding, or 

have some sort of “exit.” The only essential thing is growth. Everything else we associate with 
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start-ups follows from growth." This definition, which comes from the essay “Start-up = 

growth” is supported by the Dealroom platform in one of their most recent articles about the 

problem of the definition. 

1.2.7. The New Portuguese Legal Framework 

In 2022, the Portuguese Government approved a draft law n.56/XV to be presented to 

the Assembly of the Republic, defining the legal concepts of start-ups and scaleups for the first 

time. This law establishes a distinctive framework for forward-looking companies in Portugal 

that prioritize growth through digitalization and innovation. Under this new legislation, a legal 

entity can be classified as a start-up if it satisfies the following criteria: a) It has been in 

operation for less than 10 years. b) It employs fewer than 250 individuals. c) Its annual turnover 

does not exceed 50 million euros. d) It did not emerge through the transformation or division 

of a large enterprise and does not have majority ownership by a large company, either directly 

or indirectly. e) It is headquartered in Portugal or maintains a permanent representation there, 

or it employs a minimum of 25 workers within Portugal's borders. Furthermore, to qualify as a 

start-up, the entity must meet one of the subsequent conditions: (i) It demonstrates innovation 

potential and is characterized by innovative business models, products, or services. (ii) It has 

successfully completed at least one round of venture capital funding through a legally 

authorized entity. (iii) It has received investment from Banco Português de Fomento, S. A., or 

affiliated entities, including its subsidiary companies or equity instruments, as detailed in the 

full text found in the Appendix. 

To accommodate the unique characteristics of start-ups and scaleups, the taxation 

regime for option plans (stock options) in the innovation sector is modified. The proposed 

change ensures that taxation happens when the income is actually realized. Moreover, the new 

legislative framework aligns with the European Union's EU Start-up Nations Standard of 

Excellence Declaration, reflecting one of the Government's priorities. The approved draft law 
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also strengthens the tax incentives in research and business development (SIFIDE II), which 

aims to encourage investment in R&D and further boost innovation, entrepreneurship, and 

productivity in the country.  

However, even such a new legal recognition does not provide a unitary framework for 

European start-ups and those worldwide, given that its principles only apply at a national level. 

Considering the actual level of business internationalization, and how fast start-up hubs 

relocate abroad or move their headquarters across the globe, a universal definition of what 

exactly a start-up is should be a priority for the EU Agenda in the near future.  

Moreover, there is evidence that some industries such as Deep Tech or Biotech 

(Wijiaangarde 2021), should benefit from additional advantages while being regulated, given 

the nature of the business and the slower growth rate. From insights gathered during interviews, 

there is a consensus that funding program eligibility criteria need greater clarity. Often, 

individuals invest substantial effort in the application process only to realize that their 

businesses do not align with the established criteria. Furthermore, questions arise regarding 

whether the current definition adequately reflects the essence of start-ups, as it has been 

determined without engaging with start-up stakeholders. Additionally, interviewees have 

suggested that certain industries, such as Biotech, should receive specialized incentives distinct 

from those provided to typical start-ups due to their unique demands for extended growth 

timelines and additional resources. 

1.3. Overview of the Portuguese Start-up Ecosystem 

The "Global Start-up Ecosystem Report 2021" positions Lisbon as one of the world’s 

most promising start-up emerging ecosystems, specifically at the 17th place in the ranking 

(Marmé 2021). The significance of scalable start-ups as the drivers of economic growth and 

job creation is becoming more evident across various global markets. On average, start-ups 
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experience three times faster growth than the traditional economy and have contributed to a 

10% increase in global job opportunities1 since 2017 (Wijngaarde 2021). 

The data contained in this paragraph comes directly from Dealroom and is based on 

reported data. Data reported is as of August 3, 2023. There have been remarkable developments 

in the field of venture capital investments in Portugal in recent years. The country is home to a 

total of 5,399 companies (not only start-ups) participating in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. In 

2019, a total of $233 million in venture capital funding was invested. However, the subsequent 

year, 2020, witnessed a dip in funding, amounting to $201 million, possibly influenced by the 

covid-19 pandemic. Despite the challenges of the previous year, the entrepreneurial landscape 

rebounded impressively in 2021, with total venture capital funding soaring to $504 million. 

The year 2022 further solidified Portugal's position as an attractive destination for venture 

capital, as the total funding reached a record $831 million (dealroom.co). This significant 

upswing showcased the nation's evolving entrepreneurial potential and the growing recognition 

of Portugal as a hub for innovation and promising business ventures.  

IAPMEI, the Agency for Competitiveness and Innovation (Agência para a 

Competitividade e Inovação IP), under the Ministry of Economy plays a pivotal role in the 

ecosystem. The aim of the institution is to support and improve competitiveness, growth and 

development of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Portugal. To this end, they 

develop and implement instruments and programmes to strengthen innovation, 

entrepreneurship, and business investment in the SME sector (EISMEA 2023; AMA 2023).  

1.3.1. What Makes the Portuguese Ecosystem Attractive? 

By examining in-depth interviews with key stakeholders and perspectives from 

reputable online articles, this section aims to uncover the unique factors and qualities 

 
1 As estimated by Dealroom data. 
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contributing to Portugal's start-up ecosystem as an attractive destination for entrepreneurs, 

investors, and innovators. Why do individuals choose Portugal to found start-ups? In the last 

decade, several factors contributed to Portugal’s appeal as a place to start and grow a business: 

i. Supportive ecosystem: Portugal's start-up ecosystem was evolving rapidly with 

numerous co-working spaces, start-up incubators, and accelerators offering 

mentorship, funding, and networking opportunities. The government also supported 

entrepreneurship by creating policies and initiatives to encourage innovation. 

Launched in 2016, Start-up Portugal was a comprehensive strategy designed to foster 

the growth of the country's start-up ecosystem and promote entrepreneurship and innovation. 

The program aimed to provide a range of support measures to start-ups and entrepreneurs, 

including access to funding, mentorship, networking opportunities, and internationalization 

support (IAPMEI 2018). It also sought to attract foreign entrepreneurs to Portugal through the 

Start-up Visa program, encouraging them to establish innovative businesses in the country. 

Among the other support instruments, the policy included the Start-up Voucher program, to 

provide financial support and mentoring for early-stage entrepreneurs and the Co-investment 

Fund to encourage more venture capital investment in innovative companies. Start-up Portugal 

played a crucial role in consolidating Portugal's position as an emerging destination for start-

ups, with the ultimate goal to drive economic growth and job creation while fostering 

innovation and technological advancement. In addition, Portugal is defined by many 

entrepreneurs as a collaborative environment, where people are willing to help each other and 

prone to networking, which is extremely helpful for new businesses to set up. The willingness 

to collaborate in B2B is also relevant especially for Fintech, while it is not the same in other 

countries like Spain. 
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ii. Cost of living: Compared to many other European countries, Portugal has a 

relatively low cost of living, making it more affordable for entrepreneurs and start-up 

teams to live and work there. 

