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Executive summary 

Almost three decades after the collapse of the communism in Albania, Albania’s accession process to 

the European Union is progressing steadily. Albania over the years has implemented a range of 

structural reforms to integrate in the European market and to boost economic development. Yet, 

despite many existing policies covering innovation and entrepreneurship and a clear policy push by the 

government to create a favorable environment for investors, the economic transformation process 

which commenced in the beginning of the 90s has not been able to attract significant foreign finance 

sources and at the same time lift Albania´s startup ecosystem. The start-up sector has stagnated and 

for the last few years, no significant growth in numbers of innovative startups with growth potential 

has been measured. In addition, the Government has very limited resources and cannot provide the 

necessary financial support and guidance to implement policies and provide public grants and services 

for innovation and entrepreneurship promotion. 

Albanian universities are also a victim of low government funds, and currently in the midst of a political 

crisis brought by students´ discontent over rising fees. Even though the government aspires to a triple 

helix model of innovation, little can be seen of these aspirations at an institute-level. Research is stalled 

by lacking funds and innovation and entrepreneurship are not on the agenda. 

University-industry collaboration is currently very low with both sides not recognizing potential to 

cooperate. There are a few pockets of excellence where promising pilot projects have yielded results 

and show that an investment into more sustainable structures would make sense. In addition, 

universities are unable to provide structures and methods for start-ups to develop innovative solutions 

as they on the one side miss the outreach to the industry that could create demand for start-up 

products and services, and on the other side miss knowledge on entrepreneurship and 

commercialisation of ideas that aspiring entrepreneurs could learn from.  

The private sector is struggling with nine out of ten businesses being micro-sized and not in the 

business of R&D, operating in traditional sectors such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, accommodation 

and food service, and trading, thus, with little growth scope. 

In addition, the private sector is unable to communicate innovation needs and is hesitant to cooperate 

with universities. The government lacks policies to overcome these barriers and besides offering 

policies supporting the development of a functioning triple helix system, also lack support for start-

ups in terms of funding, the set-up of government supported incubators in universities, etc. 

In addition, corruption is rife, especially in land ownership disputes. Access to finance remains a central 

problem, especially for start-ups. There are is no business angel network active in Albania and VC 

activity remains scarce. Most early-stage funding needs to rely on public grants that are backed by very 

little funds. Alternative sources of funding such as crowdfunding and peer-to-peer lending miss the 

legal basis. 

A legacy of communism, the society is characterized by low trust in general and towards government 

in particular. Entrepreneurship activity is hampered by little exposure to practical experience, lack of 

successful role models and a general lack of motivation to pursue entrepreneurship as a career choice. 

Albanian innovation support organisations are all fighting for a share of the very small start-up market 

and are disproportionately focused on their own survival rather than on helping start-ups. Over the 
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years, Albania has received financial assistance from many different donors in the field of start-up and 

innovation support. Lacking coordination, these projects have not led to long-term sustainable 

structures but have kept service providers in business. Long-running fully-fledged incubation programs 

are not in place, most activities focus on the ideation phase. In addition, capacities of support 

organisations to support start-ups are low. The service offerings have steadily declined in the last year 

and don’t meet the demand of start-ups. The government has not realized the potential of start-ups 

and is currently not running a single program to support innovation support organisations. Moreover, 

cooperation between support organisations and the government is weak, resulting in no impetus 

coming from support organisations for favorable start-up laws. 

Given this, the start-up ecosystem can be described as nascent, with most activities being at the 

‘Awareness & Inspiration’ (pre-ideation and a bit in the ideation) phase. To compete with regional 

partner and the overall European start-up ecosystems, it is fundamental that the Albanian start-up 

ecosystem takes the plunge and moves into the ‘Awakening & Manifesto’ phase. 

On the bright side, Albania has a very young population with a media age of 36.2 years, foreign 

language skills and a high output of university graduates. Its growing IT services sector coupled with 

the human capital and a well-educated Diaspora – ready and waiting to support Albania with funds 

and knowledge – is an opportunity that has yet to be harnessed.  
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1. Introduction and context 

 

The research 

What we 

wanted to find 

out 

We talked to 36 

ecosystem 

actors 

The study was carried out against the background of a new project 

supported by the European Union and implemented by the Gesellschaft 

für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH and the Swedish 

Embassy Tirana that seeks to improve the innovation ecosystem and 

boost start-up creation by 

• Strengthening the capacity for innovation among the 

innovation ecosystem actors (start-ups, innovation support 

providers and policy-makers) 

• Building linkages within the Albanian innovation ecosystem 

and internationally and 

• Funding innovative startups and innovation support providers. 

The objective of the research was to  

• Identify strength and weaknesses of the innovation and start-

up ecosystem in Albania, with a special focus on Tirana 

• Identify capacities and challenges of selected ecosystem 

stakeholders and 

• Develop potential interventions the project can conduct to 

strengthen and empower support organizations, to create an 

innovation ecosystem and to support innovative start-ups  

 

Protik, TechSpace (previously Innovation Hub), Oficina, GIZ-

ProSEED/IDEA (CEFE International), Business Magazine, Start-up Grind, 

ICTS Labs, Open Labs, InnoSpace Tirana, Talent Garden, Garazh.xyz, 

Microsoft Albania, Vodafone Albania, Deloitte Albania, Balfin Group, 

Yunus Social Business, Ministry of Finance and Economy, Ministry of 

Education, Sport and Youth, Albanian Investment and Development 

Agency, National Agency for Scientific Research and Innovation, Minister 

of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship, Minister of State for 

Diaspora, Municipality of Tirana, Albanian IT Association, Chamber of 

Commerce of Tirana, Regional Development Agency, University of 

Tirana, Epoka University, Marin Barleti University, Polis University, 

European University, Tirana Business University, European Union 

Representatives, Swisscontact, American Albanian Development 

Foundation and EXINN Technology Center 

 

Almotech, 3D Gift, Manoolia, Unitech, Neocharger, Discover Puka, 

Design Pana, Easy Pay, Media Union, Go Social Marketing and Big Media 

Expert 

 

…and 11 start-

ups 
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What are the 

limitations? 

Albania does go beyond Tirana, especially given that several ecosystem 

actors highlighted the relevance of integrating other regions in the activities 

of the program. However, given the time and scope, the study focused 

exclusively on Tirana and actors located in Tirana.  

In addition, only a few information on women entrepreneurship could be 

obtained during the research given the short time-frame of the study. While 

there have been a few short-term programs in the past such as Women in 

Technology conducted by Protik and a Coding for Girls Event conducted by 

Protik and TechSpace (previously Innovation Hub), long-term strategies or 

programs to foster women entrepreneurship are missing. The government 

jointly with UN women had developed an action plan to support women 

entrepreneurship. However, till date the action plan has not been realized. It 

was further highlighted that the Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) sector on which most of the support organizations are focusing remains 

male-dominated. However, to gain a deeper understanding of the women 

entrepreneurship ecosystem an additional analysis would be necessary. 

Information about the start-up sector in Albania are scarce. Wherever not 

highlighted otherwise, the findings rely on information provided by the 

stakeholders consulted during the research. Given the confidentiality of 

information provided, individual names of stakeholders as sources are not 

specifically highlighted. In addition, the study makes no claim to be complete. 

Stakeholders consulted, especially from the university landscape, form only 

a small sample size and findings are mainly based on the interviews 

conducted during the research. However, we have tried to derive at universal 

findings providing an overall picture of the start-up and innovation ecosystem 

in Albania. 

1. The start-up ecosystem is still nascent with most support organizations 

focusing at the pre-ideation and ideation phase and offering too broad 

services 

2. There is little support for start-ups post ideation guiding them in a 

continuous incubation process 

3. There is a potential for Albania to develop as an ICT start-up hub due to 

a young, multilingual population that is looking for self-employment and 

low capital requirements to set-up ICT businesses 

4. There is little budget for and focus on entrepreneurship and innovation 

promotion by the government and little trust in the government 

capacities to support the ecosystem 

5. There is little incubation and entrepreneurship activity happening in 

universities 

6. There is no evidence-based and coordinated strategy of donor 

organizations and the government 

7. There is little cooperation among actors of the triple helix and capacities 

of the actors of the triple helix are weak 

8. Most of the start-ups feel that access to early-stage finance (e.g. equity, 

convertible debt, crowdfunding, etc.) is one of the biggest challenges 

 

What are the 

highlights? 
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The Albanian economy 

Albania has been unique in its development: On the doorstep of the European Union, Albania was   

locked out from all economic participation for almost 50 years. Following the death of Enver Hoxha in 

1985 who had ruled Albania with a strict hand for more than 40 years, Albania’s transition to a free 

market economy was slow. Privatization started in the early 90s – before then the industrial sector 

was nationalized and private companies were prohibited – and by the middle of the decade was one 

of the fastest growing economies in Europe. Trade and investment barriers were lifted and an 

accession process to the European Union started.1 However, despite modest annual growth, the 

transformation process has been slow and experienced a major drawback during the recession years 

between 2007 and 2009. In addition, the communist legacy has contributed to a relatively centralized 

rule of law, with impetus for new legislation being driven mostly by the prime minister. Although 

Albania has implemented a range of structural reforms, regulations to boost productivity and 

competitiveness, and thus create more jobs, are weakly implemented. The private sector remains 

underdeveloped and the focus of the government with regard to economic policies has been on 

creating a favorable environment for investors and on regional and European trade integration. 

