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ABSTRACT
This study suggests that a concierge service, provided by governments, can assist startups to gain 
streamlined access to the services, capabilities and capital required to bring innovation efficiently 
and cost-effectively to market. It analyses a range of concierge models in five separate jurisdictions 
to determine best practice. The paper develops a rationale and working definition for a concierge 
service that will assist public sector managers to help young high-growth SMEs and startups to 
navigate the increasingly complex innovation ecosystem.

Introduction

Across the world, governments are aiming to promote technological innovation to enhance national 
economic outcomes. This is particularly the case in jurisdictions where there is a desire to wean 
the economy off agricultural and resource-extraction dependence, and move towards a more 
knowledge-based economy. Traditionally, assistance for large, well-established firms has been at 
the forefront of these endeavours, with governments developing a variety of programs designed to 
promote university–industry collaboration (Bozeman and Boardman, 2013). Yet, small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) employ a large proportion of any nation’s workforce (Rhodes, 2017), 
and can, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, be ‘more 
innovative for developing new products and processes’ than larger organizations (OECD, 2019a, 
p.222). The SME sector represents untapped potential for idea generation, and thus innovation and 
wealth creation.

Unlike larger and well-established firms, startups (here a portmanteau term for any small or 
young high-growth SME) generally lack resources, knowledge and time and have a ‘shallow stock 
of reserves’ (Sapienza et al., 2006, p.921). These firms find difficulty connecting to the kinds of 
assistance needed to bring innovation to market (Kehoe, 2018; Patricio et al., 2018). These firms 
can be squeezed out by more established and better-resourced players (Baldock and Mason, 2015). 
This disconnect reduces their potential to contribute to the national, regional and local economy. 
Worse still, scarce public resources intended to promote innovation can be seized by larger, estab-
lished firms with weak ideas, but the knowledge and experience to navigate the innovation 
ecosystem and secure public assistance (Hughes and Kitson, 2013). In effect, public sector resources 
are used in such cases to subsidize incremental improvements, rather than to facilitate the ground-
breaking innovation that could lead to broader socio-economic benefits for a national economy 
(Choi and Lee, 2017).

The startup innovation environment needs to be understood in terms of an ecosystem with 
complex interactions among multiple players, each contributing to a dynamic and organism-like 
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structure (Mason and Brown, 2014; Jacobides, 2019). Because of this complexity, and the likeli-
hood of confusion, public sector managers involved in innovation – the stewards of the broader 
innovation ecosystem (Wilkins, 2014) – must streamline the means by which small firms with 
potentially innovative ideas can gain access to the resources they need (PwC, 2013). In particular, 
the information asymmetry experienced by startups can be minimized through a publicly funded 
‘concierge service’ that facilitates entry into the innovation ecosystem and helps these startups 
develop dynamic links (Mazzucato and Semieniuk, 2017, p.17). Startups that are helped to enter the 
innovation ecosystem have the potential to develop new products and solutions, outcomes which 
are crucial for wealth creation and national economic health (PwC, 2013; Mason and Brown, 2014; 
KPMG, 2017).

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. First, further background to the problem 
space will be presented to highlight the challenges and opportunities for improvement. Second, 
drawing from the dispersed literature available on the topic, we will establish a working definition 
for what, exactly, a concierge service might be. Third, we will describe the approach used to study 
the phenomenon of concierge services for startups. Fourth, the study will provide an overview and 
analysis of five concierge models that meet the broad definition established earlier. Finally, some 
discussion of these various models will follow before we present some recommendations for public 
sector administrators of innovation programmes.

Background

Ever since Christopher Freeman’s (1987) ground-breaking study of technology innovation in Japan, 
systems of innovation within the OECD, and around the world, have gradually become more sophis-
ticated. Early systems of innovation tended to be inspired by market failure theory, driven by the 
failure of the free market to deliver economically beneficial innovations (Keech et al., 2012). 
However, innovation resists a linear approach, where input guarantees output. Instead, it is far more 
iterative, with feedback loops interacting in a rhizomatic and organic way (Hekkert et al., 2007). Far 
from relying on the free market to generate economically beneficial innovation, governments should 
establish grand challenges that generate mission-oriented innovation strategies (Mazzucato and 
Semieniuk, 2017).

In pushing for the funding of a ‘reasonable number of undergraduate scholarships and grad-
uate fellowships’, Vannevar Bush (1945, p.8) recognized that effective research often ‘wells up 
from below’, and that research in ‘small, vigorous industrial enterprises may yield tremendous 
returns in the future’ (1945, p.107). However, incorporating small firms, which tend to be geared 
towards applied research, in national systems of innovation has largely been overshadowed by 
large-scale research programmes focusing on basic research (Sinnewe et al., 2016). But, as a result 
of a growing awareness of the important role to be played by smaller firms within national systems 
of innovation (OECD, 1999), governments in more recent times have focused on this sector in the 
context of university–industry collaborative research, especially with respect to small technology 
firms (Foreman-Peck, 2013; Miles, 2015; PwC, 2013). For example, nations have started to incor-
porate lower-value funding mechanisms, such as innovation vouchers, into their innovation 
ecosystems (Flanagan et al., 2011). Likewise, in 2016, the Australian government established an 
offshoot of the cooperative research centres (CRC) programme that focuses on SMEs undertaking 
applied research (Noble et al., 2019).