The cost of living in Portugal is almost 60% lower than that of the USA, and the rent 

reaches half the value there (Fortinho 2023). For those who continue to benefit from a foreign 

wage or savings account, the purchasing power is even stronger, making it more affordable to 

pay rent in the bigger cities like Lisbon and Porto, whose prices have been steadily raising due 

to the increasing demand. Moreover, our interviews reveal that some businesses choose to 

move their offices in Portugal because of the competitiveness of the base salary. 

iii. Quality of life: Portugal is known for its pleasant climate, beautiful landscapes, 

and rich cultural heritage. The high quality of life and work-life balance it offers could 

be appealing to start-up founders, skilled workforce, and international talent. 

According to the HSBC Expat Insider 2017, Portugal has the best quality of life 

worldwide for expats. People who move to study and work in Portugal, define it as an easy 

place to settle in, particularly appreciating the safety, the climate, and the lifestyle. Indeed, the 

Portuguese particularly value the work-life balance. 

iv. Strategic location: Portugal's location within the European Union offered start-

ups access to a larger market and potential customers within the EU. 

The start-ups funded by the EU represent some of the most promising sources of 

innovative companies, equipped with developed products and significant potential for scaling 

up. Grant funding plays a crucial role in de-risking these start-ups, providing them with clean 

cap tables and supporting their cutting-edge innovations, which have transformed from ideas 

into tangible realities with excellent growth prospects (dealroom.co). 

v. Language speakers: The level of English among the population is very high, 

especially in urban places.  
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The English Proficiency Index has ranked Portugal 7th out of 88 countries. From our 

interviews, a common fact that emerged is that it is easier for English speakers to find a job in 

Portugal than in other European countries, where jobseekers are more likely to have a chance 

only if they are fluent in the local language. 

vi. Qualified and “affordable” talent. 

According to statements made in interviews, there is a noticeable disparity between 

technical education in Northern Portugal, which is more prevalent, and the focus on 

management in the South, leading to a perceived gap between the two. Moreover, it was 

mentioned that the decision to scale back operations in other European countries was driven by 

the lower cost of the workforce in Portugal, which is considered a substantial comparative 

advantage, especially for start-ups in their early stages. 

1.3.2. Government Incentives in Portugal 

The Portuguese government has put in place many policies directed at the development 

and consolidation of the start-up ecosystem that relate to funding and the provision of novel 

opportunities. For instance, access to capital has been a priority through Voucher programs, 

the “200M Co-matching Fund, Social Innovation Fund, Portugal 2020/2030, Empreende XXI, 

Semente” and opportunities like the “Start-up Visa”. Capacity-building projects include the 

increase in training and infrastructure through incubators, accelerators, as well as the 

programmes such as “Business Abroad” (Start-up Portugal 2023e). 

Start-up Voucher 

Start-up Vouchers is a program born in 2016 and managed by IAPMEI, a partner of 

Start-up Portugal since 2018. The policy is one of the measures of Start-up Portugal that aimed 

to boost the development of business projects in the idea phase through various support tools 

available over a period of up to 12 months for the preparation of the business project. Start-up 

Voucher provides various support tools to help young entrepreneurs prepare their business 
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projects. To be eligible for the Start-up Voucher program, the projects must benefit certain 

regions in Portugal. Innovation vouchers are an indirect subsidy worth up to a pre-defined 

monetary value meant to allow small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) or young 

entrepreneurs to access academic skills and expertise to improve the innovation capability of 

their business and to build links with public sector Knowledge Providers, such as the 

universities, colleges, technology institutions or research organizations (Invest Northern 

Ireland 2021). The Start-up voucher program offers three different instruments: a monthly 

grant, access to a network of mentors who provide guidance to the promoters during the 

duration of the grant period, and awards (IAPMEI 2022). 

Vouchers for Start-ups 

Another government incentive in Portugal is Vouchers for Start-ups. It is a financial 

support for early-stage businesses to invest in R&D and help them in growing faster. Eligible 

are young people between 18 and 35 years. They can apply for funding in the form of various 

support tools over a period of up to 12 months (Start-up Portugal 2023a). 

200 M Co-Matching Fund 

Co-investment financing is facilitated by the 200M Co-matching Fund, an initiative 

managed by PME Investimentos (Portuguese Development Bank). The main objective of this 

initiative is to promote joint investments in emerging, high-growth, innovative start-ups in 

Portugal involving reputable national or international private co-investors. Co-investors are 

invited to apply through a dedicated online platform. The fund is particularly aimed at start-up 

in the life sciences, biotechnology, IT, digital technology, tourism, engineering, and companies 

oriented to the principles of Industry 4.0. The online platform serves as a hub for engagement, 

while the fund emphasizes its focus on start-ups in the above sectors (Start-up Portugal 2022). 
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Social Innovation Fund 

The Social Innovation Fund was established to achieve social impact through 

investment. This initiative represents a new policy mechanism and is strategically designed to 

increase impact-oriented investments across Portugal. Its main mission is to support innovative 

projects that effectively address societal challenges while demonstrating sustainability and the 

ability to deliver positive outcomes for communities. The selection framework is guided by the 

United Nations Social Development Goals and focuses on projects that can make a significant 

contribution to these goals (Start-up Portugal 2022). 

Portugal 2020/2023 

Under Portugal 2020/2023, incentives are designed to encourage investment in product 

innovation, drive skilled entrepreneurship, and facilitate the growth of ventures characterized 

by robust technological components. This framework includes various financing incentives 

designed to support entrepreneurs at different stages of their entrepreneurial activity (Start-up 

Portugal, 2022). 

Empreende XXI 

Empreende XXI is a program designed to help entrepreneurs start, promote and finance 

their new business. The program was developed in collaboration between the Institute for 

Employment and Vocational Training (IEFP) and Start-up Portugal (Start-up Portugal, 2023b). 

Semente  

The Semente Programme aims to create a more favourable fiscal framework through 

granting tax incentives to early-stage investors for the capital gains acquired from these 

investments. It provides personal tax benefits (IRS) on invested capital, amounting to 25% of 

the initial investments, with a ceiling of 100 thousand euros (Start-up Portugal 2023c). 
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Start-up Visa 

In addition to funding opportunities and other government support instruments, there is 

also the Start-up Visa initiative. This program offers the possibility of a residence visa to non-

EU Schengen entrepreneurs who want to immerse themselves in the Portuguese start-up 

ecosystem. Organized by IAPMEI and facilitated by the National Network of Incubators, this 

initiative connects companies and offers insights into the Portuguese and European market 

(Start-up Portugal 2022). 

Business Abroad  

The “Business Abroad” programme’s principal objective is internationalization of 

Portuguese start-ups through ensuring and supporting their presence attendance in global 

events, that may lead to important networking, higher impact abroad and communication 

coordination with foreign press and media (Start-up Portugal 2023d).  