Initiatives to foster the domestic private sector have been fragmented and in recent years the focus 

has decreased. The Ministry of Innovation and Public Administration, responsible for innovation, ICT 

and start-ups, was dissolved in 2017. Topics such as innovation, research and science and economic 

promotion are scattered around several departments and ministries, with no cohesive joint strategy 

to foster an innovative private sector. The Minister of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship that 

was formed after the abolishment of the Ministry for Innovation and Public Administration is 

envisioned to coordinate government departments and the private sector and provide impetus to new 

business-friendly legislations. However, the department has neither legislative power nor budget and 

was focusing in the past mainly on the resolution of complaints of investors and the business 

community. Nevertheless the department shows now strong commitment to work on start-up 

legislation and conducive framework conditions for the start-up ecosystem. Overall the understanding 

of the importance of an innovative private sector remains low. 

The ambiguous use of the innovation and start-up concept 

Along those lines, definitions for innovation and start-ups by the Albanian government that pave the 

way for interventions and legislation have been a compilation of the different definitions available in 

other European countries, not taking the local context into consideration, and have been used 

inconsistently along different strategies, funding streams and documents. For instance, in the ‘National 

Strategy for Development and Integration’ which forms the national vision for the social and economic 

development of Albania over the period from 2014 till 2020, research and innovation are recognized 

key drivers for increased competitiveness. However, there is no definition of what innovation in the 

Albanian context means. Innovation seems to be reduced to the process of providing support to 

‘existing Albanian enterprises that are seeking to modernize their technology by transferring and 

absorbing (in co-operation with academicians and researchers) innovations currently being applied in 

other countries or in other local enterprises’.2 Furthermore, the importance of start-ups for an 

innovative economy is not specifically highlighted. Under the headline ‘Improve the business climate 

                                                           
1 Britannica, N/A 
2 Council of Ministers, 2013 
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for companies and Small and Medium Sized Companies (SMEs) by further reduction of administrative 

barriers’ several points related to start-ups are described. Nonetheless, the headline itself does not 

contain start-ups as a specific target group, signifying the low importance of the group in the 

government’s understanding. In addition, the strategy foresees the establishment of only one 

technology incubator - far too little to create a long-term impact. While the ‘Business and Investment 

Development Strategy (BIDS)’ that has been built on the ‘National Strategy for Development and 

Integration’ in the contrary emphasizes the need of start-ups and innovation, a definition of 

innovation, start-ups or a combination of these concepts is also missing in this strategy.3 Once more, 

innovation in the context of the private sector is reduced to the ‘acquisition of new 

machinery/equipment and the recruitment of qualified personnel’. It is thus not surprising that 

otherdefinitions floating in the Albanian ecosystem (see box below), lack the specific context and have 

been taken from various sources without further customization:*4 

                                                           
3 Ministry of Economic Development, Trade & Entrepreneurship, 2014 
* The definitions above are used by the Albanian Government. However, during the research the original sources 

of the definitions were identified (see link below every definition). It is evident that the Albanian Government is 

Definitions used by the Albanian Government for innovation and start-ups 

‘Innovation clusters’ - means structures or organized groups of independent parties (such as innovative start-ups, 

small, medium and large enterprises, as well as research and knowledge dissemination organizations, non-for-profit 

organizations and other related economic actors) designed to stimulate innovative activity through promotion, sharing 

of facilities and exchange of knowledge and expertise and by contributing effectively to knowledge transfer, 

networking, information dissemination and collaboration among the undertakings and other organizations in the 

cluster (Source: GBER definition European Commission - https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG)  

‘Innovation advisory services’ - means consultancy, assistance and training in the fields of knowledge transfer, 

acquisition, protection and exploitation of intangible assets, use of standards and regulations embedding them (Source: 

GBER definition European Commission - https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG)  

‘Innovation support services’ - means the provision of office space, data banks, libraries, market research, laboratories, 

quality labelling, testing and certification for the purpose of developing more effective products, processes or services 

(Source: GBER definition European Commission - https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG)  

‘Organizational innovation’ - means the implementation of a new organizational method in an undertaking's business 

practices, workplace organization or external relations, excluding changes that are based on organizational methods 

already in use in the undertaking, changes in management strategy, mergers and acquisitions, ceasing to use a process, 

simple capital replacement or extension, changes resulting purely from changes in factor prices, customization, 

localization, regular, seasonal and other cyclical changes and trading of new or significantly improved products; 

(Source: Government of Luxembourg - http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/grants/meco-

innovation-procede-organisation/index.html)  

‘Process innovation’ - means the implementation of a new or significantly improved production or delivery method 

(including significant changes in techniques, equipment or software), excluding minor changes or improvements, 

increases in production or service capabilities through the addition of manufacturing or logistical systems which are 

very similar to those already in use, ceasing to use a process, simple capital replacement or extension, changes 

resulting purely from changes in factor prices, customization, localization, regular, seasonal and other cyclical changes 

and trading of new or significantly improved products (Source: Government of Luxembourg - 

http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/grants/meco-innovation-procede-organisation/index.html) 

‘Start-ups’ – No definition by the government, however, organizations such as AIDA define start-ups as “Newly 

established companies between 0-2 years.” 

 

 

 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2014.187.01.0001.01.ENG
http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/grants/meco-innovation-procede-organisation/index.html
http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/grants/meco-innovation-procede-organisation/index.html
http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/grants/meco-innovation-procede-organisation/index.html
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While there have been attempts to define innovation, the concepts remain incomplete. For instance, 

well-established concepts of product or technology innovation are not considered in the definitions. 

However, the government recently as part of the new law on the ‘Scientific and Research Activity of 

Higher Education in the RoA’ has in its first draft made the attempt to develop an overarching 

innovation definition by defining innovation as ‘ the applicative dimension of a scientific invention, 

registered at the National Patent Office and Inventions, designed by individuals or groups of 

researchers who realize a product, process, service or new technology with unique features and 

additional benefits in terms of functional capacity, serving society's progress.’ 

 

Furthermore, start-up definitions used in the Albanian context often miss the multi-dimensions that 

reflect the reality of start-ups. For example, the Albanian Investment Development Agency (AIDA) has 

defined start-ups as organizations not older than two years as the sole criteria, allowing a limited scope 

for what is considered a start-up. It is against this background that organizations such as the European 

Startup Network or the European Startup Monitor define start-ups from a multi-dimensional angle 

                                                           
applying various definitions commonly used in the European Union or by individual member states of the 

European Union without adapting those to the local context. 

Common definitions used for start-ups in Europe 

A startup is an independent, organization, which is younger than five years and is aimed at creating, improving and 

expanding a scalable, innovative, technology-enabled product with high and rapid growth. This definition is dissected 

into the following aspect: 

1. Age, Independence, and Scalability   

• Age: A startup is younger than five years and develops into a small medium size company before becoming a 
cooperation 

• Independent: Startups are businesses set up, and at one point, owned and run by the founders 

• Scalable: A scalable product or service has a small cost associated to growth compared to the potential 
revenue gain 
 

2. Organisation & Innovation  

• Organization: At an early stage, a startup can be a legal entity or not, depending on different circumstances. 

• Innovative: Startups use opportunities such as new technologies to find new and often more efficient 
solutions to problems and create new products that better satisfy needs of both individuals and corporates 
 

3. Technology-based & High growth potential  

• Tech-based: Most startups are based on information technologies – utilizing software and/or hardware. 

• High growth potential: To achieve scale, startups must be able to operate in a good potential market. This 
market must be big enough and/or growing fast enough to provide ongoing demand for a startup’s product 

 

Source: European Startup Network 

Start-ups are defined by three characteristics: 

1. Start-ups are younger than 10 years 

2. Start-ups feature (highly) innovative technologies and/or business models 

3. Start-ups have or strive for a significant employee and / or sales growth 

Source: European Start-up Monitor 
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taking into consideration process factors such as scalability and growth potential as well as static 

factors such as age. 

Solving the obscurity of terms and terminologies in the Albanian context 

Given the number of terms and terminologies currently floating in the ecosystem, not only about 

innovation and start-ups, but also related to start-up promotion, it is crucial to arrive at a common 

understanding what we understand under the different terms in the Albanian context. The definitions 

of the various terms and terminologies will form the basis for the rest of the document: 

Start-up: Start-up is an organization not older than seven years with significant growth 

potential in terms of quantitative and qualitative indicators by developing a product, service, 

technology, process and / or business model that is either new to the world or the Albanian 

context or introduces small and incremental improvements to existing solutions. 

Start-up ecosystem: A start-up ecosystem is the sum of organizations, people and start-ups in 

a location (physical or virtual) that cooperate and interact as a system to create and scale start-

up companies.5 The actors of the start-up ecosystem can be divided in to several types (see 

below). While all actors are present in the start-up ecosystem in Albania, their capacities and 

impact to foster an entrepreneurship ecosystem remain weak. 