However, Bell et al. (2015) caution that the provision of financial vouchers or targeted 
financial incentives alone is insufficient, Startups need access to advice about where to go to receive 
assistance (Garvin and Margolis, 2015). Such assistance is required to turn ideas or even proofs of 
concept into a marketable products. Branscomb and Auerswald (2002) have identified various 
points of vulnerability for startups endeavouring to bring innovative products to market. One par-
ticular vulnerability is the so-called ‘valley of death’ (Ford et al., 2007), the ‘Darwinian sea’ 
(Auerswald and Branscomb, 2003) between proof of concept and product development, a stage 
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which Miller and Bound (2011) call the ‘fragile days’ of a young firm’s existence. Precisely when 
this period starts, and how long it lasts, is not clear, despite the notion making intuitive sense. Often, 
this period of vulnerability involves developing a minimum viable product, which is defined as a 
demonstration prototype that requires ‘a minimum amount of effort and the least amount of devel-
opment time. The minimum viable product lacks many features that may prove essential later on’ 
(Ries, 2011, p.77). It is at this stage that innovative products with potential may fail to progress to 
the next phase of development, in part because of informational and financial asymmetries, such as 
the innovator not having access to appropriate advice, networks and, in particular, finance (Agarwal 
et al., 2018). Auerswald et al. (2003, p.19) also note that ‘pressures to deliver near term financial 
results’ at the ‘expense of earlier stage investment’ result in many potential projects being aborted 
before the commercialization stage can begin.

To deal with these issues, many actors in the innovation process have established outreach 
arms to work with startups, often in enterprise labs and co-working spaces. In parallel, accelerators, 
incubators and venture capital firms can provide startups with the kinds of knowledge, networks, 
resources and capital required to turn good ideas into a viable commercial reality. Yet, the complex 
relationships (Pascoal and do Rosário, 2016, p.372) among these actors – programmes that include 
publicly funded research organizations and schemes offered by various government departments, 
sometimes even within the same jurisdiction – add layers to the existing ecosystem that can make 
navigation difficult for startups (Clayton et al., 2018). These structural barriers endure despite con-
sensus that startups are dependent to a greater degree than large corporations on the ecosystem 
within which they operate (Love and Roper, 2015, p.29).

Figure 1 illustrates the complexity of the innovation system, which comprises ‘members 
from government, university, and industry’ (Kuratko et al., 2017, p.121). It highlights the diversity 
of actors and the many pathways to be navigated. Although a great many services exist within an 
innovation ecosystem that ostensibly aim at encouraging and supporting innovation, the complexity 
that has evolved within national systems of innovation has often resulted in appropriate entry points 
being difficult for SMEs to identify. Complications are increased by many actors being in competi-
tion with each other (OECD, 2019b). States and provinces vie with one another to attract investment 
in innovation, while accelerators vie with one another to attract the most promising startups. In 
addition, universities – even groups of universities – compete to attract as much funding as possible 
from across the spectrum of business and government sources. The complex levels and layers of 
competition, combined with lack of transparency and asymmetric information access, add to the 
difficulty that startups encounter when they seek assistance with finance, business advice or research 
(Hannig and Potter, 2018).

Stam (2015, p.5) identifies an ecosystem within an ecosystem. That is, within the wider 
and broader national system of innovation, one might conceptualize an entrepreneurial ecosystem 
operating within the ‘larger regional, national, international, and perhaps truly global ecosystem’ 
(Bruns et al., 2017, p.32). This system operates within, although in some ways independent of, 
broader national innovation. Stam and Spigel (2015, p.1) define entrepreneurial ecosystems as ‘a 
set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way that they enable productive 
entrepreneurship within a particular territory’. Although there may be a degree of coordination 
generated by the broader system of innovation, there is a more organic and networked element to 
the concept of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, which is likely to consist of smaller and less-
resourced organizations.

Even with advanced knowledge of potential avenues of assistance, the innovation ecosys-
tem is challenging. For new entrants and startups experiencing information asymmetry (Baldock 
and Mason, 2015, p.61), the very complexity becomes a barrier to entering this ecosystem, and so 
it follows that governments, which have a clear interest in assisting startups to harness innovation, 
need to determine the best way to help startups and then develop policy instruments to do precisely 
this. However, the OECD (2019, p.99) cautions that ‘negative interactions among policy instru-
ments may occur if they contradict each other or result in excessive complexity’. Thus, a large 
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number of available options may make it harder, rather than easier, for startups to become meaning-
ful players in innovation ecosystems. Taken together, these issues point to the need for a publicly 
funded (or at least assisted) vehicle, such as a concierge service, that is capable of connecting SMEs 
to a diverse set of resources and facilitating their navigation of this ecosystem. In addition, it is 
important to determine the characteristics that a concierge service should have if it is to assist start-
ups most effectively.

Towards a working definition for concierge services

Although some sort of one-stop shop for startups might seem a rather obvious idea, there is no 
agreed definition of what a concierge service might be in either the academic or professional litera-
ture, nor has there been any comprehensive study published on the concept. Indeed, the term ‘con-
cierge’ is not in general use in respect of services for startups.1 The term is not in common use even 
in the literature on intermediaries. As a result, it is important to establish some sort of definition to 
guide future practice and ensure common parlance. Dictionary definitions tend to link the term with 
the hospitality industry, a key component of concierge duties in this context being to assist guests 
who are unfamiliar with a city to find restaurants, theatres, tours and other facilities (Glushko and 
Nomorosa, 2013). A United States usage refers to someone who assists executives with mundane, 
time-consuming tasks, such as shopping (West, n.d.). Common to such definitions is a single point 
for information, where an organization or an individual brings together disparate sources of infor-
mation for others to use. In the context of innovation ecosystems, one might imagine a continuum 
with highly interactive concierge services at one end of the service spectrum, and information-based 
websites, with low levels of interaction, at the other end.