The implemented policies illustrate the Portuguese public sector’s effort to be 

entrepreneurial and a proactive driver of innovation. This is especially notable in the increase 

in the availability of capital through public or public-private partnerships for investments 

through voucher programmes and funds (e.g., 200M Co-Matching Fund). It is also clear that 

there have been targeted and strategic policies directed at Digitalisation and Sustainability, as 

well as an increased focus on R&D and infrastructure development. Mazzucato’s paradigm on 

research and innovation is also evidently translated into European policymaking. The EU’s 

Recovery Plan, “Next Generation EU”, has many relevant measures. For instance, “Horizon 

Europe” is a new mission-oriented approach that entails enhanced scientific research through 

new infrastructures, together with a strengthened European Research Council and Joint 

Research Centre. It reinforced its innovation capabilities through the European Innovation 

Council (EIC) and the European Institute of Innovation and Technology. Most notably, the 

EIC’s core aim is to dynamically support projects that are too risky for the corporate sector. It 
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creates new markets, influences private finance and scales-up businesses while providing 

grants for those at pathfinder, transition or accelerator stages (European Commission 2021). 

The European Investment Bank and the European Investment Fund also provide risky 

funding to disruptive and innovative projects.  Thus, there have been instituted bodies and 

frameworks that align with the importance of the state in financing high-risk innovation 

projects with social impact that can lead to economic growth. Second, the EU has set 

benchmarks and deliverable targets within timeframes, such as the carbon neutrality objective 

for 2050 and set up a strategic industrial policy focused on digital and green sectors across 

different institutions. The union has adopted a renewed approach to partnerships, encouraging 

cooperation between the private, public and academic fields, echoing Mazzucato’s concept of 

a dynamic innovation ecosystem (European Commission n.d.; Vicente 2023).  

1.3.3. Evaluation of Government Programmes 

Innovation vouchers schemes were first implemented in the Netherlands (Flanagan et 

al. 2010) to connect SMEs with knowledge and technology suppliers (Roelandt & van der Wiel 

2020). The successful long-term outcomes registered in the country on business survival rate, 

increase in R&D and employment led governments in other countries to promote similar 

programs, especially to support SMEs committed to bring technological advancement and 

cleaner solutions in the early stages of development. However, there is a significant gap in the 

literature for what concern their evaluation, especially when it comes to identifying causal 

relationships between support policies and outcomes.  

Vouchers are usually described as promising tools to increase business outcomes, with 

fast procedures and non-repayable funds, that could mainly consist in grants to be invested in 

innovation-related expenses. However, evidence showed that financial incentives alone might 

be insufficient, and that Start-ups might need guidance in how to properly use and take the 

most out of these funds (Garvin & Margolis 2015). Nowadays, a big focus is also put on 
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incentives such as access to training or mentoring network (Langhorn 2014) or other indirect 

incentives, like the development of managerial or technical skills, or serendipitous results 

(Caragliu et al. 2022). As research on start-up-valuation may suffer from lack-of 

contextualization (Berre & Le Pendeven 2022), the opposite applies for the literature related to 

innovation vouchers (Caragliu et al. 2022), since the programs are very specific and tailored to 

the start-up ecosystem of each country. This intrinsic diversity makes it harder to confirm the 

external validity of the findings and to come up with general recommendations for the 

government. Furthermore, also the “effectiveness” of innovation vouchers as a policy 

instrument might be measured with different KPIs in each study, that is why results can hardly 

be generalized to make cross-country or policy comparisons. 

1.4. Theory of Change 

The Theory of Change (figure 1.1) presented in this thesis outlines a pathway towards 

fostering a vibrant start-up ecosystem in Portugal, underpinned by government incentives. The 

primary aim is to showcase how developing a robust start-up environment can yield positive 

outcomes for the Portuguese economy. By fostering this ecosystem, several positive changes 

are expected to occur. These include creating more jobs, stimulating economic growth through 

innovation, promoting sustainable development, and generating positive social impacts. 

The expected outcomes of this theory are multi-faceted. They include a higher start-up 

survival rate, a strengthened innovation ecosystem, improved national reputation leading to 

increased credibility with investors, improved access to global markets, increased digitization 

and technology adoption, positive business changes with the potential for start-ups to scale up 

and achieve unicorn status, increased global competitiveness, and more domestic and foreign 

investment. These outcomes are to be achieved through a number of key measures, including 

providing capital to start-ups through facilitated investment; disbursing grants, subsidies, loans, 

and seed capital; offering training, mentoring relationships, networking opportunities, and 
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practical tools; facilitating the recruitment of global talent; and enabling remote companies to 

collaborate. 

This Theory of Change rests on various inputs, including government support 

mechanisms like funding initiatives (such as the 200M Co-matching Fund, Social Innovation 

Fund, and Portugal 2020/2030), capacity-building programs for entrepreneurship and 

innovation, the establishment of incubators and accelerators, and the creation of opportunities 

like the Start-up Visa, Tech Visa E-Residency 2.0, and Road 2 Web Summit. Policies focus 

primarily on policy instruments tailored to support both entrepreneurs and the broader 

ecosystem. However, this path is not without challenges, as it highlights obstacles such as 

limited access to capital, weak infrastructure, fragmented collaboration networks, lack of 

entrepreneurial skills and culture, brain drain, and limited market opportunities. The core 

problem addressed by the Theory of Change is the low survival rate of start-ups, their limited 

scaling within the ecosystem, and the comparatively lagging development of start-ups in 

Portugal in the broader context of the European Union, and of the latter compared to the 

ecosystems of the United States and China.  
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Figure 1.1 – Theory of Change 
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4 UNVEILING UNICORN SUCCESS: AN EVALUATION OF THEIR 

LOCAL ECONOMIC IMPACT AND THE ROLE OF PUBLIC 

POLICIES 

4.1  Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the evolution of the number of unicorns, their weight in the local 

economy and business fabric and to what extent this success may be associated with or result 

from the public policies launched in Portugal. The growth of “unicorn” companies is a recent 

phenomenon. The term was coined by Aileen Lee (2013) when describing innovative or tech 

companies that have reached $1 billion valuations in public or private markets. Their leading 

sectors include fintech, e-commerce and market technologies (Testa et al. 2022: 15). While 

data from platforms like Dealroom indicate that there is only one Portuguese unicorn, there is 

a commonly held perception that there are seven. This imprecise understanding may be 

attributed to factors like founders’ nationality, or the number of workers based in the country. 

In chronological order of reaching the billion-dollar valuations, these are: 

1. Farftech is a luxury fashion platform. It was founded in 2007 in London, United 

Kingdom (UK), where its headquarters remain. It exited or became public through an 

IPO in 2018. 

2. OutSystems is a low-code app development software. It was founded in 2001 in Lisbon, 

Portugal (PT), and its current headquarters (HQs) are in Boston, United States (US). 