 

Figure 1: Start-up ecosystem 

Innovation: An innovation is a product, service, technology, process or business model that is 

either new to the world or new to the context or has undergone small, incremental 

improvements. In the Albanian context it is unlikely that innovations new to the world are 

introduced but rather the application of existing solutions or the introduction of existing 

technologies which may be new to the Albanian context. 

                                                           
5 Startup Commens, N/A 
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Incubator: Incubators operate on an open-ended timeline and support aspiring entrepreneurs 

with different services (e.g. co-working, trainings, mentorship, etc.) to realize their idea. 

Incubators are usually located at universities and supported by the government. In Albania 

there is currently no incubator located at a university and the concept of incubation and 

acceleration is often used simultaneously and ambiguously. In addition, the government does 

not have a dedicated fund to support the set-up of incubators in and outside of universities. 

Accelerator: Accelerators are cohort-based short-term programs (usually conducted in a 

timeframe of 3-6 months) that support advancing the growth of existing companies. Support 

provided typically includes capital as well as the help of mentors. Accelerators are often 

conducted by private companies and organizations that have an interest for the technologies 

/ services or products that emerge out of the accelerator program. In the Albanian context 

accelerator programs mainly target idea-stage entrepreneurs. In addition, there is currently no 

corporate-based accelerator in existence. 

2. The Albanian start-up ecosystem 

2.1. Opportunities of the ecosystem 

It is often highlighted that small markets do not provide enough opportunities for start-ups. But it is 

against this fact that several small countries such as Switzerland, Israel as well as East-European 

countries such as Estonia, Slovenia and Lithuania score relatively well globally in terms of 

entrepreneurship activity and maturity of the ecosystem.6 Indeed, the Albanian ecosystem offers a 

range of positive factors the emerging start-up ecosystem can build on. Albania has a relatively young 

population – with a median age of 36.2 years compared to 45.9 in Germany.7 In addition, Albania has 

a high ratio of university educated people with approximately 10,000 graduates every year. At the 

same time there are currently only 4,000 jobs created annually, leading to a high percentage of young 

people looking for self-employment.8 There is thus a significant pool of talent, the start-up ecosystem 

can build on and motivate to become founders of companies. Moreover, the Albanian youth is 

multilingually educated. Besides English, a majority speaks Italian and other European languages due 

to the high ratio of graduates educated abroad. With its location at the doorstep of the European 

Union, an increasing number of freelancers as well as start-ups is realising the opportunities this 

unlocks. Already today many freelancers and start-ups are working for European clients. This is 

especially attractive as labour and general living costs remain low. In addition, numbers suggest that 

1.4 million Albanians are living outside of Albania.9 With their remittances they are significantly 

supporting the Albanian economy. In 2017, remittances accounted for 10.05 percent of the GDP of 

Albania.10 However, there is a potential to make better use of the knowledge, funds as well as 

experience of the diaspora to further develop the start-up ecosystem of Albania. 

                                                           
6 Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute, 2018 
7 Statista, 2015 
8 Microfinance Centre, 2018 
9 IOM UN Migration, 2018 
10 World Bank Group, 2017 
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2.2. Entrepreneurship attitude and culture 

Despite the opportunities the Albanian economy is offering, according to all interviewed stakeholders 

the number of innovative start-ups has not significantly increased in recent years. Instead, some 

interview partners even witness a yearly decrease in the quality of start-ups.  

This also correlates with the statistics of the overall economic activity in Albania. While in 2015 56,787 

new businesses were registered, registration numbers stood at only 24,924 in 2017.11 At the same time 

the overall numbers of businesses have not significantly grown, indicating a high failure of businesses. 

From 2016 to 2017 the overall numbers of businesses increased by a mere 1,773 to 162,452. As the 

Albanian Government currently does not have a definition of start-ups and the term ‘innovation’ is 

used ambiguously, it is not clear how many of those registrations can be classified as innovative start-

ups in the Albanian context. In addition, there are no other official statistics measuring the yearly 

outcome in terms of innovative start-ups. However, the numbers suggest that most business activity 

is micro in scale and remains in traditional sectors such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, accommodation 

and food service, and trading with little growth scope, suggesting little innovative start-up activity in 

the classical sense. To express it in numbers: 23,669 out of the 24,924 new registrations have 1-4 

employees which suggests that 95 percent of the overall registrations are micro enterprises. 5,767 of 

the overall registrations in 2017 were in agriculture, forestry and fishery, 6,237 in trade and 4,268 in 

accommodation and food services. Also, long-term statistics reflect badly on the growth potential of 

businesses: Approximately 90% of all registered companies remain micro in size (1-4 employees), 

indicating not much innovative and growth-oriented business activity.12  

The reasons for numbers of innovative growth-oriented businesses and start-ups remaining small are 

manifold. It is on the one hand due to various external as well as internal challenges start-ups and 

businesses in general are facing and on the other hand also due to various socioeconomic factors 

determining the hesitance to engage in business activity. In the following chapters the factors that 

determine the entrepreneurship attitude and culture and thus the overall start-up ecosystem will be 

discussed in detail. 

2.2.1. Doing business 

Unfavourable business environment keeps persisting 

As highlighted earlier Albania’s private sector only started emerging in the middle of the 90s. Absence 

of knowledge on the importance and the needs of the private sector keeps persisting among the 

government. There are little incentives such as tax breaks or government funds and programs to start 

a business. A general perception exists that the government is rather looking to punish and leverage 

businesses than to support them. In addition, the overall business environment remains unfavourable, 

thus reducing the motivation of young people to start a business. Although it is easy to start a business 

and Albania ranks 50 in the World Banks ‘Doing Business’ report due to the introduction of a ‘One-

Stop-Shop’ allowing business registration within five days, dissolving a company remains complicated 

and cumbersome. Furthermore, corruption is endemic, and in Transparency International’s Corruption 
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Index Albania ranks 99 (8 ranks lower compared to 2017) out of 180 countries due to the lack of an 

independent institutional oversight.13, 14 A leftover from the communism time is also an uncertainty 

over land and ongoing and unresolved property issues. Albania ranks as low as 151 on ‘Dealing with 

construction permits’.15 Particularly in urban and coastal areas the issue has inhibited the development 

of projects, especially in the tourism sector. Thus, the set-up of businesses with physical infrastructure 

such as manufacturing companies remains inherently difficult.  

Access to finance 

The problems are compounded by difficulties in accessing finance, in particular for early-stage 

ventures. Albania is the only country in the Balkans that does not have its own angel investor network. 

The interest of Venture Capital (VC) funds to set-up operations in Albania remains limited, as there are 

not enough investable companies that would meet the demands of a solely Albania focused VC fund. 

Given that, Yunus Social Business is the only organization that besides incubation support has also 

done a few equity investments. Yet, as a social venture fund in scope, access to finance for 

conventional start-ups to the Yunus Social Business Fund remains limited. South Central Ventures 

which is supported by the Western Balkans EDIF program, along with the European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and its subsidiaries, the European Investment Fund (EIF), has 

repeatedly mentioned that they are keen to invest in Albanian start-ups, however, till date have not 

done any investment in Albania but is geared to do its first investment in the second half of 2019. 

Further adding to the challenges is that the banking sector in Albania is 100% privatized. There are 

currently only two investment funds registered in Albania which operate as mutual funds both under 

the Raiffeisen Bank, namely Raiffeisen Prestige Equity and Raiffeisen Euro Fund, both majorly investing 

in Government bonds and securities.16 As the government provides secured returns for the banking 

sector, bank finance for especially emerging businesses remains limited. Only a few banks and financial 

intermediaries provide financial support for innovative emerging businesses, mostly in form of loans 

and guarantees. Furthermore, the government till date has not developed a legal framework that 

allows alternative ways of financing such as peer-to-peer lending and crowdfunding.  

The economy of grants 

The lack of funding has urged the emergence of several grant programs by multilateral and bilateral 

organizations as well as the government. While this has been a good step to support the chronically 

underfinanced start-up sector in Albania, it has been a mere drop in the bucket as grant amounts 

remain too small to create a significant impact and are often loosely monitored. Thus, instead of 

solving the financial issues, these grant programs have set wrong incentives by often providing grants 

upfront without further monitoring of the use of the grants or milestone-based disbursement of funds. 

During the field research it was highlighted by several stakeholders that aspiring entrepreneurs have 

explored ‘grant-hopping’ as a lucrative business model without further working on their business 

model after receiving the grant. Thus, due to a lack of transparency and accountability in the 

ecosystem, abuse of funds outside the intended purpose continue to persist. Given this, government 
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funds such as the AIDA start-up fund are hardly disbursed and generally remain small. A fear of 

consequences in case of the misuse of funds prevents funding organisations such as AIDA to effectively 

disburse available money. Limited capacities in terms of staff at the funding organisations further 

aggravate these problems.  