To illustrate, in Canada, a concierge service designed to be ‘a single point of access to inno-
vation support programs and services for small and medium-sized Canadian companies’ (Government 
of Canada, 2015) was launched in 2012 and operated until 2017. Elements survive, most noticeably 
a team of Canada-wide innovation advisers who ‘provide free, one-on-one assistance and use their 
industry experience and knowledge to help guide clients to the most appropriate innovation pro-
grams and services’ (Government of Canada, 2018). At first, demand for these services outstripped 
the availability of advisers (KPMG, 2017). The original portal for the concierge service was replaced 
by a digital self-service kiosk, which guides the user through a series of questions (Government of 
Canada, 2019) to direct the enquiry to the most appropriate government contact. Such digital kiosks 
are common in hospitals, airports and shopping centres, and are designed to direct patrons effi-
ciently to desired services.

As an illustration of the lack of consistency in the use of the term ‘concierge’, the state of 
New South Wales operated an ‘innovation concierge’. But the goal in NSW was to provide access 
for startups to government procurement pathways rather than a full suite of services, including such 
elements as research support, funding and intellectual property advice. A detailed review reveals a 
number of descriptors that are used interchangeably, and often in an undifferentiated way, to 
describe elements of a concierge service. These include:

•• boundary spanners – organizations and individuals
•• bricoleurs
•• innovation brokers
•• innovation consultancy services
•• innovation intermediary

1 A search of the International Business Innovation Association website for the word ‘concierge’ reveals no relevant 
matches, available at https://ebn.eu/index.php?lnk=Mnk2VjRUbFQ1U0JPbVQrZFN1N1hQRFlndnRETDVQUG
hMV0dvekZDRnpPcz0=(accessed October 2020).
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•• intermediary (individual/company/institution)
•• knowledge brokers
•• peer network brokers
•• technology brokers
•• third party
•• value adding connector

These descriptors can apply equally apply to individuals, organizations and institutions. These 
terms all tend to suggest the idea of helping someone to cross boundaries into regions unknown, or 
to help others discover useful information or connections (Frølund and Ziethen, 2016).

The term ‘concierge’ has particular relevance to the startup environment for a number of 
reasons. Startups tend to experience information asymmetry, particularly in navigating the various 
innovation ecosystem services. Identifying suitable government and private services can be both 
difficult and time-consuming. In Australia, for example, there are more than 150 different govern-
ment support initiatives and accelerators, with the number of innovation accelerators growing by 
around 50% per annum in recent years. Navigating this complex array of services and incentives 
can be difficult even for someone well versed in public administration, and can be almost impos-
sible for startups. Nascent entities often lack networks to provide the trigger information needed 
to act, they lack time and spare resources, and cannot afford scanning activities to help identify 
potential support.

So, what should a concierge service do? Not only should the service provide information 
about the innovation support landscape, it should also play a development role. Some of the key 
functions are likely to be:

a)	 in an information role, providing access to research support, research funding (government, 
angel investor, venture capitalists, etc.), knowledge about services in the innovation 
ecosystem, and access to mentors;

b)	 and in a development role, assisting with business skills development, the management of 
intellectual property, assisting with networking and navigating the ecosystem.

A working definition of a concierge service for SMEs and startups could therefore be:

A single point of contact with appropriate advisory facilities, and with strong linkages to research 
and financial support services, to facilitate and strengthen innovative startups.

In alignment with this definition, a concierge service provides a single entry point for startups. The 
resources of the concierge service are then available to the startup, enabling it to learn to navigate 
the various support services. In turn, the startup support mechanisms, either government or private, 
are able to access the new innovative ideas that the startup brings to the ecosystem. This advanced 
connection/pathway is illustrated in Figure 2.

Research approach

We now look closely at concierge models that are already in existence – even if such services do 
not use the word ‘concierge’ to describe themselves. Mere use of the word does not necessarily 
indicate a service that coheres with our working definition. This work forms part of a broader pro-
ject on the embedding of SMEs and startups into national systems of innovation in which a wide 
scan of services akin to a concierge service was undertaken. A cross-case analysis was conducted 
on five identified services that most closely cohered with our definition of a concierge service for 
startups. Desktop research was accompanied by targeted questions to organizational officials on 
points of detail. In the case of the Scottish concierge service, Interface, research, including formal 
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interviews with users of the service, academic staff and management, had already been undertaken 
as part of the authors’ research on the engagement of SMEs in a national system of innovation. 
Overall, we looked for common elements within the five services to uncover the core components 
of concierge services.

Five global exemplars of concierge service

1. Industrial Research Assistance Program (IRAP) (Canada)

IRAP commenced in 1962 and continues to this day. The focus of the programme is on SMEs, and 
its mandate is to ‘stimulate wealth creation for Canada through innovation’. Its mission is to ‘accel-
erate the growth of small and medium-sized businesses by providing them with a comprehensive 
suite of innovation services and funding’. The strategic objectives of the organization are to ‘help 
small and medium-sized businesses in Canada develop and commercialize technologies’ and to 
‘collaborate with regional and national organizations on initiatives that support the development 

Figure 2.  Concierge model for startups
Graphic: Hannah Murphy, Editors Queensland



David Noble, Michael B Charles and Robyn Keast373

and commercialisation of technologies by small and medium-sized businesses’. The service stand-
ards of IRAP include responsiveness to enquiries within two to five business days and confidential-
ity, while IRAP officials work with clients to develop and structure project briefs. Funding is 
available from less than C$50,000 up to C$10 million. The programme has a wide reach with more 
than 250 field staff and 130 offices across Canada, either in IRAP dedicated offices or co-located 
with partner organizations such as universities.