3. Talkdesk is an international cloud contact centre provider for customer experience. It 

was founded in 2011 in San Francisco, California, US, where it still has its central 

offices. 

4. Feedzai is an artificial intelligence and machine learning software that fights financing 

cybercrime, such as bank fraud, and ensures online commerce’s security. It was 

founded in 2011 in Coimbra, PT, where it still has its main offices. 
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5. Remote is a human resources service platform serving as an intermediary between 

companies and workers globally. It was founded in early 2019, and its HQs are in San 

Francisco, California, US. 

6. Sword Health is a digital health platform that provides physical therapy. It was founded 

in PT in 2015, while its HQs are now in New York, US. 

7. Anchorage Digital is a regulated cryptocurrency platform offering institutions financial 

and infrastructure solutions.  It was founded in 2017 in San Francisco, California (US), 

where it is still based (Crunchbase n.d.). 

These unicorns’ joint valuations are comparable to one-third of the country’s gross 

domestic product and correspond to 86% of the overall valuation of Portuguese-founded start-

ups (IDC & Start-up PT 2022: 33, 77). With the exception of Feedzai, these companies do not 

have their HQs in PT. However, their founders and technology have “Portuguese DNA” 

(Pimentel 2021, 51). They were all established by Portuguese nationals who were not only 

raised in PT but who also completed university studies at institutions like Instituto Superior 

Técnico, Universidade de Aveiro, Universidade do Porto, Universidade Nova and 

Universidade de Coimbra.2 These terms will be used interchangeably for this research, as these 

ties may have led to significant national socioeconomic outcomes. As mentioned in the first 

chapter, there are regional disparities in unicorn growth across the EU. Southern European 

countries have the lowest rates of innovators, exacerbated by the relocation of successful scale-

ups’ HQs, such as to the US or UK. PT exhibits characteristics of a limited market size within 

the context of the global economy, yet the rate at which this resettlement happens illustrates 

that the ecosystem still requires more resources to retain high growth and successful companies 

(Testa et al. 2022, 11). 

 
2 Founders: Farfetch – José Neves; OutSystems – Paulo Rosado; Talkdesk – Co-founded by Tiago Paiva and Cristina 

Fonseca; Feedzai – Nuno Sebastião; Remote – Co-founded by Marcelo Lebre; Sword Health – Virgílio Bento; Anchorage 
Digital – Co-founded by Diogo Mónica.  
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There are exogenous and endogenous factors for unicorn success that work in tandem. 

These relate to the company characteristics’ such as the team, its management strategy and 

partners, but also the environment in which it is embedded (Kabbara & Hagen 2023). The 

following sections will thus analyse key entrepreneurship components – the state’s role as core 

to the national ecosystem and unicorns’ impact. There is scarce academic literature on their 

global and local impact on economic development and whether the public sector was relevant 

in their growth, especially in Portugal. Limited data has maintained processes unclear and 

difficult to quantify (Susilo 2020, 146). Considering that most unicorns are not based in PT, 

many dynamics remain to be discerned. This evaluation will complement existing knowledge 

and provide crucial insights for accountable, responsible and evidence-based policymaking. 

4.2  Literature Review  

There have been many established public policies to foster innovation and start-up 

development. As discussed in Chapter One, they relate to the availability of capital through 

new funds, vouchers and tax benefits for investors; capacity building via incubators and 

accelerators; and new opportunities (e.g., visas). In Pimentel’s (2021) account of the history of 

Portuguese unicorns, which until then only included Farftech, Outsystems, Talkdesk, Feedzai 

and Remote, the discussion on their paths to success evidenced that they were mainly shaped 

by private investment and had not involved the public sector. Thus, it is worth investigating 

whether the latest unicorns – Sword Health or Anchorage Digital – received public assistance.  

Nevertheless, the expansion of these businesses may have prompted industry growth or 

a more dynamic and sustainable start-up ecosystem, resulting in increased engagement and 

intervention from the public sector within this domain. Their impact on economic development 

may be recognised through several channels. First, they can increase innovation, competition, 

productivity and economic diversification (Yusuf 2023, 1-5). For instance, PT could decouple 

from its reliance on services like tourism, which is currently equivalent to 18% of employment 
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and 15% of GDP (IMF 2022). These leading players can reshape and reconfigure investments, 

markets and industries, for instance, through their considerable investment in intangibles (e.g., 

R&D) that can stimulate efficiency and innovation among incumbents. Second, they can create 

more and better jobs with competitive salaries, raising local income levels and, in turn, 

consumption and economic activity. They can attract local and foreign investment, start-ups, 

companies and entrepreneurs (talent), promoting the country’s visibility and competitiveness. 

There are vertical spill-overs through new opportunities for enterprises in local supply chains 

and horizontal spill-overs through knowledge-sharing, training and networking that have 

economic value. Unicorns may tackle social and environmental challenges, as well as 

participate in infrastructure development, charitable non-profit projects or public service 

initiatives (Bock and Hackober 2020, 975; Carrillo et al. 2014; Eckert 2022; Susilo 2020; Testa 

et al. 2022; Yusuf 2023, 1-5). Essential to the Portuguese context, unicorns can play a role in 

talent retention. Thus, unicorn and ecosystem development is a mutually reinforcing cycle. 

Likewise, Prohorovs (2020) argues that in countries with smaller economies and 

populations, the primary inducer of start-up ecosystem development is the occurrence of 

sizeable exits – significant liquidity events – by unicorn companies due to “serial 

entrepreneurship”. Founders may engage in local re-investment, support and share knowledge 

with other start-ups and be role models by motivating national entrepreneurs. They may act as 

new players – business angels, venture capitalists, advisors, mentors, consultants, and board 

members – or establish new support programmes and bodies such as incubators and 

accelerators. The unicorn label also functions as a marketing instrument, establishing 

credibility and reliability and attracting more investment for the start-up and broader 

ecosystem. In fact, in Estonia, this phenomenon is commonly referred to as the “Skype effect”. 

When Skype was sold, it engendered other successful waves of entrepreneurship and the 

creation of unicorns via inspiration and re-investment. Former Skype employees founded Bolt, 
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Wise (former TransferWise) and Pipedrive, which, along with others, have significantly 

boosted employment (Tumanyan 2021).  

Moreover, Dvouletý (2017) found that high-growth ventures in the Czech Republic led 

to a fall in unemployment rates and regional GDP per capita improvements, as opposed to self-

employed set-ups that only had marginal results in employment and did not lead to changes in 

GDP per capita. In the Netherlands, “Gazelles”, another term for high-growth companies (not 

according to valuations), have positively affected industries. They recognise opportunities and 

can precipitate structural economic changes, following Schumpeter’s theory of creative 

destruction. There are indicators that employment rose, perhaps due to their competitive effects 

on other suppliers and the industry or through contagion to other enterprises adapting to shifts 

in consumer demand (Bos & Stam 2011). 