2.2.2. Socioeconomic factors 

Family in the centre of economic life 

Caring for the family is still a strong tradition in Albania. Due to the high risks associated and the high 

financial burden it imposes - a consequence of the lack of available start-up finance – entrepreneurship 

leads to a burden on the family. Stable jobs, especially in the government sector, therefore, remain 

preferred employment choices. Although the Albanian economy is unable to create enough jobs, 

entrepreneurship is rather seen as a necessity than an opportunity. Given the lack of job opportunities, 

funds available with families are often used to send children abroad for higher education. This has 

resulted in brain drain and a lack of qualified talent being available in Albania. Nevertheless, there are 

increasing numbers of migrants that want to contribute to Albania’s growth. The Minister of State for 

Diaspora highlighted that his ministry gets up to ten requests a month from Albanians abroad looking 

to economically engage or open a business in Albania. In addition, many European study programs that 

offer financial support such as the Deutsche Akademische Austauschdienst (DAAD), mandate students 

to return to Albania once graduated. 

Lack of role models and success stories 

The lack of entrepreneurship activity is further compounded by the fact that there are only a few media 

houses such as the Business Magazine and ICTS Media’s PC World and organisations or formats such 

as for example TEDx Tirana and Startup Grind that report on success stories of entrepreneurs and thus 

motivate entrepreneurship. It was highlighted during the research for the study that especially the 

unsupportive nature of the government that tends to punish rather than support businesses, prevents 

successful entrepreneurs to tell their stories, creating a vicious cycle of low entrepreneurship activity. 

In addition, due to the low number of successful innovative start-ups, peer-to-peer learning 

opportunities are limited. Exposure to practical experience is rare and universities have not been able 

to close this gap, as they remain mainly theoretical with little exposure to the industry and creative 

thinking. The lack of success stories within Albania has contributed to a high admiration of western 

concepts and experts and a low regard for regional expertise or exchange. However, it was highlighted 

by several stakeholders that western concepts and experts often miss the local context and that the 

support and advice by western experts are often not context-driven contributing to the failure of start-

ups. 

Interpersonal trust remains low 

Despite Albania being an almost homogenous society, with 90% of the population being ethnic 

Albanians, interpersonal trust is low. The Transformation Index of the Bertelsmann Foundation found 

out that only 17% of Albanian citizens trust other people. This is the lowest value among 17 central-

eastern and southeast European countries.17 Albania remains characterized by rather traditional forms 
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of trust majorly towards family, regional or clan loyalties which undermine the creation of a more civic 

and participation-based society. The communist past is a major determinant for low levels of trust. 

Moreover, due to the extreme collectivism during the communist regime, high individualistic trends 

can be observed nowadays. The low level of social cohesion, highly individualistic trends and low level 

of trust have resulted in a lack of cooperation and co-creation which can also be observed in the 

business and start-up ecosystem. In the regional comparison, Albanian companies - only excelled by 

Montenegrin companies - remain least cooperative in innovation activities with other enterprises and 

institutions.18 

2.3. The triple helix model of innovation in Albania  

Lack of cooperation runs like a thread through the overall ecosystem and has prevented Albania from 

creating significant innovation output. The actors of the triple helix model – government, university 

and industry – are disconnected and mostly work in silos. 

Theory of the Triple Helix Model  

According to Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, in a triple helix model of innovation, the three actors 

collaborate and form a complex set of links and networks that bind them together in multiple 

dimensions19, hence the metaphor of a “helix” instead of one-dimensional triangle. The goal is to 

create innovation as an output of institutionalised and structured interactions. Governments take on 

the important role of promoting and funding strategic cooperation between universities and industry. 

Public grants for applied research, subsidies for seed investments, support for filing patents, etc. cover 

early-stage and resource-intensive collaboration of which a large part is unlikely to yield tangible 

returns on investment.  

Universities take on a much more prominent role in furthering economic development. Moving beyond 

their traditional functions of educating and doing basic research, universities align curricula to business 

needs, create start-up opportunities for students and transfer research results to commercial 

products.  

In a triple helix model, dynamic cooperation can lead to overlapping functions, where one actor takes 

on the role of the other to some extent, for example when industry provides training and government 

becomes a venture capitalist for early-stage start-ups. Hybrid institutions are set up to provide new 

formats for production, transfer and application of knowledge such as university entrepreneurship 

centres, technology transfer offices and science parks.20 

Applying the Triple Helix Model in contexts with small business and low funding 

Despite the model having been adopted most successfully in ecosystems comprised of universities 

with high research outputs and corporates with large R&D (Research and Development) budgets (e.g. 

TU Eindhoven and Philips in the Netherlands, University of Heidelberg and Merck, Bayer in Germany), 

there are some examples of smaller and less finance-driven examples, such as Cluj-Napoca in Romania 

where the IT industry expressed discontent with a growing skills gap between the graduates and the 
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16 
 

demand from companies21. Through structured networking and clustering in several key institutions, 

the IT sector became less fragmented and allowed for universities to engage and transform the 

curriculum.  

Similarly, applying the model to the Albanian context requires identifying local challenges and finding 

custom-made solutions to set up an Albanian triple helix model. 

Key challenges in setting up a Triple Helix Model in Albania  

A) Government 

Policy-making and implementation: Currently, Albania lacks effective policy making, especially in 

areas that support the creation of an innovation ecosystem and thus an effective start-up ecosystem. 

Both topics, science and technology as well as economic promotion are part of two large Albanian 

ministries, namely the Ministry of Education, Sports and Youth and the Ministry of Finance and 

Economy, and both topics, despite being essential for an economy to prosper, have low resources in 

terms of budget and staff. In contrast, Germany highlights the importance of the topic with dedicated 

ministries that have been set-up to create a science and technology-based economy. In the Albanian 

context, the two topics are not even adequately represented in the names of the ministries, 

showcasing the low importance of science and technology and economic promotion in the overall 

policy framework.  

While several national policies do exist that are relevant to innovation (Digital Agenda 2015-2020, 

National Strategy for Science and Technology and Innovation 2017-2022, Business and Investment 

Development Strategy 2014-2020, etc.), most of them are not fit for the local context and miss a 

respective implementation structure (institutions with adequate amount of skilled staff and budget). 

The last National Science and Technology Strategy (2014-2019) was barely implemented at all, with a 

five year-long hiatus in providing research funding to universities. In subsequent policies, these issues 

are not addressed, and new goals are added to a list that has already proved unrealistic to achieve. 

Policy makers confirmed that policies are often not evidence-based and are taken from various 

European legislations without local customization. Moreover, coordination amongst policy-makers 

and with stakeholders is severely lacking. Feedback on draft bills is requested from some key 

stakeholders, however it only takes place after a policy has been drawn up; there are no fora for 

continuous interaction and discussion on policy needs.  

While national agencies do exist and are tasked with implementation of these strategies – the National 

Agency of Scientific Research and Innovation (NASRI) for the National Science and Innovation Strategy, 

the AIDA for start-up, innovation and several other grants - they do not have an “agency” mandate in 

the true sense of the word: without autonomy to set their own strategies or budget and staff to 

implement them, the agencies can only execute what is clearly stated in the extensive bylaws of the 

legal strategies and rely on government to employ and assign their staff. As a consequence, all agencies 

are severely understaffed both in terms of numbers as well as capacity. In addition, there are neither 

systems nor capacity for monitoring and evaluation of the grants dispersed, leading to a risk-averse 

attitude in providing funds to beneficiaries who might be audited in the future. 
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Funding: The total funding for research and innovation - for all disciplines and actors - which are 

channelled through NASRI is a mere Euro 500,000 per year. In comparison, countries in the region 

spend a significantly larger portion of their GDP on research and development (GERD), with Macedonia 

and Montenegro reaching roughly double the expenditure at 0,4 % of GDP. European countries with 

similar small markets such as Estonia and Slovenia have raised their GERD to 1,3% and 2,4% 

respectively. 

Smart Specialisation Strategy: A move in the right direction is currently taking place with the 

formulation of the Smart Specialisation Strategy for Albania, a policy formulation process initiated and 

supported by the European Union to boost a region´s competitive advantage and work towards 

growing its realistic potential. The process is entrepreneurial in itself and requires extensive 

stakeholder engagement to discover existing activities and identify regional strengths. The 

government´s role is to make choices on empowering actors in realizing their potential and to decide 

on investments into innovation, both technological and practice-based. If done right, this policy 

initiative provides an opportunity to integrate all triple helix actors and create a national innovation 

policy in several areas of regional specialisation.  

Challenges to the success of the Strategy formation lie in its need for experienced coordinators, 

moderators as well as funding to host meetings and workshops. On a more fundamental level, 

spearheading the EU´s Entrepreneurial Discovery Process22, requires overcoming distrust amongst 

actors and a willingness from actors to share information with the government and other stakeholders. 

Moreover, once completed, the devil lies in implementation. Sufficient funding for activities and 

capacitated staff is necessary to achieve results. The current status of policy-making and 

implementation does not bode well. 