From 2012 to 2017, IRAP ran a concierge service that provided a digital portal to access 
the various services that IRAP offers. The concierge service was designed to provide ‘customized 
guidance and advice to Canadian small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to help them to 
access the most relevant programs and services to help them grow. It brought together comprehen-
sive, up-to-date information under a single umbrella to help SMEs innovate with new products, 
services, or markets’ (National Research Council, 2015). In 2018, the original portal was dis-
pensed with and a new digital concierge powered by machine learning was launched to direct 
enquiries to the most relevant local individual. In addition to the digital funding concierge, there 
is also a link to innovation advisers who ‘provide free, one-on-one assistance and use their indus-
try experience and knowledge to help guide clients to the most appropriate innovation programs 
and services’. A toll-free number (staffed twelve hours per day, Monday to Friday) is provided, as 
is an email enquiry form.

2. Interface (Scotland)

In 2005, the Scottish government agreed to establish a ‘single point of access [that] will provide 
businesses with a service which answers initial enquiries about expertise and commercial opportu-
nities in the research base and then directs and filters such enquiries’ (Scottish Executive, 2005). In 
response, the Scottish universities, higher education funding council and government agreed to 
establish an organization to provide a brokering function between the SME sector and university 
researchers. Interface, as it became known, has operated over the last decade and a half and provides 
this link. Interface reportedly contributes £64 million per annum to the Scottish economy through 
the promotion and brokerage of university–industry collaborative research in the SME sector.

Interface currently operates with a team of 25 staff, including business and sector engage-
ment executives, marketing staff and back-office support. It works with the 23 higher education and 
research institutes in Scotland, in addition to eight innovation centres. Interface administers a num-
ber of funding vouchers, including standard and student placement innovation vouchers to the value 
of up to £5,000; follow-on vouchers of up to £20,000; and Horizon 2020 vouchers of up to £5,000. 
These vouchers are designed to cover research costs and are paid to the research institution involved 
in the collaboration. The SME is expected to match the funding with cash or in-kind contributions, 
depending on the value of the grant. The organization is also able to facilitate access to a number of 
other funding opportunities administered by the UK and the Scottish governments. Interface’s free 
service facilitates partnerships between startups, and SMEs generally, together with the research 
sector. In addition to building networks for innovators, Interface also advises about finance and 
intellectual property rights. A number of partnership and IPR agreement templates are available for 
SMEs and research organizations.

3. Jihomoravské Inovační Centrum (JIC – South Moravian Innovation Centre, Czech Republic)

JIC in South Moravia emerged from a regional innovation strategy developed in 2011 and was 
intended to coordinate and support entrepreneurs in the region. It is owned by a regional govern-
ment, a city council and four universities. Since inception, more than 200 startups and even larger 
companies have used JIC’s services. In 2008, JIC expanded to include a biotechnology incubator, 
and in 2009 introduced a voucher programme for entrepreneurs. In 2010, JIC introduced ‘speed 
dating’ to introduce technology entrepreneurs to one another while, in 2012, open innovation 
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sessions were introduced where companies find technology partners, and JIC representatives stimu-
late discussion about innovation. In 2015, to alleviate the pressure on startups to rely on private 
funds or international grants, JIC set up a subsidiary company, JIC Ventures, to assist promising 
companies to grow faster by investing in them in exchange for a stake in the company. JIC also 
introduced an entrepreneur in residence scheme that same year to coach startups and support the 
development of startup ideas.

JIC runs three levels of programmes. The first is aimed at new startups that require assis-
tance with setting up a business and developing an innovative idea. Participants in this programme 
pay CZK1,500 per month for the services of consultants and mentors, workshops and a co-working 
space for up to three people. The second level of service is aimed at those startups and SMEs that 
currently have a product, but need help to develop a growth strategy. The third level of service is 
targeted at established firms that may have stagnated and need new energy.

Startups and SMEs that use the JIC service receive consultation with an internal JIC team, 
which will tailor programmes to meet the specific requirements of the individual firm. In addition, 
access is provided to experts in the field, as well as key investors and other entrepreneurs who assist 
the firm by taking an idea forward to market. Finally, there is access to lawyers and accountants 
who can advise the young firm about agreements and business matters. A range of services, includ-
ing advice about business strategy, intellectual property rights, marketing, research and investment, 
is also provided.

4. Business West (Southwest England)

Business West is a not-for-profit company operating under the combined chambers of commerce in 
Bristol, Bath, Gloucestershire and Wiltshire, all located in the south-west of England. Business West 
is funded through a combination of commercial income, fees from chamber members, as well as a 
variety of government funding contracts covering innovation, startups and skills. In its current form, 
Business West has operated for around ten years. The organization’s website reports that the com-
pany employs more than 200 people and has a turnover in excess of £10 million. Over the last six 
years, Business West reports that it has helped start more than 740 businesses, provided more than 
500 startup grants and 30 scale-up grants, and invested more than £150,000 in business coaching. In 
the same period, more than £4 million has been spent on low-interest startup loans of £25,000 each.