Given the relevance of scale-ups in an economy, it is worth exploring the reasons why 

they move abroad, which could be attributed to a combination of push and pull factors. The 

local market is small, but tech and innovation clusters, such as Silicon Valley, offer superior 

networking and market opportunities and facilitated access to capital. These hubs are 

distinguished for their thriving investment environment and entrepreneurial culture (Bock and 

Hackober 2020, 956; IDC et al. 2021; Testa et al. 2022).  

The large majority of Portuguese unicorns have their HQs elsewhere but maintain strong 

ties with their country of origin. They have offices, subsidiaries, R&D labs, and tech hubs that 

create jobs with attractive salaries, involve themselves in Education and Research, and the 

founders provide mentoring and support the ecosystem through funding. For instance, Farfetch 

launched an innovation and R&D centre called “Fuse Valley” in Matosinhos and “Dream 

Assembly”, an accelerator programme. Its founder, José Neves, created the José Neves 

Foundation to build a knowledge society to promote human potential and universal lifelong 

education, mainly digital. Outsystems introduced a “Low-Code Development School” with 
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many courses that have extended regionally and internationally, such as requalification ones 

for STEM graduates. Talkdesk’s founders support digital education in underdeveloped regions 

and invest in early-stage ventures (Pimentel 2021, 154-7; Testa et al. 2022). In light of the 

available literature, I formulated the following hypotheses regarding Portuguese unicorns: 

H1: The majority of unicorn companies did not receive substantial public assistance 

and instead relied on private international rounds of investment, whilst recent unicorns may 

have benefited from newly implemented policies. 

H2: Unicorns may have fostered local economic development through job creation, 

income tax contributions and increased consumption.  

H3: Unicorns display social responsibility and may participate in philanthropic 

activities by donating to projects and institutions.  

4.3 Conceptualisation & Methodology  

Since the expansion of unicorns is recent, their impact has yet to be measured clearly. 

Quantifying unicorns’ impact and establishing causality on national GDP is challenging, which 

is exacerbated by having HQs abroad and multiple entities. However, I gathered information 

on the number of people employed by the companies in PT, whereby their tax contributions 

and consumption activity would be most significant. Furthermore, I opted for a qualitative 

evaluation to uncover unicorns’ local economic impact and whether their success was 

attributable to state support. To this end, I interviewed public sector officials at local, national 

and European levels, unicorn managers, as well as experts in the field. The discussions with 

these relevant specialists from diverse backgrounds enabled a holistic analysis of the 

ecosystem, detecting its challenges and aligning expectations (Inter 1). The interviews were 

semi-structured since specific questions were pre-determined, but others were impromptu 

(Burgess 1984, 112-132). All individuals granted prior consent to participate and be recorded 

for the purpose of this study. The questions posed differed according to the participants’ 
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expertise3. Finding willing interlocutors was an arduous task that required months of extensive 

research and outreach, mainly due to the period of the year and the topic addressed. I would 

like to express my sincere appreciation for the exceptional availability and kindness of the 

individuals who, despite their very busy schedules, collaborated with me on this project. 

Table 4.1: Characteristics of Participants. 

 

4.4 Findings & Interpretation  

In general, information was not widely available. Oftentimes, the interviewees struggled 

to give concrete answers, and conversations naturally progressed to identifying issues to tackle 

in PT. There was an acknowledgement of the value of innovation to address shared challenges, 

and the respective roles high-growth enterprises and the public sector have in achieving these 

solutions.  

First, there was an initial general perception that unicorns had not received public 

assistance in all interviews. The managers revealed that Remote was only privately funded and 

that reputation helps in fundraising series, setting aside the need to search for public support 

(Inter 4, 5). However, an internet search on each unicorn’s website verifies that public support 

has been significant. Sword Health, which reached a $1 bn valuation in 2021, has been 

supported by public projects. These include partnerships and assistance from the state 

institutions and the EU. There has been available funding from Portugal2020 (a financing 

 
3 Full transcripts and interview questions available upon request. 

 

Table 4.1. – Characteristics of Participants 
Interviewee no. Gender Position Sector 
Inter 1 Female Journalist Entrepreneurship  
Inter 2 Male Public Official European Policy 
Inter 3  Male Public Official Portuguese Policy, NGO 
Inter 4  Female Unicorn Manager Human Resources 
Inter 5 Male Unicorn Manager Fintech 
Inter 6 Male Public Official Local Municipality 
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project supported by the European Regional Development Fund – ERDF), Norte2020, the 

ERDF, the Recovery and Resilience Plan and NextGenEU. Altogether, since 2017, there have 

been seven programmes that amount to approximately 8.5 million euros to reinforce R&D, 

innovation and technological development, SME’s competitiveness, the employment of 

exceptionally skilled personnel and the creation of a centre for responsible A.I. (Sword Health 

Digital MSK n.d.). Outsystems has received financial help totalling almost 7.5 million euros 

from Lisboa2020, Compete2020, Portugal2020 and the ERDF to invest in innovation, research, 

tech and app development and increase SME’s competitiveness (Outsystems n.d.). Talkdesk 

was supported with around 500 000€ by Lisboa2020, Portugal2020, and the ERDF to further 

innovation in client service and improve contact centre experiences (Talkdesk n.d.b). Feedzai 

has also been co-financed by Centro2020, Compete2020, Portugal2020, and the ERDF, with 

funds reaching approximately 9.5 million euros to support internationalization, advance AI and 

team performance, as well as product and platform development (Feedzai n.d.).  

The other three unicorns – Farfetch, Remote and Anchorage Digital – did not have 

available information regarding public support, which may signify that they have not disclosed 

it or they have not, in fact, received state aid. Farfetch was the first of its own, and in the 

interview conducted with the VP of special operations at Remote, it was clear that it had not 

been the case. These findings, which suggest that founding dates are not linked with access to 

public funding, do not entirely align with the first hypothesis, whereby it was expected that 

only the latest unicorns would have been more likely to benefit from it. The divergence between 

interviewees’ answers and reality is interesting because it either demonstrates that information 

is not widely available, that they do not consider this support relevant, or that public opinion 

may be biased to think that the state is lagging behind the economy. Likewise, it is essential to 

view these values critically compared to the multi-million-dollar private investment rounds 
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with investment giants. Hence, the “extent to which” their evolution could be attributable to 

the launched public policies is debatable.  

Second, since unicorns’ HQs are not in PT, they do not have to pay the corresponding 

rates of Corporate Income Tax (IRC) that are larger in volume and would directly affect local 

economic development. Instead, they pay taxes for having an entity in the country. 

Nonetheless, data on Value Added Tax (VAT) is also not synthesised, so it is de facto 

impossible to know how much these sums are (Silva 20234). Even when considering this, the 

IRC is only paid when there is a profit – only the margin between costs and income is taxed. 