B) Universities 

Status quo: Albanian universities are currently in survival mode. Especially the public institutions have 

been forced to raise tuition fees in a bid to compensate for the lack of public funds available to 

universities. The fees hike has resulted in national protest amongst students who are increasingly 

unable to pay for their studies and are frustrated with the quality of education provided. When 

universities lack funds, available resources are first channelled into teaching. Only once those 

obligations have been met are remaining funds be allocated to research. In Albania´s case, this 

situation has resulted in a very low output of research in general and especially in terms of 

commercially viable research, both at public universities, as well as private universities that do not 

have access to public money and rely mainly on tuition fees for income. Nevertheless, despite the 

various challenges, a few pockets of excellence in various universities have emerged in recent years 

that are mostly driven by highly motivated individuals that have realised the gaps in the ecosystem 

and actively work on addressing those.  

Research: Since there are very few incentives for academic staff to engage in research activities, efforts 

to improve on methodologies, stay up to date with current trends in the field and deliver cutting edge 

research results are not high on the agenda of academic staff. Albanian universities are losing ground 

and finding it increasingly difficult to compete with international institutions. As a result, alternative 

international sources of funding such as the EU´s Horizon 2020 framework program remain largely out 
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of reach: Horizon 2020 is highly competitive, has strict participation criteria and demands high levels 

of research output and international collaboration.  

University-industry collaboration: Most Albanian universities formally ascribe to a third mission of 

furthering socio-economic development as theorized in the triple helix model. In practice, however 

universities have very limited sustainable structures for research and innovation and thus also for 

commercialisation and entrepreneurship development. This and the general lack of trust deeply 

ingrained in the society have contributed to low industry-university collaboration. Transfer of 

knowledge via applied research, project and case-based learning is rare and only takes place in a 

handful of highly entrepreneurial private universities such as in the POLIS university and the European 

university. Several interviewees explained that Albanian industry representatives prefer to consult 

international academics on expertise needed in their business because they don´t expect Albanian 

researchers to be able to provide a state-of-the-art solution. Cooperation with the industry is focused 

mainly on employment generation for graduates and mostly pursued by private universities that need 

to offer advantages to stay competitive in a university landscape that is dominated by private academic 

institutions.  

Official structures and organised networks to facilitate collaboration with the private sector are not in 

place in most public institutions and companies willing to cooperate need to rely on personal 

relationships with academic staff to gain access and information on new activities and research output. 

Due to the limited cooperation with industry, Albanian universities have also not been able to keep up 

to date with the needs of the industry in terms of knowledge and skills. Curricula are often outdated 

and text-book based. A company director stated that finding skilled IT graduates is very difficult despite 

the universities producing an overall of roughly 10,000 graduates a year. Equipment and software is 

also lacking. There are industry training programs held by Cisco and Microsoft aimed at skilling 

graduates in their software programs, but there is certainly scope for more coop programs. 

C) Business 

Similar challenges can be observed in the private sector. The capacity of the industry to absorb and 

introduce innovations is low. The Albanian private sector is mostly characterized by micro and small 

enterprises, with a few medium sized companies and a handful big corporates. Given the size of 

enterprises, there is mainly a need for small and quick solutions. While those may not be of appetite 

for universities to research on, students are often able to quickly develop solutions that solve the issues 

industries are facing and thus also gain industrial exposure. However, businesses often do not reach 

out to universities due to their preconceived opinion that universities lack the capacity to support the 

business sector, and therefore either turn towards solutions being offered internationally or do not 

introduce any changes at all. Industry associations could bridge this gap, however, lack confidence in 

the universities. It was highlighted by a stakeholder representing an industry association that while 

universities generally mention interest to cooperate, concrete action is often missing, leading to 

frustration among the business community. Mechanisms to overcome these challenges do not exist.   

2.4. The current roles of support organisations 

The lack of a functioning triple helix system in Albania, is one of the determinants that have contributed 

to a weak and nascent start-up ecosystem. However, to determine the maturity level of the ecosystem 

it is essential to understand the organisations that build it and their roles in the entrepreneurship 
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ecosystem. To classify the organisations and their mandates, we used the traditional start-up 

development cycle in the context of Albania, in order to see in which part of the cycle support 

organisations offer services. To fully depict the Albanian context, we added an additional phase, 

namely ‘pre-ideation’ as many activities of ecosystem actors have not yet reached the ideation phase. 

In addition, the ideation phase is usually part of the seed-phase, however, in the Albanian context this 

additional phase has been added as many aspiring entrepreneurs do not take the plunge to realise 

their ideas, remaining at an ideation stage. The following basic key facts to determine the stage each 

actor is covering have been used: 

Stage  Description 

Pre-ideation: 

 

- Development of an entrepreneurship culture 

- Awareness raising on the importance of entrepreneurship, education and 

inspiration of young people to start a business through lectures, workshops, 

seminars, university curricula, etc. 

Ideation: 

 

- Development of several start-up ideas using different innovation and 

creativity tools, mostly done in the context of competitions, workshops, etc. 

Seed-phase:  

 

- Development of a business plan 

- Focus on research and development of a prototype 

- Validation and assessment of the product success, however, due to a lack 

of outreach and knowledge about customers, this phase usually misses an 

assessment of the economic viability of the product idea 

Start-up phase: - Incorporation of the enterprise 

- Finalisation of a market-ready product / technology / service 

- Rollout of the product / technology / service 

- Development of sales structures 

- Set-up of a marketing campaign 

Emerging growth: - Fast market penetration through building of additional sales channels 

- Further development of the product / technology / service 

Expansion / 

mature: 

- Internationalisation (regional and global) 

- Diversification of the product and service portfolio  

23
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Figure 2: Ecosystem actor mapping
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2.4.1. Incubators / Accelerators / Co-Working 

Lack of capacity and funding 

Incubators, accelerators and co-working spaces form the cornerstones of a start-up ecosystem.  

With Oficina and Yunus Social Business, two organisations exist that cover the ideation, seed-stage and 

start-up phase. Yet, both organisations currently face challenges to secure long-term funding. Another 

program covering the ideation, seed-stage and start-up phase is the GIZ-ProSeed / IDEA Program, 

implemented by CEFE International. However, as CEFE International does not have an inherit mandate 

to support start-ups and is currently funded by GIZ’s ProSeed-Program, it is not secured that the 

program in its current form will continue. Nevertheless, GIZ’s ProSeed / IDEA Program has been 

focusing on training other trainers in various organisations and institutions (for example the Tirana 

Business University), thus, the program has been successful in carrying start-up support into 

universities and other support organisations. And it is likely that these organsiations continue working 

with the method. 

No continuous incubation programs 

While Yunus Social Business by its own words is pursuing a hybrid incubation and acceleration model, 

Oficina is run as a pure accelerator with a three months pre-acceleration program. Yunus Social 

Business being majorly associated with social enterprises realised after the first batch that a critical 

mass of start-ups at the identical stage would not be possible to accelerate. It adjusted its model and 

today is offering services depending on the demand of each individual start-up in the cohort. Started 

with also a co-working space, given the reputation to be a social incubator, the space was not leveraged 

by the start-up community, despite an otherwise growing demand for co-working spaces. Both 

organisations run their programs batch-based once a year. The consequence is, that there is currently 

no single continuous incubation program that offers admission for start-ups throughout the year. The 

TechSpace (previously known as Innovation Hub) plans to close this gap, however, since its founding 

ministry, the Ministry of Innovation and Public Administration, ceased to exist, the TechSpace, despite 

being newly renovated, was lying idle and without a clear strategy was reopened in the beginning of 

March 2019. Thus, it is not yet clear where the TechSpace will be positioned in the overall ecosystem. 

Other organisations such as the InnoSpace are currently only developing and it needs to be seen which 

gap the InnoSpace will close. 

The only organisation in the ecosystem, that partly targets the start-up phase but also the emerging 

growth and expansion phase, is the UK-Albania TechHub. Protik, another organisation that is often 

referred to in the Albanian incubation context, can rather be characterized as a service provider than 

a strategic incubator as it neither provides co-working space nor a regular incubation program. Besides 

the conduction of events for the start-up community, Protik’s work is project-based, resulting in a 

broad mandate with no clear support focus. 

Support organisations enter the Albanian market without proper research 

Tirana Talent Garden started in 2015 with high ambitions to change the ecosystem with its own 

incubation program. It stopped the start-up program the same year due to low demand, despite 

international exchange elements in the program, and continues to exist today as a self-sustainable co-

working space. This reinforces the impression that support organisations enter the Albanian market 

without proper research about market conditions and potential. This leads to demotivation and 
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resignation about the capabilities and the potential about the start-up sector among the staff of 

support organisations. Having asked seven support organisations about their evaluation of the start-

up sector along four categories, namely level of innovativeness, level of business know-how, level of 

investment readiness and the level of product development, on a scale from 1-5, the results look 

gloomy: 

 

Figure 3: Current level of development 

Most of the programs target only the ideation stage 

Albanian support organisations are not confident of the ability of Albanian startups to create 

innovative businesses. Yet, support organisations are those who play an important role in educating 

and guiding startups. Especially the lack of investment readiness and the low ability of the start-up 

community to develop products strike. However, there are currently not enough service offerings that 

could close this gap. Also analyzing the events currently being conducted in the ecosystem, it becomes 

evident that most of the programs and actors target only the ideation stage with little to no follow-up 

programs. Start-ups interested to further pursue their ideas do not find support organisation offering 

continuous and all-time accessible incubation support. Yunus Social Business as well as Oficina only 

open applications once a year. At this point, aspiring entrepreneurs who have emerged out of these 

events may have lost momentum. Thus, the lack in product development directly correlates with the 

lack of actors supporting aspiring entrepreneurs to build their first product in a continuous incubation 

process and guiding them to acquire first customers. The acquisition of customers was highlighted as 

being fundamental to overcome socioeconomic barriers as once success becomes tangible the 

likelihood for Albanians to continue their venture increases. 