Business West matches startups with business advisers, who provide support to startups for 
12 months and help them through the funding options, as well as providing resources and assisting 
business owners to create business plans and financial forecasts. Business West’s business advisers 
work individually with business owners to identify business strategic strengths, weaknesses and 
potential new opportunities. The business advisers also provide advice on new markets, potential 
partners and technologies. The service is funded by Innovate UK and the European Union. In addi-
tion to these services, Business West also administers the innovate2succeed programme, which is 
part of the enterprise Europe network and is administered in the UK through Innovate UK. Brexit 
will involve some change to these arrangements.

5. Flanders Innovation and Entrepreneurship (Belgium)

The Flanders Innovation and Entrepreneurship (FIE) agency provides support for startups and entre-
preneurial firms and individuals in Flanders and is described as a one-stop shop. In addition to being 
an initial starting point for firms wishing to exploit innovation, FIE seeks to contribute to a favour-
able business climate within the region to stimulate growth and innovation. FIE works with local 
organizations, the Belgian government, and within European Union frameworks, such as Horizon 
2020. FIE has a number of initiatives to support startups. These include grants, one-to-one support 
for young companies, the development of clusters and networking opportunities. In 2016, FIE had 
369 employees, a turnover of €30 million, and administered more than €500 million in grants.
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Visitors to the FIE website are presented with four major links. These are: ‘Information, 
support and advice for entrepreneurs’; ‘Subsidies for entrepreneurs’; ‘Information for foreign inves-
tors’; and ‘Innovation clusters in Flanders’. Enquirers who select the first option will find 
information about the services delivered by FIE, ranging from licensing businesses through to start-
ing a new business. The second option, subsidies, provides information about no fewer than 18 
different funding initiatives, from relatively small €10,000 subsidies through to funding to establish 
incubators. The link to innovation clusters provides information about two government initiatives. 
The first is a large programme involving university–industry collaboration, and the second focuses 
on smaller inter-firm collaborations over three-year periods. The link for foreign investors directs 
the enquirer to a dedicated team within FIE. A noticeable feature of the FIE website is the absence 
of a self-service information kiosk. Rather, enquirers are encouraged at every point in the site to call 
FIE’s toll-free number. The enquiry line is staffed five days per week during business hours, and the 
caller is directed to the most appropriate staff member.

Overview of cases

Each of the case studies has its own characteristics, but there are significant similarities. All the 
cases share an emphasis on a single point of contact, face-to-face consultative service, access to 
both funding and research, and networking, or providing opportunities for facilitating connections. 
The JIC service has established an accelerator, while the other four organizations are yet to do so. A 
concierge service would not normally provide an accelerator or incubator capacity, but would rather 
put startups in contact with providers of services that match the requirements of an innovation. The 
characteristics listed above are core components of any concierge service aiming to support startups 
within an innovation ecosystem. The component that is not common – accelerators or incubators – 
appears to be an optional extra.

It will be useful to see how these ventures evaluate their activities, and therefore provide 
an assurance of their efficiency and utility. There does not appear to be a single suite of evalua-
tion measures across the case studies surveyed, although there are some similarities. Some of the 
evaluation mechanisms are easily identifiable from the organization’s website or published 
annual reports. However, in some instances, it was rather more challenging to uncover how the 

Table 1.  Evaluation measures identified in case studies

Measure Organizations

% client enquiries via free-call number compared with web enquiries Flanders

Client satisfaction Interface; Flanders

Funding leveraged through other sources Business West

Increasing involvement of women in client startups Interface

New to repeat clients Flanders; Interface

Number of new jobs as a result of interaction Business West; Interface; JIC

Number of startups commenced Business West

Response times to queries Flanders

Revenue growth of startup client JIC

Startup longevity JIC

Startup/SME revenue invested in R&D as % of turnover JIC

Turnover additionality Interface
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organization evaluates its success. Where it was not possible to identify evaluation measures 
from the website or published reports (e.g., Business West), the authors contacted the organiza-
tion directly, and the information was provided by a senior manager.

Quite apart from the various self-evaluation methods of the concierge services are eco-
nomic indicators of efficacy. Self-reporting by the concierge services suggests that additionalities 
accrue to the nation or the region in which the concierge service operates. For example, a report 
commissioned by Scotland’s Interface suggests that, for every pound invested in Interface, there is 
a £6.33 return in the immediate future, and £19.27 over the long term (Biggar Economics, 2017, 
p.2). Similarly, Business West claims to have helped 700 firms generate over £650 million of 
export sales. These economic benefits are not insignificant, and thus provide a rationale for gov-
ernments to invest in services that enhance the capacity of the SME community, and ultimately the 
broader economy.

Findings

A number of findings emerge from this study. The first confirms the complex ecosystem that cur-
rently confronts startups in most countries. The many services available create a morass through 
which the startup – already time and information poor – must wade to determine the best funding or 
support mechanism to apply for. A time-poor startup may do insufficient research and select an 
inappropriate service. It may seem counterintuitive to suggest the addition of another service, but 
the additional service provides a coordinating mechanism, and provides an entry point into what 
might seem a confusing system.