Now, these types of companies prioritise high growth rates over profits, having high costs due 

to their re-investment into the company. Thus, the main channel for economic impact would 

be the Personal Income Tax (IRS) or the job creation’s influence on consumption. As 

articulated by Inter. 3: “Many of them do not generate profits, so they would not be paying 

taxes yet except for labour taxes, but that effect is not yet visible (...) It is very positive on 

employment, as they establish significant hubs for technology development and qualified 

employment.” 

Portuguese start-ups account for approximately 1% of GDP and employ 8.8 individuals on 

average (Alves et al. 2022; Pereira 2021). However, the corresponding data about the local 

impact of unicorn GDP contribution and employment is not consolidated online. I contacted 

the offices and employees of all seven companies, Pordata and Banco de Portugal. 

Unfortunately, Pordata did not have equivalent statistics, and I received no response from 

Banco de Portugal or the businesses, except for Remote. For that reason, I retrieved data from 

LinkedIn (September 2023). The large majority of employees are in PT in the first four 

companies of this list, further substantiating the appropriateness of referring to them as 

Portuguese.  

 
4 Personal communication with Head of Data and Standards at Start-Up Portugal.  
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1. Farfetch had 5726 employees, and 3474 were located in PT.  

2. Outsystems had 2077 employees, and 1010 were located in PT.  

3. Talkdesk had 1466 employees, and 803 live in PT.  

4. Feedzai had 594 employees, and 344 live in PT. 

5. Remote had 3713 employees, but no available data on how many live in PT. In informal 

communications with a manager, they mentioned that since they are an intermediary 

HR company, there are “more than 1000 collaborators for the Portuguese entity”. 

However, they but did not want to disclose the entity’s number of workers.  

6. Sword Health had 719 workers, with the majority (399) in the US, followed by 287 in 

PT.  

7. Anchorage Digital had 336 employees, with most (232) in the US, followed by 75 in 

PT.  

Recognising that foreign unicorns may also have a local impact is essential. For instance, 

Teya, a British unicorn, has a Portuguese entity and its Tech hub is in Porto5. It has 915 

employees on LinkedIn, the majority (358) in the UK, followed by 210 in PT. Although it is 

not yet possible to quantify the income tax contributions or “trickle-down effects”, unicorns 

with PT DNA promote quality employment with competitive salaries, corroborating the second 

hypothesis.  

Third, unicorns also participate in foundations, donations and projects. OutSystems is an 

official donor and partner of Nova School of Business and Economics (SBE) and the only 

unicorn to do so (Nova SBE 20236). It has also collaborated with CDI Portugal in educational 

projects (“Apps for Good”) and launched Covid-19 Community Response Projects where it 

offered expertise and free access to its enterprise software, which led to the implementation of 

 
5The concentration of tech hubs and education institutions in the north of PT is further discussed in the second and third 
chapters. 
6 Personal communications with Nova SBE’s Head of Fundraising and Corporate Relations and the Haddad Entrepreneurship’s 
Programme Manager.  
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projects in the country such as “AroundMe” “Todos Por Um”, “TokMenu”, “vent2life”, 

“MAIS PRÓXIMO”, “Psicovida”, “Plataforma de Gestão Integrada” and “Portugal 

#EntraEmCena (Djurisic, 2020; Outsystems n.d.b.). Moreover, co-financed by Portugal2020, 

Farfetch introduced a project of 2.3 million euros in collaboration with Instituto Superior 

Técnico, Universidade Nova de Lisboa and Carnegie Mellon Portugal to develop an advanced 

multimodal chatbot – “Chat R&D” (Farfetch 2020). Again, this is not restricted to “PT DNA” 

unicorns. Teya and the José Neves Foundation are benefactors and partners of Project 42 

Lisboa, a programming school (42 Lisboa n.d.). However, interviewees emphasised that these 

are endeavours of philanthropic individuals – the founders, Eduardo Pontes and José Neves – 

not businesses, suggesting a departure from the expectations set by the third hypothesis (Inter 

3, 5). In the words of Inter. 3, “The foundation is the result of a successful entrepreneurial 

project by José Neves, and it is his personal initiative, not Farfetch's. More than the impact of 

a Unicorn, it is the impact of a founder who decides to undertake a project.” 

Lastly, many of these unicorns integrate a social impact element core to their mission 

(Inter 4,5). Therefore, their participation in the economy is also of intrinsic value. Initiatives to 

promote public health (Sword Health), human fulfilment through remote work (Remote), or 

the growth and efficiency of SMEs due to improved management (Teya); facilitate digital 

transitions (Outsystems) and fight financial crime (Feedzai), reflect the Sustainable 

Development Goals’ Agenda. Further, some actively embed sustainability principles within 

their operational frameworks, such as Talkdesk’s commitment to sustainability and Farfetch’s 

aims to reduce its carbon footprint and advance circular fashion (Talkdesk n.d.; Farfetch n.d.).  

Given their substantial resources, these enterprises could be key partners of the state, as 

was exemplified by OutSystems during the pandemic. According to the representative from 

the local municipality, entrepreneurs are effective problem-solvers, and innovation is a means 

to generate knowledge and ensure long-term wealth creation to solve social issues (Inter 6). 
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Teya’s manager maintained that working with governments is not zero but a positive-sum 

endeavour where goals are often aligned (Inter 5). Remote’s manager explained that the entities 

spread out worldwide can engender regional development, which is an objective of the 

government. By working as an intermediary, they can hire non-citizens (e.g., digital nomads) 

or nationals to work for foreign companies whilst having a PT labour contract, receiving 

salaries and paying labour taxes in PT (Inter 4). These comments should be interpreted 

analytically, as it has been suggested that remote work can adversely affect PT businesses 

(Amaro 2021). One of the interviewees mentioned that “a remote worker is an immigrant who 

has not physically left the country”, still being a form of brain drain (Inter 3). Although the 

individuals receive great, competitive salaries and can contribute to the consumer economy 

(“buying houses, cars, dining out”), their talent is being used elsewhere, and they are not 

furthering the country’s technological development (Inter 3). Other pathways are less 

measurable but include attracting investors, as well as motivating and inspiring entrepreneurs 

to create large-scale companies. For instance, the fact that Feedzai is the only “fully Portuguese 

unicorn” and insists on being so establishes credibility in the global investor market and signals 

to other start-ups that it is possible to remain in PT. All the others also signal that national talent 

can achieve remarkable accomplishments (Amaro 2021; Inter 3). 

4.5 Discussion  

“Reality is way ahead of regulation in many ways” (Inter 4) 

Many of the dynamics have yet to be observed. The understanding that there are seven PT 

unicorns is highly ambiguous, and the definition can be appropriated for different purposes. 

Across all interviews, many of the same subjects concerning the relocation of HQs resurfaced, 

as it is the main constraint on direct local economic development. Managers mentioned that 

having home offices in the US/UK is indispensable for marketing and fundraising (Inter 2, 4). 