Low quality of institutions that support entrepreneurship 

In addition, the lack of continuous incubation support along with appropriate and targeted services as 

well as the ambiguous and often wrong use of terms such as ‘acceleration’, ‘incubation’, ‘co-working’, 

‘mentorship’ and ‘coaching’ has led to a gap in the understanding of the target group which 

organisation offers what kind of support. This is further compounded by the current lack of an entry 

point for start-ups into the incubation ecosystem. Websites of support organisations are not updated, 

depicting old service offerings, and a common information platform does not exist. 
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Moreover, due to most organisations targeting the idea stage, thus competing for the few good 

concepts, and pressing financial challenges, the service offerings by support organisations have 

steadily declined. This has contributed to a distrust and disbelief in the capacities of support 

organisations by the start-up community. Support organisations struggle to adjust their service 

offerings in accordance with the demand of the start-

up sector. This is mainly on account of the 

development sector being the sole source of finance 

for many support organisations. Support 

organisations are dutifully tied with their donors, 

who have a fair share in creating a mismatch of 

services and programs due to short-sighted 

programs, no coordination among development 

agencies and the biased, interest-driven and non-

evidence-based development of programs. 

The Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute (GEDI) confirms this picture. *24The quality of 

institutions that support entrepreneurship remains with 38% much below the score of the individual 

qualities of entrepreneurs with 57%. This also correlates with the information that support 

organisations judged level of business know-how highest among the measured indicators (see Figure 

3).  

Good entrepreneurial qualities in the entire region 

Looking at other countries in the region, a similar picture can be drawn. Only in Slovenia the 

institutional capacities are at par with the individual capacities. However, it is noticeable that in all 

Balkan countries the entrepreneurial quality is relatively high. For instance, Germany being highly 

industrialised only scores 62,6% in individual capacity, however, 88,1% in institutional capacity. It is 

against this background that many entrepreneurs highlighted during the interviews that they had the 

impression that support organisations were not able to help them with the right services and that they 

felt superior in terms of knowledge and business know-how to the existing support organisations.  

          

 Figure 5: Institutional vs. individual score regional 

 

                                                           
* The GEDI institutional score is a broader index taking various indicators (also broader macro-economic 
indicators) into consideration to measure the quality of institutions that support entrepreneurship. The 
methodology allows comparing the entrepreneurship ecosystem of various countries and provides an entry point 
to understand the overall status of an entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

Figure 4: Global Entrepreneurship Index Albania score 
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No critical mass of scalable start-ups 

With the positioning of most organisations at the idea stage, little service diversification as well as a 

lack of appropriate services needed by the start-up community, existing support organisations are 

unable to attract a critical mass of scalable start-ups that could help support organisations to take first 

steps in direction to self-sustainability. Instead, the high competition for the few good concepts, also 

leads to a low cooperation of the ecosystem actors. Nevertheless, as confirmed by ecosystem 

stakeholders and demonstrated by the individual score (see Figure 5), there is a potential of building a 

strong pipeline of start-ups. The introduction of a continuous incubation program as well as the more 

strategic positioning of support organisations along the various start-up phases and the introduction 

of a demand-oriented service offering would contribute to the creation of a better and investable start-

up pipeline and would hence support Albanian support organisations to move in direction of self-

sustainability. 

2.4.2. Universities 

Pockets of Excellence 

Due to the quality of higher education in Albania and the lack of career opportunities, Albania is among 

the top 15 countries worldwide when it comes to brain drain, tertiary educated emigrants who leave 

Albania after graduation. Similarly, when it comes to innovation and entrepreneurship promotion 

structures, strategies and leadership systems, don´t far very well either. According to an assessment 

done by Papa & Demo in five Albanian public universities on the third mission factors as determined 

by the EU - OECD platform HEINNOVATE.eu which foster innovation at Higher Education institutes, it 

was found that most of the hallmarks are lacking: strategy, training offers, entrepreneurial teaching 

methods, technology transfer structures, HR incentive system, cooperation and knowledge sharing 

with other institutes.25 

Nevertheless, despite the various challenges, a few pockets of excellence in several universities have 

emerged in recent years that are mostly driven by highly motivated individuals who have realised the 

gaps in the ecosystem and actively work on addressing those. 

Entrepreneurship and commercialisation not part of university strategies 

Despite the fact that innovation features heavily in several public policies not only in the education 

field (see next chapter on government), entrepreneurship and commercialization of research results 

are not included in any of the university strategies. As a result, the topic is not high on the agenda of 

university leaders. This is one of the key factors for success of entrepreneurial programs at university 

as measured by the German rating system for entrepreneurial universities („Gründerradar“). Without 

support from leadership, entrepreneurship initiatives remain piecemeal and lack resources to grow 

into sustainable programs and structures. Integrating a „third mission“ into the university´s mission to 

contribute towards socio-economic development beyond teaching and research is also a fundamental 

role of universities within the Triple Helix model of innovation (as mentioned in the previous chapter). 

It is clear within the Albanian ecosystem that universities have not recognized their potential and 

opportunity to participate in the triple helix.  

                                                           
25 Papa & Demo, 2018 
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Lack of cooperation amongst Albanian HEI 

Currently most institutes are acting in a highly individualistic manner. Institutes (mostly private) avoid 

collaborating unless it is under the auspices of an internationally funded project which requires to do 

so. As a consequence, initiatives that take place at an institutional level have very little chance of being 

upscaled and there is very little peer-to-peer learning within the Albanian higher education sector 

taking place. There seem to be no associations, organisations, or even commissions that work on inter-

university topics concerning the sector. Most institutes cite competition for market share in a very 

small market as the reason for not working together. Even within the large public universities, 

cooperation stops at the faculty borders as they are also the framework for a financing scheme from 

the government. 

Contributions to pre-ideation phase in Albanian start-up ecosystem 

Universities are the main actors within the pre-ideation phase where the foundations are laid for an 

entrepreneurial journey. Depending on the institute and the significance it places on entrepreneurship, 

universities can also support budding entrepreneurs well into the ideation phase with incubation.  

Within the Albanian start-up ecosystem, universities currently provide - to varying degrees - three key 

pre-ideation resources: 1) entrepreneurship awareness and promotion, 2) entrepreneurship 

education, and 3) innovation production.  

1) The majority of young people attend university either with the goal of pursuing an academic career 

or the intention to use their degree as a means to find employment in industry. Universities that 

promote entrepreneurship, e.g. through events, career services, competitions, etc. can make 

students aware of this alternative career path and highlight its advantages. Especially in a country 

like Albania, where there are not enough jobs for graduates, entrepreneurship provides a 

perspective for the youth to create decent and adequate jobs. 

 

The universities fare reasonably well in this category with start-up and pitching competitions held 

in most institutes (e.g. University of Tirana, Tirana Business University, Marin Barleti, European 

University, POLIS University, etc). Many of the universities have active student clubs that promote 

entrepreneurship through different events. Some institutes have dedicated spaces that promote 

innovation and entrepreneurship via their physical visibility: The Innovation Factory at POLIS 

garners attention through its central location in the main hall and a large Fuller dome within the 

glass structure, while the Innovation Hub at the European University has large paintings of well-

known US tech entrepreneurs on the walls. In a bid to distinguish themselves from public institutes 

and justify the higher tuition fees, most private institutes also run career services offices to assist 

their graduates into jobs. Alumni are increasingly being recognized as a key vehicle for employment 

for students and as a means to showcase successful graduates and access potential project funds. 

Here again the private institutes are spearheading the process, however even at these small 

institutes, there is ample room for improvement. What is evident at almost all institutes is that 

entrepreneurship promotion hinges on the initiatives of motivated individuals, it is yet to become 

a core element of the university strategy and is thus not a high priority on the leadership´s agenda. 

Exceptions to this trend can be seen at three private institutes: At POLIS where the leadership 

founded the university out of a social innovation project that had grown into a business, at Marin 

Barleti, where the university´s founder and owner is an entrepreneur himself and at the European 
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University where a dedicated partnership office works together with academic staff on accessing 

funds for entrepreneurship projects. 

2) Entrepreneurship courses at university provide students with knowledge on how companies are 

built and what areas of concern need to be covered in running a business. Courses that include 

practical application to an idea transfer not only knowledge, but more importantly, skills to future 

entrepreneurs and can lead to first business models and plans. Here universities provide 

incubators with a pipeline of potential entrepreneurs. 

 

Most Albanian universities offer bachelor level entrepreneurship classes as part of economics 

degrees. Some include practical application such as at University of Tirana, European University 

and Marin Barleti where students pitch their business ideas to private sector representatives at 

the end of the course with the aim of finding funding or employment. 