A second finding is that the terminology used by agencies and accelerators may be different 
from the way in which startups describe their own ideas and businesses. Just as multiple descriptors 
for intermediaries are used in an undifferentiated way (see Table 1), organizations often see them-
selves as one mode of startup assistance (e.g., incubator), when the way in which they operate is 
more like another (Dempwolf et al., 2014). Research elsewhere has demonstrated that problems 
arise from this lack of shared language (Mandell et al., 2017). For instance, a startup manager may 
be confronted with a digital self-service kiosk and asked to answer questions, often with a poor 
understanding of the terminology in use, and with incomplete information. The spillover effect of 
such a situation can lead to dissatisfaction and disengagement.

A third finding is that there is a variety of service levels across the government-led and not-
for-profit initiatives surveyed. The range of services offered to startups in the innovation ecosystem 
is a continuum from information-only websites directing enquirers to external service providers, to 
self-service digital kiosks designed to analyse, at a high level, the enquirer’s requirements and 
direct them to the most appropriate agency, through to agencies that deal with clients personally. As 
is illustrated in Figure 2, information-only services constitute the low-service end of the innovation 
ecosystem service-delivery spectrum, while on the right-hand side of the continuum lies the ideal-
ized version of a concierge service for startups.

The final finding is that there are several successful models from which public adminis-
trators desiring to smooth the entrance of startups into the innovation ecosystem can learn. 
However, research cautions that there is no superior policy mix model, and that various policy 
models can yield wildly different results in similar situations (Izsák et al., 2014, p.50). This sen-
timent is echoed by the OECD (2019a, p.87), which advises that ‘the same types of instruments 
with the same characteristics are not suitable in all cases’. So, it is necessary to create a fit-for-
purpose concierge service that is specific to the needs of the innovation ecosystem rather than 
merely duplicate from elsewhere.

Table 2, drawn from the cross-case analysis, provides four potential pathways for public 
administrators. Although the first option, maintain the status quo, may appear to be the least-cost 
approach, there is good reason to believe that it can result in the inefficient utilization of public 
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resources. Startups may waste time in bringing innovation to market (or not succeeding at all), or 
else they may use publicly funded resources that are not fit for purpose. Pursuing one of the other 
three options may be advisable.

The report on the evaluation of the information concierge programme in NSW looked at 
government procurement – an incentive which does not, of course, meet the present study’s defi-
nitional requirements (Department of Finance Services and Innovation, 2018). Even so, the report 
refers to reliance on a self-service digital kiosk, and notes that the demand for this digital kiosk 
declined sharply quite soon after its launch, and continued to decline to just a few hits per month. 
The digital kiosk model did not meet the needs of the clients, ‘who demand quick access to infor-
mation’. The concierge service partially resolved visitors’ needs for information by increasing the 
amount of information and links on the website. This resulted in an increased load for other gov-
ernment agencies, and the disaffection of some clients owing to a lack of response from these 
agencies. This aspect of a concierge service needs to be considered: unless other agencies within 
the innovation ecosystem buy into the concierge concept, client experience may be dismal, and 
public money wasted.

This study suggests that significant additionalities may be achieved through a personal con-
cierge service, even though the personal option may require more up-front and ongoing investment 
by public agencies. Reliance on technological interventions, such as digital self-service kiosks, is 
likely to be less effective.

Concluding remarks

This paper has highlighted the complexity and messiness of innovation ecosystems, and also the 
potential benefits of intermediary organizations to facilitate the entry of startups into these innova-
tion ecosystems. We have proposed a working definition of a concierge service for public sector 
managers of innovation programmes, and have provided some examples of what functions a best-
practice concierge service should include.

A concierge service, according to the definition set out in this study, provides a diagnostic 
service that assesses a startup’s needs, and connects it with the most appropriate services. Once 
introduced, the startup relates to these services directly and the concierge retreats. In some cases, 
there may be a post-project role for the concierge service to assess the efficacy of the service and 
provide further diagnostic tools to assess the startup’s future needs. A formative process occurs as 
the startup begins to interact with the innovation ecosystem, with feedback loops developing as the 
startup learns to navigate the ecosystem and ideally develops its own networks.

Table 2.  Potential options for public administrators in the field of innovation

Advantages Disadvantages

Maintain status quo Low cost; only maintenance required 
for current system

Startups find difficulty navigating innovation 
ecosystem.

Information 
repository

Locates information in one place; links 
to various initiatives possible

Information quickly becomes dated; 
maintenance issues; startups may still find 
difficult navigating innovation ecosystem

Digital self-service site Low cost; initial screening may assist 
startups to locate potential funding or 
partners

Startup may be unsure where it fits into 
defined categories owing to unfamiliarity with 
terminology

Concierge service Provides personal, targeted service 
based on on-to-one diagnosis of needs

Establishment and operating costs; requires 
buy-in across multiple actors; potentially 
subject to partisan policy
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Given that the innovation ecosystem of most nations is a fragmented and complex environ-
ment for startups to navigate, the provision of a publicly funded concierge service, at least on a 
state, provincial or regional basis, would reduce this complexity and enhance the efficacy of other 
publicly funded services for startups. It would also provide additionalities in terms of greater export 
potential, additional taxation revenues and more jobs.

References

Agarwal, R., Bajada, C. and Brown, P. (2018) Barriers to University-Industry Collaboration, 
University of Technology, Sydney.

Auerswald, P. and Branscomb, L. (2003) ‘Valleys of death and Darwinian seas: financing the 
invention to innovation transition in the United States’, Journal of Technology Transfer, 28, 3, 
pp.227–39.

Auerswald, P., Branscomb, L., Demos, N. and Min, B. (2003) Understanding Private Sector 
Decision Making for Early-Stage Technology Development, report to the Advanced Technology 
Program, National Insitute for Standards and Technology, US Department of Commerce, May, 
available at https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/files/understanding.pdf (accessed 
October 2020).