There is a conservative, risk-averse investment culture in PT which can be partially explained 
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by widespread financial illiteracy (Inter 1; Pimentel 2021, 50; Mónica 2023). Indeed, 86% of 

total investments originate from foreign sources (Start-Up Portugal 2022, 11).  

Nevertheless, there is a mismatch between the current political and legislative 

landscape and the speed at which these companies evolve (Inter 1). The extensive regulation, 

bureaucracy, lack of digitalisation, and weak judicial and burdening fiscal systems were 

repeatedly mentioned across all interviews as indirect barriers that require urgent changes. 

Easing the heavy regulation, bureaucracy, and the digitalisation of administrative procedures 

would improve speed and efficiency whilst increasing awareness and ease of public funding 

and application procedures. A functioning, credible, robust judicial system and legal 

framework is necessary for dispute settlement. Contracts are frequently ambiguous in these 

investment rounds, and there is a high probability of disagreement due to inflated expectations 

and disappointing losses. Investors prefer to invest in countries where they know the judicial 

system and trust it will protect them (Pimentel 2021, 56). Lastly, an attractive fiscal system 

characterised by low corporate taxes and less progressive income taxation boosts economic 

activity and growth by promoting productive and successful entrepreneurship and attract 

funding, while simultaneously raising government revenue, allowing the state to reap the 

advantages of its investments in start-ups and innovation (Block 2021; Mertens and Ravn 2013; 

Venâncio et al. 2022). Similarly, monetary assistance programmes’ potential impact is 

hindered if these broader issues are not resolved (Inter 3). Interviewees also remarked that these 

policies can serve multiple purposes, such as in talent retention, by providing interesting career 

prospects and competitive salaries whilst ensuring returns on state investment in education. 

The mentioned deterrents to business development elucidate crucial implications 

regarding the Entrepreneurial State. Interviewees had a consistent reservation towards the sole 

focus on financial assistance across industries. Many defended indirect incentives would ensure 

an equitable playing field and be a more appropriate policy action. Disruptive innovation can 
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be achieved through policy diversification, systemic changes and a less-obstructed 

environment. The fostering of new markets, increasing competitiveness and positive 

discrimination for tech companies are neutral policy actions that extend support to the sector 

as a whole. The local municipality’s representative mentioned that it has limited power 

regarding systemic incentives to retain companies “and cities are hostage to national policy”. 

Still, they reiterated the relevance of efficient public policies to maintain Lisbon’s competitive 

advantage and encourage entrepreneurship, such as working with the private sector and VCs, 

focusing on strategic industries, attracting and mobilising its stakeholders, setting up new 

infrastructure, hubs or workshops for knowledge-sharing and interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Exporting to international markets is a natural progression, but unicorn HQs can still be based 

in the country (Inter 2, 3, 6).  

Furthermore, apart from identifying the issues that result in sunk costs due to relocation 

and deter investor and entrepreneurial confidence, most interviewees added that the mission 

should shift from start-ups’ early funding to “scale-ups”. Mid-market or large-scale firms 

attract talent and are critical for sustained job creation and economic impact (Inter 4, 6). There 

is an academic debate between those who advocate resources should target high-growth 

enterprises (e.g., Shane 2009; Kabbara and Hagen 2023), and those who defend the success of 

start-ups is unclear and selection may miss unique opportunities (e.g., Aldrich and Ruef 2017). 

Innovative high-growth companies are the most productive, with higher economic outputs7. 

However, although start-ups have high failure rates, they can reach these thresholds and still 

originate in atypical and unexpected circumstances (e.g., as university projects). These findings 

reconcile both arguments. Balancing indirect incentives and cross-sector collaboration for 

high-growth entrepreneurship for a level-playing field can retain scale-ups without discrediting 

new ventures’ ability to develop. Even so, one should be wary of an excessive emphasis on 

 
7 Chapter two tests the correlation between the share of high-growth firms and employment growth.  
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outlier events like unicorns and question their sustainability (Kuckertz et al., 2023; Spigel et 

al., 2020). 

The second fundamental limitation of unicorns’ impact on the local economy is inherent to 

their business model. My second finding shows that even if unicorns were located in Portugal, 

their contributions through corporate taxation (IRC) would be uncertain. Their valuation is not 

calculated through profitability or financial sustainability but through subjective and 

approximate estimations of the “potential for” a sufficiently large return that will compensate 

for investments. It is based on growth rates, approximations of future multiples, comparative 

metrics of other start-ups, and market assumptions as risky and ambiguous proxies. Unicorns’ 

IPOs have evidenced their overvaluation, showing significant mismatches between stock prices 

and private investment (Pimentel 2021: 30, 38-56, 76). Gornall and Strebulaev (2019, p. 41) 

show that average overvaluation is almost 50% but can reach as much as 145%.  

There is another discrepancy regarding disbursed financial resources, business models, and 

economic indicators. Inorganic and aggressive growth strategies have been preferred by 

investors, de-prioritising profits. Unicorns maintain high cash-burn rates (perhaps for re-

investment, operating and growth expenses) and hold negligible or intangible assets (Bock and 

Hackober 2020, 976-8; Littman in Pimentel 2021, 113). The expectations of future profitability 

have led to market distortions since competitiveness is determined by extreme growth cycles 

(Testa et al. 2022, p.7, 42). Sustaining operations at significant profit losses through VC funds 

causes large disruptions but ultimately erodes economic value. Hence, valuations focus on 

growth and do not directly correlate to societal value creation (Kenney and Zysman in Testa et 

al. 2022, p.43; Kuckertz et al. 2023). Per the account of Inter. 6:“The term “unicorn” is a 

marketing concept; we cannot see it as an academic or theoretical one. The definition of a 

unicorn is to be worth more than $1 billion in market valuation. But that is also worth very 
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little because valuations change, evolve, fall, rise... they are constantly updated, new rounds 

are made frequently, and so it is a very fragile concept.” 

There has been a rapidly emerging tech and unicorn speculative bubble. According to 

Eckert (2022), between 2005-2010, only 14 businesses received the unicorn label, whilst from 

2016-2021, the number was close to 870. Until recently, there was a relatively positive 

investment environment. Nevertheless, the current crisis (post-COVID, Russo-Ukraine war, 

inflation, rising interest rates) has hindered the capital-raising process, likely slowing this trend 

and revealing the sector’s weaknesses, potentially leading to a burst (Inter 3; Pimentel 2021, 

109). The associated collapse of Silicon Valley Bank in early 2023, the largest one since 2008, 

further strained the venture capital and tech industry (Sorkin et al., 2023).  