 

Entrepreneurship skills and competences can also be transferred in courses and projects that do 

not directly relate to the study area of entrepreneurship. While most institutes make use of 

traditional lecturing style teaching methods, there are two examples of more innovative learning 

practices. At the European University, the project REBUS piloted the implementation of the EU´s 

Entrecomp (entrepreneurial competences) framework and the university is now looking to include 

competence-based teaching across all study programs and link students´ levels of achievement to 

their CVs. At POLIS University, the non-profit Co-Plan out of which the university was born, as well 

as the commercial Metropolis consultancy regularly involve students in their projects to work on 

solutions to customer issues. The use of case studies, however, is not widespread. The Tirana 

Business University has adopted and adapted the GIZ-ProSeed/IDEA Trainings. Certified trainers 

offer now regular Business-Plan trainings (distributed in 14 modules) to bachelor students. 

3) The constant flow of basic research produced at universities in all different fields should provide a 

pool out of which potential new innovations can be filtered. In Albania, however, research 

production is mired by different problems. Firstly, as mentioned above, finance for research is very 

tight, thus severely limiting the output. Secondly, equipment and infrastructure such as 

laboratories is often lacking or outdated. When it then comes to transferring research to business, 

the difficulty at most universities lies firstly in recognizing opportunities to apply results to business 

problems or market demands and secondly in supporting the commercial development of these 

solutions. Academics perform research to build up scientific knowledge in their field and not to 

solve a specific market need. To overcome these challenges, structures (e.g. Technology Transfer 

Office) and policies (Intellectual Property Ownership) need to be in place that promote and 

organise transfer of research. Among the universities consulted, that is only partially the case, such 

as at the Agricultural University of Tirana and the University of Tirana26. And even where structures 

are in place, without corresponding strategies and incentives to promote transfer, the success rate 

remains low. In addition, leadership at public Albanian universities does not actively promote 

commercialization of research. While the opposite can be said for some private institutions where 

the founders are entrepreneurs themselves (e.g. Marin Barleti, European University and POLIS 

repeatedly voiced their interest in setting up more entrepreneurship structures), due to a lack of 

funds, there are equally no institutional incentives for academics to deviate to an entrepreneurial 

path, neither at private nor at public universities. 

 

                                                           
26 Fidal, Ferreira, Vieira, 2014 
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Out of all the projects supported by NASRI at all public universities across the country, only one 

could be identified as having successfully led to commercialization of research results (Agricultural 

University of Tirana). Thirdly, even if a researcher is interested in commercializing research results, 

the universities provide little to no information on the process and do not have the expertise in 

house to do so. Structures to support a commercialization process are not in place. An EU funded 

Tempus project “Developing Third Mission activities in Albanian Universities”27 failed to set up 

Technology Transfer Offices at the Albanian public institutes in 2014 due to capacity gaps and low 

interest by the leadership. Fourthly, as mentioned above in the chapter on the Triple Helix, 

researchers do not work with actors from the public and private sector and therefore are not 

aware of the needs and concerns their research could be addressing. Lastly, due to the limited 

resources, low participation rates in international research projects and the disconnect to the 

private sector, researchers from Albanian universities often lag behind in terms of skills and trends 

in their field. Research results are often outdated and not internationally competitive.  

First initiatives in ideation phase 

Some universities perform a few activities that fall loosely within the ideation phase, such as Marin 

Barleti, European University, Tirana Business University and MetroResearch at Metropolitan 

University,  which provide what is dubbed by the former as a „mini incubation program“. The institutes 

offer work space to start-up teams and expertise in the form of advice from lecturers upon request 

from the teams. The economics faculty at the University of Tirana goes one step further by providing 

weekend bootcamps and is planning to set up a consultancy to advise students on their business ideas. 

However, none of the universities have a fully-fledged incubation program as of yet. All 

entrepreneurship initiatives and structures such as the Innovation Hub and the Factory at the 

European University and the POLIS University respectively, are part of the university hierarchy. There 

are no affiliated entrepreneurship hubs or centres, such as can be found at most German universities. 

The “merely” affiliated status allows for independence from the university and for a focus on 

entrepreneurship and business with academic education as a means, but not as the core function. It 

also allows for commercial funding of projects and lean private sector HR and admin procedures as 

opposed to the often lengthy and cumbersome procedures related with publicly funded academic 

institutions. 

The standing of universities in the overall start-up space therefore remains low. Ideas produced 

through competitions, workshops, etc. do not find support to be further developed – neither in the 

universities nor by other support organisations as cooperation between universities and other support 

organisations are underdeveloped and capacities of support organisations remain weak as well.  

2.4.3. Government 

No targeted entrepreneurship policy 

In an emerging start-up ecosystem, it is usually the role of the government to create a conducive start-

up environment and fund support organisations until the ecosystem has been able to create a pipeline 

of good and investable start-ups that help support organisations to diversify their portfolio and thus 

become self-sustainable in the long run. However, as highlighted earlier, the Albanian government has 

faced several reshufflings of ministers as well as shutting down of ministries and agencies, especially 

those addressing start-up promotion, entrepreneurship and innovation. Although Albania has several 

                                                           
27 ibid. 



   

 

28 
 

strategies and action plans directly and indirectly addressing private sector development, start-up 

promotion, the creation of a conducive business environment, and the overall creation of a 

competitive science and technology driven innovation ecosystem (see table below), have not been 

addressed adequately and some even miss budget to be implemented due to the change of roles and 

responsibilities. A standalone start-up and entrepreneurship policy currently does not exist. During the 

research for the study, the State Minister for the Protection of Entrepreneurship highlighted that the 

Ministry is working on a policy only addressing the start-up sector jointly with the TechSpace 

(previously Innovation Hub). The strategy is currently under development and the exact outline was 

not available at the time of the research. 

In addition, with the closure of the Ministry of Innovation and Public Administration and the creation 

of super-ministries such as the Ministry of Finance and Economy and the Ministry for Education, Sports 

and Youth, topics such as private sector development, start-up promotion,  etc. have almost 

disappeared from the political agenda. The Government of Albania has not deployed sufficient 

resources or concerted efforts to further push the agenda. For instance, to foster economic promotion, 

including start-up promotion, three people work in the Ministry of Finance and Economy.  

Limitations of existing strategies and implementation agencies 

Given the low attention on private sector development, start-up promotion and science, technology 

and innovation by the government, it is thus not surprising that for instance the Action Plan 2017-2021 

“Support the development of innovative policies based on the Triple Helix approach” has implemented 

only a few points of the overall action plan and envisioned a mere Euro 3.4 million in a time frame 

from 2017-21, with half of the budget calculated coming from development partners. The Women’s 

Entrepreneurship Action Plan was never backed with any budget. 

Associated organisations such as AIDA and NASRI that were set-up to support SMEs and start-ups, 

facilitate investments and strengthen the science and technology sector have not created any 

measurable impact. Funding and staff constraints as well as a low standing of these organisations in 

the overall government ecosystem have prevented these organisations to fulfil their full mandate. 

Indications for the lack of trust in the capacities of these organisations by their own line ministries are 

manifold.  

Strategies and Action Plans of the Albanian Government 

# Name Department / 
Ministry 

Description 

1 National Strategy 
for Development 
and Integration 
(2015-2020) 

Prime Minister / 
Council of 
Ministers 

• Strategy presents the national vision for the social and economic 
development of Albania 

• Part I of the strategy describes the evolution of Albania’s economic 
development and presents details of the vision of the strategy, namely 
European Accession by 2020, details about the plans for achieving a 
strong, sustained and environmentally-friendly growth, the plans for 
transforming greater wealth into enhanced well-being and the financing 
framework of the strategy 

• Part II details out the sector plans that will drive the vision along four 
components: 

- Improving Good Governance and Rule of Law 
- Growth through Fiscal Stability and Increased Competitiveness 
- Sustained Growth through Efficient Use of Resources 
- Investing in People 

• Innovation is seen as the driving force for increasing competitiveness 
and transforming in an innovative development model 
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• The strategy outlines several objectives to foster economic promotion, 
private sector development, science and research and innovation: 

- Promote businesses and FDIs by improving the business 
climate for companies and SMEs by further reduction of 
administrative barriers,  

- Promote investment in technology, processing of domestic 
raw material for modernization, diversification and 
specialization of industrial products in open markets,  

- Develop exports through integration into regional and 
European markets 

- Improve the quality of research in the public sector 
- Provide systematic support to innovation and technology 

transfer in the manufacturing sector 
- Improve the institutional capacity of the research and 

innovation system 
- Greater cooperation with investors for the inclusion of local 

enterprises in the early stages of investment and cooperation 
- Develop the infrastructure for supporting businesses through 

the establishment of a technological business incubator 

2 Digital Agenda 
for Albania 
(2015-2020) 

Council of 
Ministers 

• The startegy has a vision to ‘develop a society based on knowledge and 
information, through the consolidation of digital infrastructure in the 
whole territory of the Republic of Albania, improvement of the quality of 
online services and increase of governance and transparency’ by 
conducting the following activities: 

- Investment and policy measure to improve ICT structure 
- New digital services for citizens 
- ICT as an enabler for innovation by providing more efficient 

and transparent public services, notably in education, as a 
means of driving growth, a competitive economy and socio-
economic inclusion 

• The strategy also focuses on ICT and digitalization supporting economic 
processes through the improvement of production capacities based on 
ICT, knowledge economy and establishment of start-ups, development 
of innovative and intelligent activities in cities and communities, 
production growth in agriculture, social enterprises, etc. 