Baldock, R. and Mason, C. (2015) ‘Establishing a new UK finance escalator for innovative SMEs: 
the roles of the enterprise capital funds and angel co-investment fund’, Venture Capital, 17, 1–2, 
pp.1–28.

Bell, J., Dodgson, M., Field, L. and Gough, P. (2015) Translating Research for Economic and Social 
Benefit: Country Comparisons, Australian Council of Learned Academies (ACOLA), Melbourne.

Biggar Economics (2017) Economic Impact of Interface – The Knowledge Connection for Business, avail-
able at https://interface-online.org.uk/sites/default/files/Economic%20impact%20of%20Interface 
%20Executive%20Summary%20Sep%202017_0.pdf (accessed July 2018).

Bozeman, B. and Boardman, C. (2013) ‘An evidence-based assessment of research collaboration 
and team science: patterns in industry and university-industry partnerships’, paper commissioned 
for the national research council study of the science of team science, available at http://sites.
nationalacademies.org/cs/groups/dbassesite/documents/webpage/dbasse_085390.pdf (accessed 
October 2020).

Branscomb, L. and Auerswald, P. (2002) Between Invention and Innovation: An Analysis of 
Funding for Early-Stage Technology Development, National Institute of Standards and Technology, 
Gaithersburg MD.

Bruns, K., Bosma, N., Sanders, M. and Schramm, M. (2017) ‘Searching for the existence of entre-
preneurial ecosystems: a regional cross-section growth regression approach’, Small Business 
Economics, 49, 1, pp.31–54.

Bush, V. (1945) The Endless Frontier, report to the president on a program for postwar scientific 
research, Office of Scientific Research and Development, Washington DC.

Choi, J. and Lee, J. (2017) ‘Repairing the R&D market failure: public R&D subsidy and the com-
position of private R&D’, Research Policy, 46, 8, pp.1465–78,

Clayton, P., Feldman, M. and Lowe, N. (2018) ‘Behind the scenes: intermediary organizations 
that facilitate science commercialization through entrepreneurship’, Academy of Management 
Perspectives, 32, 1, pp.104–24.



David Noble, Michael B Charles and Robyn Keast379

Dempwolf, C., Auer, J. and D’Ippolito, M. (2014) Innovation Accelerators: Defining Characteristics 
among Startup Assistance Organizations, Optimal Solutions Group, College Park MD.

Department of Finance Services and Innovation (2018) NSW Innovation Concierge (NIC) Evaluation 
Report, NSW Government, Sydney.

Flanagan, K., Uyarra, E. and Laranja, M. (2011) ‘Reconceptualising the “policy mix” for innova-
tion’, Research Policy, 40, 5, pp.702–13.

Ford, G., Koutsky, T. and Spiwak, L. (2007) ‘A valley of death in the innovation sequence: an eco-
nomic investigation’, Research Evaluation, 18, 5, pp.343–56.

Foreman-Peck, J. (2013) ‘Effectiveness and efficiency of SME innovation policy’, Small Business 
Economics, 41, 1, pp.55–70.

Freeman, C. (1987) Technology Policy and Economic Performance: Lessons from Japan, Pinter 
Publishers, London.

Frølund, L. and Ziethen, M. (2016) ‘The wisdom of the intermediary: the role, function, and ways-of-
being of the intermediary in a strategic program for university-industry relations’, Triple Helix, 3, 9.

Garvin, D. and Margolis, J. (2015) ‘The art of giving and receiving advice’, Harvard Business 
Review, January–February, pp.60–71.

Glushko, R. and Nomorosa, K. (2013) ‘Substituting information for interaction: a framework for 
personalization in service encounters and service systems’, Journal of Service Research, 16, 1, 
pp.21–38.

Government of Canada (2015) Concierge Service: Your Guide to Innovation, available at https://
canadabusiness.ca/blog/concierge-service-your-guide-to-innovation-1 (accessed July 2019).

Government of Canada (2018) Innovation Advisors, available at https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/080.
nsf/eng/h_00010.html (accessed March 2019).

Government of Canada (2019) Support for your Business, available at https://innovation.ised-isde.
canada.ca/s/?language=en (accessed July 2019).

Hannig, S. and Potter, J. (2018) Leveraging Business Development Services for SME Productivity 
Growth: International Experience and Implications for United Kingdom Policy, OECD Centre for 
Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities, Paris, November, available at www.oecd.org/industry/ 
smes/Final%20Draft%20Report_V11 (accessed October 2020).

Hekkert, M., Suurs, R., Negro, S., Kuhlmann, S. and Smits, R. (2007) ‘Functions of innovation sys-
tems: a new approach for analysing technological change’, Technological Forecasting and Social 
Change, 74, 4, pp.413–32.

Hughes, A. and Kitson, M. (2013) Connecting with the Ivory Tower, UK Innovation Research 
Centre, Cambridge.

Izsák, K, Markianidou, P and Radošević, S. (2014) Lessons from a Decade of Innovation Policy, 
European Commission, Brussels.

Jacobides, M. (2019) On Ecosystems and Egos, London Business School, 7 May, available at 
https://www.london.edu/lbsr/on-ecosystems-and-egos (accessed July 2018).

Keech, W., Munger, M. and Simon, C. (2012) ‘Market failure and government failure’, paper pre-
sented at the Public Choice World Congress, Miami, available at http://michaelmunger.com/papers/
keechmungersimon.pdf (accessed July 2019).



