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Executive summary
Entrepreneurship and start-ups are important ingredients for the innovation ecosystem in a country.
With new technologies, business models or innovative processes, they can contribute to economic
growth and prosperity. The Albanian start-up ecosystem is nascent and ranks among the lowest
entrepreneurial ecosystems in Europe. In the latest Global Entrepreneurship Index, Albania was on
place 83 out of 137 analysed economies. Indeed, the Albanian start-up sector has stagnated and for
the last few years, no significant growth in numbers of innovative start-ups with potential to disrupt
the Albanian market has been measured. The Government has not been able to reverse this trend and
revive the business sector due to very limited resources in terms of financial and technical support.
Albanian universities are also a victim of low government funds. While a few private universities,
especially located in Tirana, have the financial means to initiate extra curricula activities in areas such
as entrepreneurship, public universities, in particular those located in other cities of Albania, are faced
with decreasing student’s numbers, resulting in lower budgets provided by the government.
Additionally, even though the government aspires to a triple helix model of innovation, little can be
seen of these aspirations at a university-level. Research is stalled by lacking funds and the need for
additional income generating activities by academic staff, leaving little time and scope for research.
Adding to this challenge, PhD programmes in universities located in the regions are scare. Innovation
and entrepreneurship are thus not on the agenda of many universities. However, while
entrepreneurship promotion is gaining traction in universities in Tirana, to most public universities in
other cities than Tirana, it remains an unknown concept. The few structures supporting
entrepreneurship that are currently being implemented in public universities outside of Tirana are
mostly part of European funded programmes.
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 startup products and services, and on the other side miss knowledge on entrepreneurship and
commercialisation of ideas that aspiring entrepreneurs could learn from.
On the other side, the private sector is also struggling with nine out of ten businesses being microsized and not in the business of research and development (R&D), operating in traditional sectors such
as agriculture, forestry, fishing, accommodation and food service, and trading, thus, with little growth
scope. While a few tech companies such as EasyPay have emerged in Tirana, businesses in the regions
continue to operate in traditional sectors with little regional or global growth opportunities.
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 startups in terms of funding, the set-up of government supported incubators in universities, etc.
Furthermore, corruption is rife, especially in land ownership disputes. Access to finance remains a
central problem for start-ups. In regional areas challenges such as reliable electricity, add to the
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problems faced by businesses. Thus, Albania has significantly dropped its ranking in the “Doing
Business Report 2020” of the World Bank from previously 63 to rank 82. Investments in the Albanian
start-up ecosystem remain scarce. While Innovation Nest is seeking to set-up Albania’s first Business
Angel Network and South East Ventures has committed to invest in the Albanian start-up sector, there
are no start-ups that have received funding yet. Most early-stage start-ups 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 particularly towards
the government. 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. While basic entrepreneurship activities can be observed in the regions of Albania, these are
rather necessity than opportunity driven initiatives to generate additional income.
Overall, the Albanian start-up support ecosystem has been developing slow. While most support
organisations are concentrated in Tirana, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have assumed the
role of private sector development organisations in the regions. Initiatives to set up accelerators or
incubators in the classical sense are in its infancy outside of Tirana. In addition, Albanian 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 years, Albania has received
financial assistance from different donors, most of them rather focusing on Small and Medium
Enterprise (SME) and employment promotion than on innovation promotion. Lacking coordination,
these projects have not led to long-term sustainable structures but have kept service providers in
business. Long-running fully-fledged incubation programmes are not in place and most activities focus
on the ideation phase. In addition, capacities of support organisations to support start-ups are low.
Yet, since the beginning of 2019 the number of support organisations in Tirana is growing again,
offering more opportunities for potential start-ups to get engaged.
The government is slowly realizing the potential of start-ups for Albania’s economic growth. In a joint
effort and under the leadership of the Minister of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship, a legal
framework for start-ups is currently being developed. However, the overall support by the
government for the development of the start-ups sector remains low. There is currently not a single
programme to support innovation support organisations and the government has supported only the
set-up of two organisations, namely Protik and TechSpace, both organisations facing challenges
regarding financial sustainability and operation capacity. Moreover, cooperation between support
organisations and the government is weak. While most regional governments still focus on
infrastructure development, a few municipalities have started to shift their focus towards regional
development by supporting aspiring entrepreneurs through support structures and fiscal incentives.
However, most of these initiatives lack strategies and funds.
Having stated 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. Especially in the regions
the start-up ecosystem remains underdeveloped. To compete with regional partners and the overall
European start-up ecosystem, it is fundamental that the Albanian start-up ecosystem takes the plunge
and moves into the “Awakening & Manifesto” phase.
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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

In January 2019, GIZ commissioned a study to understand the entrepreneurial
ecosystem in Albania with focus on Tirana. 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 Sida/the
Swedish Embassy Tirana that seeks to improve the innovation ecosystem and
boost start-up creation by
•

•
•

What we
wanted to
find out

Strengthening the capacity for innovation among the innovation
ecosystem actors (start-ups, innovation support providers and
policymakers)
Building linkages within the Albanian innovation ecosystem and
internationally and
Funding innovative start-ups and innovation support providers.

In September 2019, the scope of the study was extended to also gain a
comprehensive understanding of the regional entrepreneurial ecosystem in
Albania. For this purpose, stakeholders in Shkodra, Durrës, Elbasan, Vlora,
Pogradec and Korça were consulted. The cities were mainly selected based on the
presence of a university. In addition, a few additional universities in Tirana were
interviewed to come up against the sample size limitations encountered during
the initial research in January 2019.
The objective of the research was to
•
•
•

Identify strength and weaknesses of the innovation and start-up
ecosystem in Albania
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.

