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COURSE 2: DIGITAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

1. Defining Digital Entrepreneurship 

Digital Entrepreneurship can be broadly defined as the creation of new ventures or the transformation 

of existing businesses by developing novel digital technologies and/or novel usage of such technologies 

(European Commission, 2015; Zhao & Collier, 2017). 

Key distinctions from traditional entrepreneurship (Nambisan, 2017; Naudé & Liebregts, 2020): 

• Digital Technologies as Core: Digital artifacts (software, algorithms), platforms, and 

infrastructures are not just tools but are integral to the value proposition and business model. 

• Speed and Iteration: Digitalization enables rapid prototyping, instant scaling, and a 

continuous experimentation cycle (trial-and-error), leading to faster product development and 

shorter business life cycles. 

• Reach and Modularity: Digital ventures inherently have global reach and are built on highly 

modular architectures (e.g., APIs, cloud services), which allows for flexible combination and 

recombination of digital resources. 

2. Core Technological Enablers 

Digital entrepreneurs must have a deep understanding of the technologies that form the foundation of 

their ventures. These are the digital affordances that shape entrepreneurial opportunities: 

• Digital Platforms: Multi-sided markets (e.g., Airbnb, Uber) that mediate transactions and 

interactions between two or more interdependent groups of users. Success is often dictated by 

network effects (Evans & Schmalensee, 2016). 

• Cloud Computing & Infrastructure: Provides on-demand access to scalable computing power, 

storage, and application services, dramatically lowering the startup capital required and 

increasing speed to market. 

• Data Analytics and AI/ML: The use of Big Data to inform decision-making, personalize 

customer experiences, optimize operations, and create new, data-driven products and services 

(Naudé & Liebregts, 2020). 
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• The Internet of Things (IoT): The network of physical objects embedded with sensors and 

software, enabling the creation of digital-hybrid products and novel service-based business 

models (e.g., predictive maintenance). 

• Distributed Ledger Technologies (Blockchain): Enabling trustless, transparent transactions 

and new forms of digital assets and governance. 

3. Characteristics of Digital Entrepreneurship 

Digital ventures exhibit distinct characteristics that differentiate them from traditional physical ventures 

(Naudé & Liebregts, 2020; Nambisan, 2017): 

Characteristic Description Strategic Implication 

High Scalability The ability to serve an expanding 

market with minimal incremental cost 

due to the non-rival nature of digital 

goods (software). 

Focus on acquiring market share 

rapidly and leveraging network 

effects. 

Global Reach Digital products and services can be 

distributed worldwide instantly and 

cheaply, breaking geographical 

barriers. 

Competition is often global from day 

one; requires strong 

internationalization planning. 

Data-Driven 

Operations 

Decisions, product improvements, and 

personalization are constantly 

informed by data analytics and user 

metrics. 

Building capabilities in data science 

and continuous A/B testing is 

essential. 

Modularity & 

Reconfigurability 

Ventures are built using modular 

components (APIs, open-source code, 

cloud services) that can be easily 

combined, modified, or replaced. 

Enables agile development and 

rapid pivoting in response to market 

signals. 

High Velocity Short product life cycles and rapid 

technological change demand 

Requires adopting Lean Startup 

and Agile methodologies to 
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continuous innovation and fast, 

iterative release cycles. 

minimize waste and maximize 

learning. 

4. Importance of Digital Entrepreneurship 

Digital entrepreneurship is a critical driver of modern economic growth and societal change: 

• Economic Growth and Job Creation: DE creates high-growth firms ("Gazelles") that often 

become major sources of new, high-skilled employment (Wurth et al., 2021). 

• Market Disruption and Innovation: Digital ventures are the primary source of creative 

destruction, challenging established industries (e.g., streaming challenging cable, ride-sharing 

challenging taxis). 

• Democratization of Opportunity: Low barriers to entry (cheap computing, open platforms) 

allow individuals and small teams to compete globally against incumbents, fostering greater 

inclusivity in innovation. 

• Resilience and Agility: Businesses with a strong digital core are often more resilient to external 

shocks (like pandemics) as they can pivot to online delivery and remote operations rapidly. 

5. The Digital Entrepreneurial Process and Ecosystem 

The process of launching and growing a digital venture is fundamentally different due to the lack of 

"asset specificity" and the speed of technology (Nambisan, 2017). 

A. Digital Entrepreneurial Process 

• Opportunity Recognition: Often involves recognizing digital affordances—the potential uses 

of a new or existing digital technology—in novel ways. It is a continuous process of sensing and 

seizing opportunities. 

• Lean and Agile Methodology: Unlike traditional entrepreneurship that emphasizes rigid 

business plans, DE favors an agile approach using Minimum Viable Products (MVPs) and 

continuous, user-centric iteration. The focus is on learning and pivoting quickly. 

• Digital Prototyping and Testing: Low-cost, fast development of digital prototypes allows for 

almost immediate market testing and gathering of user feedback to inform the next iteration. 
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B. The Digital Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (DEE) 

The success of a digital venture is intrinsically linked to its surrounding Digital Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem (Sussan & Acs, 2017). This includes: 

1. Digital Infrastructure: Reliable internet, mobile networks, and cloud services. 

2. Digital Marketplaces: Platforms and online channels for distribution and sales. 

3. Digital Skills and Talent: Availability of software developers, data scientists, and digital 

marketers. 

4. Supportive Institutions: Government regulations, financing mechanisms (e.g., angel investors, 

venture capital), and educational systems that foster digital innovation. 

6. Critical Challenges and Future Directions 

• Cybersecurity and Data Privacy: Managing immense volumes of user data requires robust 

security measures and adherence to complex global privacy regulations (e.g., GDPR), which are 

key to maintaining customer trust. 

• Digital Divide and Ethical AI: Entrepreneurs have a responsibility to consider the societal 

impact of their technology, including issues of inclusion and the ethical implications of using 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automated decision-making. 

• Financing Digital Growth: While initial costs are lower, scaling often requires significant 

capital for talent acquisition and marketing, necessitating a deep understanding of venture 

capital and entrepreneurial finance specific to intangible assets. 

Key Takeaways  

• Digital entrepreneurship is not simply about using technology; it is about building a business 

model where digital artifacts are the core value driver. 

• Success is determined by an ability to leverage digital affordances (platforms, AI, cloud) to scale 

rapidly and maintain agility. 

• The contemporary focus has shifted from simply launching a digital product to managing the 

venture within a complex Digital Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. 

 