Apart from the lack of data from national statistics offices, this research confirms that little 

information is available from the companies themselves (Kerai 2017). Farfetch is the only 

company among these unicorns that is publicly listed. Because they are not traded on stock 

markets, they are not subject to the same level of scrutiny, allowing them to avoid disclosing 

essential information about their financial accounts and operations (Inter 1; Pimentel 2021, 38-

56, 77). In fact, they may avoid IPOs to defer the disclosure of negative information and 

maintain reliance on access to private financing, further legitimised by the “unicorn” label and 

the associated media and press coverage. Therefore, most conduct their operations in 

confidentiality since releasing this information is not compulsory (Kerai 2017; Zörgiebel 

2016). 

In sum, this illustrates how unicorn valuation is a financial phenomenon deeply linked to 

psychological, socio-cultural, and political narratives. It is not established on objective 

mathematical calculations but on credibility and herd effects.  Indeed, following Haiven (2014), 

the financial sector has increased its influence over politics, culture and economics, and its 

exchanges account for a large share of international economic activity. However, it is based on 
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“immaterial and speculative”, imaginary and “trendy” social beliefs. These abstract assets do 

not represent tangible wealth or are aligned with the “real” economy, leading one to question 

whether the paradigm should shift from valuation to “value creation” (Haiven 2014; Kuckertz 

et al. 2023). 

4.6  Conclusion  

The definition of a “Portuguese unicorn” lacks precision, as it is frequently determined 

based on factors such as the founder’s nationality, the funds received, and the numbers of 

workers in the country, even though their headquarters are almost always located abroad. This 

chapter has assessed the extent to which the evolution of unicorns has resulted from the 

launched public policies and if unicorns have been beneficial for the local economy and 

business ecosystem. Through qualitative analysis, this research found that unicorns 1) 

somewhat unexpectedly have received state funds yet are perhaps negligible when compared 

to multi-million dollar investment rounds; 2) have a large portion of their workforce in 

Portugal, contributing to the creation of qualified employment and potential (not yet visible) 

public contributions through income taxation; 3) engage in philanthropic activities such as 

foundations, donations and projects as well as 4) attract investors and motivate entrepreneurs. 

They also often incorporate sustainable development goals onto their business model and can 

be essential partners of the state. The unavailability of data and information would be the main 

limitation of this study and an area for further research. At the outset, a quantitative analysis 

had been planned yet there were no figures on national or regional economic effect on GDP 

growth, employment, or tax inputs. Silence or lack of knowledge also reveal answers, but a 

thorough investigation of the beneficiaries of public policies and an impact evaluation is 

required to determine whether the measures put in place can be justified, and properly assess 

the constraints the ecosystem faces. Due to this, the main findings of interviews concern 

national deterrents to business development.  
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The key question is that the government may invest resources in companies that 

ultimately relocate, resulting in a financial loss. Thus, urgent changes are necessary to avoid 

the flight of bright companies and individuals. These include the reduction of bureaucracy, 

regulation, increase in digitalisation, the strengthening of the judicial and legal framework and 

an appealing tax regime. In Portugal, the focus should be progressively placed on scale-ups to 

avoid the relocation of start-ups that reach a certain threshold and choose to move abroad. 

However, unicorn valuations cannot be a goal, as prioritising rapid growth over profit-making 

is not financially sustainable. Establishing a favourable business environment has many 

advantages, but implementation of the recommended policies is challenging, as it is a complex 

and divisive political matter that extends across all sectors in PT. Nevertheless, there should be 

a balanced, diversified and holistic range of policies, as there is no magical silver bullet that 

can bring about immediate change (Inter 2, 3). 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This Policy Analysis Project has addressed critical issues within the Portuguese 

entrepreneurial ecosystem, aiming to identify the opportunities and challenges for start-ups. 

Our research revealed that information unavailability can hinder comprehensive policy-

making. The broader economic environment determines start-up success, making optimizing 

public support for business growth essential. Effective policy solutions require a proper 

problem diagnosis with quality data, given the challenge of adapting policies to unique contexts 

(Oliveira 2023; Prohorovs 2020, 1; Spigel et al. 2020; Susilo 2020). Therefore, government 

statistical bodies and private companies should allocate more resources to share information.  

Chapter Two concluded that the government must prioritize enhancing system 

connectivity to foster economic development. Monitoring the number of dealmaker networks 

can identify areas requiring increased collaboration among small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs). To achieve this, a shared definition within the EU framework and regularly updated 

data are essential to ensure policies align with business needs. Streamlining application 

processes and ensuring timely funding disbursement are vital for fostering a thriving 

entrepreneurial environment. Additionally, the government should focus on adequately 

supporting promising businesses (high-growth firms) rather than every new start-up in the 

ecosystem, tailoring the policies to various economic sectors. Lastly, diversity and gender 

should not be neglected while formulating such policies.  

The third chapter's findings underscored the necessity for customized strategies for 

various sectors in Portugal, with a clear emphasis on encouraging start-ups to prioritize value 

creation, sustainability and growth. Achieving these objectives necessitates an improvement of 

networking opportunities through mentoring and collaborative platforms, as well as fostering 

strong connections between universities and start-ups to facilitate knowledge transfer. 

Prioritizing transparent communication channels, streamlining bureaucratic processes and 
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promoting internationalization are crucial. The most pivotal finding is the importance of robust 

data collection procedures for effectively evaluating government incentives and comparability, 

at least at the European scale.   

The fourth chapter evaluated the extent to which the development of unicorns can be 

assigned to public policies and their role in the local economy. First, it found that public funds 

have played a role in their growth. Second, channels through which unicorns make an impact 

include their role in qualified job creation and participation in projects, foundations or 

donations. However, the chapter revealed the main constraints for a more significant economic 

impact, notably those that have led to the relocation of unicorn headquarters. Diversifying 

policies and implementing systemic changes such as reducing bureaucracy, improving 

regulations, enhancing digitalization, strengthening the judicial system and establishing an 

attractive fiscal system are essential. Lastly, although an emphasis should be placed on high-

growth firms (“scale-ups”), the search for unicorn valuations is not sustainable and has 

significant economic consequences.  

Chapter Five delved into three primary areas – the types of R&D investments, 

challenges associated with collaborations between academia and private industry, and VC 

funding programs landscape. A spectrum of expert perspectives explained valuable insights 

into R&D, enablers of success, problems, and solutions for R&D growth in Portugal. The 

study's conclusions emphasized the distinction between SMEs and startups, advocating for 

tailored policies. Furthermore, the study pinpointed pivotal factors contributing to the success 

of R&D initiatives: an entrepreneurial mindset, collaborative endeavours, business-oriented 

teams, minimal schisms between academia and the private sector, proximity to target markets, 

and investor confidence.  

In summary, this Policy Analysis Project provides a holistic assessment of the 

Portuguese entrepreneurial ecosystem and presents a series of policy recommendations to 
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address the identified challenges. Implementing these recommendations and fostering a 

supportive start-up environment can significantly enhance the Portuguese entrepreneurial 

ecosystem, resulting in innovation and economic development. 
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