3 Business and 
Investment 
Development 
Strategy (BIDS) 
(2014-2020) 

Ministry of 
Finance and 
Economy 

• Main document for the identification and implementation of the 
national policies for the promotion of business investments 

• Main goal of the document is the increase of the competitiveness of the 
economy → it is in compliance with the National Strategy for 
Development and Integration and in harmony with the EU industrial 
policy 

• Main pillars of the strategy are 
- A new focus on policies oriented towards business climate and 

SMEs 
- Industrial policy 
- Trade integration and export development 
- FDI promotion 

• The strategy establishes a framework for creating partnerships between 
government and businesses on technology improvements, innovation 
and human capacities 

4 Action Plan 
2017-2021 
“Support the 
development of 
innovative 
policies based on 
the Triple Helix 
approach” 

Ministry of 
Finance and 
Economy 

• The action plan is based on the BIDS and on the recommendations of the 
OECD 

• It outlines innovation support measures in the following areas: 
- Developing a virtual innovation support network that helps 

entrepreneurs, SMEs, research institutions, NGOs, public 
bodies to identify and access relevant support opportunities 

- Promoting opportunities for business-academia collaboration 
- Providing competition-based funding for selected incubator 

and accelerator programs to expand business support 
resources and services, focusing on lean organisational models 
based on partnerships with external partners and coaches 

 

5 Women’s 
Entrepreneurship 

Finance and 
Economy 

• The action plan is based on the BIDS and on the recommendations of UN 
Women 
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Action Plan 
(2014-2020) 

• The action plan includes targets that aim to increase women’s 
entrepreneurship, these include female self-employment and women’s 
share of business credit 

• The action plan proposes action in a number of areas, namely: 
- Policy Support Framework 
- Education and Training 
- Access to Finance and Competitiveness, Networking and 

Women’s Participation in Rural Economy 

6 National 
Employment and 
Skills Strategy 
(2014-2022) 

Ministry of 
Finance and 
Economy 

• The main objective of the strategy is the identification and design of the 
employment promotion policies including vocational training of the 
labor force, aiming to create quality jobs and skills opportunities 

• The strategy also aims to increase innovation and creativity, both in 
school curricula and in the training process 

• The strategy outlines several activities related to start-up promotion 
such as (not limited): 

- Establishment of start-up programs for young female and male 
potential entrepreneurs supporting their self-employment 

- Promoting social entrepreneurship (social economy and the 
third sector jobs) and women’s economic empowerment 

- Composition of comprehensive start-up strategies including 
one-stop-shop consultancy, professional business idea 
assessment 

- Development of special programs for supporting clusters of 
women-run business and start-ups, including in rural areas 

- Provision of modularized gender-sensitive capacity 
development measures for clients in preparation of a start-up, 
and on-going consultancy for at least the first year of self-
employment 

7 National Strategy 
for Science, 
Technology and 
Innovation 
(2017-2022) 

Ministry of 
Education, Sports 
and Youth 

• The strategy serves as an action plan and has the following five 
priorities: 

- Maximize research (raise funds, quality, cooperation 

with businesses & diaspora) → from 0,2% of GDP during 2009-
15 to at least 0,6% (EU28 average: 2%, target EU in 2020: 3%) 

- Improve research infrastructure 
- Transparent recruiting procedures, facilitate mobility 
- Gender equality 
- Improve access, distribution, transfer of knowledge 

• The strategy puts an emphasis on strengthening the innovation 
ecosystem in Albania, inclusion of scientific diaspora in STI, improving 
cooperation between business and the research community, and 
stimulating businesses for creating start-ups in innovation and 
technology 
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2.5. Cooperation of actors 
No cooperation between the government and actors from the start-up ecosystem 

As highlighted earlier, cooperation between the partners of the triple helix – government, industry and 

academia – remains weak. Only a few universities work with industrial partners on topics related to 

start-up promotion. 

In addition, the lack in the capacities of the government have led to little trust of support organisations 

in the capabilities of the government. The government is perceived as always being a step behind and 

distorting the ecosystem with regulations, or even with support. This has contributed to very little 

cooperation between support organisations and the government, as it can also be seen in the graphic. 

Moreover, it was highlighted during the interviews by several stakeholders that start-up initiatives in 

general should not integrate the government as it would give a political dimension to the initiatives.  

Also, inter-governmental cooperation as well as cooperation with development partners remains 

weak. There is currently no evidence-based and coordinated strategy of donor organisation and the 

government. The donor coordination and monitoring unit anchored with the prime minister office has 

been unable to fulfil its mandate effectively. Instead, development partners highlighted during the 

interviews a preference for limited interaction with the government due to highly bureaucratic 

processes within the government. This has resulted in small-scale and scattered programs of 

development partners with little impact. 

Given that topics such as innovation, science and technology, start-up and business promotion are 

spread across several ministries, cooperation on these topics is fundamental to promote a striving 

private sector. However, there seems to be little collaboration between ministries and agencies on 

interdisciplinary topic and very few working groups.  

Mostly event-based cooperation between support organisations 

The positioning of support organisations mostly targeting the ideation stage, has contributed to a 

competition among the support organisations for the few good concepts available in the start-up 

ecosystem. Cooperation between support organisations thus has mostly been event-based, however, 

not strategic to support start-ups along the start-up development cycle. The reasons lie with the fact 

that the development sector and the government have been unable to coordinate programs and 

funding and to initiate a strategic development of the ecosystem. Most of the support organisations 

are dependent on donor funding and have been implementing programs as desired by their funders. 

However, on the bright side, a few voluntary collaborations such as Innovate – a group consisting of 

like-minded individuals and organisations from the start-up ecosystem – that have realised the 

potential of working together have started working. Yet, there is a strong need to further strengthen 

those linkages to establish a functioning start-up ecosystem. 

2.6. Status of the Albanian start-up ecosystem 

A nascent start-up ecosystem 

The lack of a functioning triple helix system in Albania, the weak role of support organisations and the 

lack of cooperation have contributed to a weak and nascent start-up ecosystem.  
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In this chapter, we will also look at additional determinants and indicators that define the maturity 

level of an ecosystem, to arrive at a conclusion about the status of the Albanian start-up ecosystem.  

Several ecosystem actors have tried to develop methodologies that allow to determine the maturity 

level and thus also to compare start-up ecosystems of countries. While some of the methodologies 

only look at qualitative aspects, others mix quantitative with qualitative aspects or only rely on 

measurable indicators. Just looking at objective quantitative indicators, the numbers underline the 

assumption that the Albanian start-up ecosystem is still very nascent as numbers of in particular 

scalable start-ups overall remain low - most of the interviewees cited that not more than five scalable 

start-ups are produced every year, access to finance is low, number of functional incubators / 

accelerators is low, cultural values for entrepreneurship is low, and so on. Taking also qualitative 

methodologies such as the one of Startup Commons into consideration that measures the maturity 

level on how complete, vibrant, understandable, managed and measured the ecosystem as a whole is, 

the impression is further reinforced that the Albanian start-up ecosystem is still at the beginning of the 

‘Awakening & Manifesto’ stage, or in other words rather at an even earlier ‘Awareness & Inspiration’ 

phase which is not covered by the methodology and has been integrated into the methodology to 

depict the Albanian context. 

 

Figure 6: Start-up ecosystem maturity 
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Defining the maturity level of the ecosystem along the start-up development phases 

A deeper understanding of the maturity level of the ecosystem can be developed, when also looking 

at the start-up phases and correlating them with the services being offered by support organisations 

or other actors at each stage in the start-up cycle. Just to highlight once more, we used the following 

stages to categorize the actors along the start-up cycle: 

 

Figure 7: Start-up development cycle 
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Figure 8: Correlation start-up development phases and start-up ecosystem actors*28 

While looking at Figure 8, it seems that the start-up ecosystem actors cover the entire start-up cycle. 

Yet, we also instantly see that many support organisations focus on early education (pre-ideation) or 

                                                           
* Service providers are those organisations exclusively working on behalf of or mandated by other organisations 
without having their own inherent vision and interest to support the start-up ecosystem. 
** The categorization of most of the financial actors is based on desk-research as interviews could not be 
conducted during the field research. 
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the ideation stage while especially financial actors focus on later-stage start-ups, creating a gap in the 

ecosystem as highlighted and outlined in the previous chapters and contributing to a nascent start-up 

ecosystem. The Albanian start-up ecosystem thus remains in the ‘Awareness & Inspiration’ phase with 

only a few actors providing support beyond pre-ideation and ideation. To compete with regional 

partners and the overall European start-up ecosystems, however, it is fundamental that the Albanian 

start-up ecosystem takes the plunge and moves into the ‘Awakening & Manifesto’ phase.  
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