Prometheus 380

Kehoe, J. (2018) ‘Morrison government fund offers $2b boost for SME loans’, Australian Financial 
Review, 14 November, available at https://www.afr.com/news/economy/new-fund-offers-2b-boost-
for-sme-loans-20181113-h17ums (accessed November 2018).

KPMG (2017) Evaluation of the Industrial Research Assistance Program, KPMG, Toronto.

Kuratko, D., Fisher, G., Bloodgood, J. and Hornsby, J. (2017) ‘The paradox of new venture legiti-
mation within an entrepreneurial ecosystem’, Small Business Economics, 49, 1, pp.119–40.

Love, J. and Roper, S. (2015) ‘SME innovation, exporting and growth: a review of existing evi-
dence’, International Small Business Journal, 33, 1, pp.28–48.

Mandell, M., Keast, R. and Chamberlain, D. (2017) ‘Collaborative networks and the need for a new 
management language’, Public Management Review, 19, 3, pp.326–41.

Mason, C. and Brown, R. (2014) ‘Entrepreneurial ecosystems and growth-oriented enterprises’, back-
ground paper prepared for the workshop organised by the OECD LEED Programme and the Dutch 
Ministry of Economic Affairs, available at http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/93748/ (accessed October 2020).

Mazzucato, M. and Semieniuk, G. (2017) ‘Public financing of innovation: new questions’, Oxford 
Review of Economic Policy, 33, 1, pp.24–48.

Miles, D. (2015) Growth through Innovation and Collaboration: A Review of the Cooperative 
Research Centres Programme, Canberra, available at http://www.business.gov.au/grants-and-
assistance/Collaboration/CRC/CRC-Programme-Review/Documents/crc-report-growth-through-
innovation-and-collaboration.pdf (accessed September 2016).

Miller, P. and Bound, K. (2011) The Startup Factories, NESTA discussion paper, June, London, 
available at https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-startup-factories/ (accessed October 2020).

Noble, D., Charles, M., Keast, R. and Kivits, R. (2019) ‘Desperately seeking innovation nirvana: 
Australia’s cooperative research centres’, Policy Design and Practice, 2, 1, pp.15–24.

National Research Council (2015) Concierge Service: Helping Make Expansion Dreams a Reality 
for Small Business, National Research Council Canada, Montréal, Quebec, available at https://
nrc.canada.ca/en/stories/concierge-service-helping-make-expansion-dreams-reality-small-business 
(accessed May 2019).

OECD (1999) Managing National Innovation Systems, OECD Publishing, Paris.

OECD (2019a) OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2019, available at https://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/oecd-sme-and-entrepreneurship-outlook-2019_34907e9c-en 
(accessed October 2020).

OECD (2019b) University-Industry Collaboration: New Evidence and Policy Options, OECD 
Publishing, Paris.

Pascoal, A. and do Rosário Cabrita, M. (2016) ‘Innovation ecosystems centred in EU-based science 
parks: recent past and new trends’ in Grant, K. and Wise, S. (eds), 4th International conference on 
innovation and entrepreneurship, Ryerson University, Toronto, pp.367–75.

Patricio, J., Axelsson, L., Blomé, S. and Rosado, L. (2018) ‘Enabling industrial symbiosis col-
laborations between SMEs from a regional perspective’, Journal of Cleaner Production, 202, 
pp.1120–30.

PwC (2013) The Startup Economy: How to Support Tech Startups and Accelerate Australian 
Innovation, available at https://www.digitalpulse.pwc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/PwC-
Google-The-startup-economy-2013.pdf (accessed June 2019).



David Noble, Michael B Charles and Robyn Keast381

Rhodes, C. (2017) Business Statistics, Briefing Paper 06152, House of Commons Library, London, 
28 December, available at https://pdf4pro.com/view/business-statistics-by-chris-rhodes-5b19ad.
html (accessed October 2020).

Ries, E. (2011) The Lean Startup: How Today’s Entrepreneurs Use Continuous Innovation to 
Create Radically Successful Businesses, Crown Business, New York.

Sapienza, H., Autio, E., George, G. and Zahra, S. (2006) ‘A capabilities perspective on the effects 
of early internationalization on firm survival and growth’, Academy of Management Review, 31, 4, 
pp.914–33.

Scottish Executive (2005) Collaboration in Scotland: The Scottish Executive’s Response to the 
Lambert Review, Edinburgh, available at https://www.nls.uk/scotgov/2005/0009586.pdf (accessed 
June 2018).

Sinnewe, E., Charles, M. and Keast, R. (2016) ‘Australia’s cooperative research centre program: a 
transaction cost theory perspective’, Research Policy, 45, 1, pp.195–204.

Stam, E. (2015) ‘Entrepreneurial ecosystems and regional policy: a sympathetic critique’, European 
Planning Studies, 23, 9, pp.1759–69.

Stam, E. and Spigel, B. (2016) Entrepreneurial Ecosystems, discussion paper 16-13, School of 
Economics, Utrecht University, available at https://ideas.repec.org/p/use/tkiwps/1613.html# 
download (accessed October 2020).

West, E. (n.d.) The Concierge, available at https://www.theconciergesydney.com (accessed 
May 2019).

Wilkins, J. (2014) ‘Stewardship of public service renewal and reform’, International Journal of 
Leadership in Public Services, 10, 4, pp.188–99.