January 2019:
Almotech, 3D Gift, Manoolia, Unitech, Neocharger, Discover Puka, Design Pana,
Easy Pay, Media Union, Go Social Marketing and Big Media Expert

We talked
to 17
start-ups

September 2019:
Citrus, Explore Pogradec, Labotech Albania, Bujtina “Old Bazaar”, Arti i Zanave and
Sapuni i ri
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January 2019:

… and 49
ecosystem
actors

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 Centre
September 2019:
Luarasi University, University of Tirana, University of Arts in Tirana, “Luigj Gurakuqi”
University of Shkodra, “Aleksandër Moisiu” University of Durrës, “Ismail Qemali”
University of Vlora, “Aleksander Xhuvani” University of Elbasan, “Fan S. Noli” University
of Korça, Municipality of Elbasan, Municipality of Korça, Business Incubator Korça, Go2,
AULEDA and Hapa Të Lehtë (Light Steps)
During the research only a few information on women entrepreneurship could be
obtained. 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 initiatives or programs to foster
women entrepreneurship are just emerging. One such initiative is the Albanian Women
Founders Network. The organisation was founded with the objective provide access to
capital, visibility, and mentorship to female founders. Additionally, the government jointly
with United Nations (UN) women had developed an action plan to support women
entrepreneurship. However, to 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. In order, to gain
a deeper understanding of the women entrepreneurship ecosystem, an additional
analysis would be necessary.

What are
the
limitations?

Information about the start-up sector in Albania are scarce, especially in the regions.
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 of completeness. Previously encountered limitations
especially relating to the findings about universities, have been tackled by involving a
greater sample size of universities in the regional update of the study.
However, especially in the regions, there is a high density of NGOs that tackle various
issues, including regional economic development, as traditional start-up ecosystem actors
such as incubators, accelerators, etc. are missing. To reflect their various service offerings
was beyond the scope of the study.
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We have tried to derive at universal findings providing an overall picture of the start-up
and innovation ecosystem in Albania:
1.

What are
the
highlights?

The start-up ecosystem is still nascent with most support organizations located in
Tirana, 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 and almost no support for aspiring entrepreneurs in the regions.
However, the service offering for start-ups has steadily increased since the beginning
of 2019.
3. There is a potential for Albania (especially for regional cities) to develop as an ICT
start-up hub, due to a young, multilingual population that is looking for selfemployment 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 no evidence-based and coordinated strategy of donor organizations and the
government in the area of entrepreneurship promotion, however, recent efforts by
the government are directed towards developing a “Start-up Law” in a joint
collaborative approach.
6. A few municipalities and regional governments have started to shift their focus from
infrastructure development to innovation and knowledge-based economic
development, however, these initiatives mostly lack strategies, funds and sector
diversification, unproportionally focusing on the tourism sector.
7. There is little cooperation among actors of the triple helix and capacities of the
actors of the triple helix are weak. Especially in the regions, universities, businesses
and the government operate in silos.
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.
9. There is little entrepreneurship activity happening in the regions, with most efforts
focusing on livelihood creation and small-scale traditional entrepreneurship in
sectors such as tourism, agriculture, handicraft, etc. Furthermore, most business in
the regions operating under the “start-up label” cannot be classified as start-ups,
given their limited growths perspectives.
10. Start-up promotion is mainly focused on Tirana, with small-scale initiatives in the
regions to support local entrepreneurs, mostly conducted by NGOs.
11. Regions are faced with high brain-drain to Tirana and abroad due to unawareness
about the potentials in the regions, contributing to a decreasing entrepreneurship
activity in these localities.
12. Entrepreneurship promotion is gaining traction in universities in Tirana, however,
remains an alien concept to most universities located in regional cities due to lacking
funds and knowledge and if at all, is only pursued as part of European funded
projects.
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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. Privatisation started in the early 90s – before then the industrial sector
was nationalised, 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 centralised
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 favourable 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. While the entity has neither legislative power nor budget and is
restricted mainly to resolving complaints between investors and the business community, the current
minister with support of the Ministry of Finance and Economy is showing strong commitment to create
a favourable legislative framework for start-ups in a joint and collaborative effort involving various
start-up ecosystem stakeholders. Yet, the overall understanding of the government on the importance
of an innovative private sector remains low and funding support for support organisations, including
universities, is limited to a few actors. Especially, universities located outside of Tirana are challenged
with decreasing student numbers, tight budgets and a lack of strategy and guidance, leaving little
scope for entrepreneurship to flourish in these localities.

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
1

Britannica, N/A

Page_ 11

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 startups for an innovative economy is not specifically highlighted. Under the headline “Improve the
business climate 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. 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” on 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.” The BIDS is currently under
revision. The outcome of this process is yet to be seen. Thus, definitions floating in the Albanian
ecosystem (see box below), to date lack the specific context and have been taken from various sources
without further customization: *4
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/legalcontent/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/legalcontent/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/legalcontent/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/mecoinnovation-procede-organisation/index.html)

2

Council of Ministers, 2013
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). The Albanian Government is applying various
definitions commonly used in the European Union or by individual member states of the European Union
without further adaptation to the local context.
3
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Definitions used by the Albanian Government for innovation and start-ups (contd.)
‘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.”

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.
Furthermore, start-up definitions used in the Albanian context often miss the multi-dimensions that
reflect the reality of start-ups.
Common definitions used for start-ups in Europe
A start-up 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 start-up is younger than five years and develops into a small medium size company before becoming a
cooperation

•
•

Independent: Start-ups 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 start-up can be a legal entity or not, depending on different circumstances.
Innovative: Start-ups 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 start-ups are based on information technologies – utilizing software and/or hardware.
High growth potential: To achieve scale, start-ups 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 start-up’s product

Source: European Start-up 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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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 Start-up
Network or the European Start-up Monitor define start-ups from a multi-dimensional angle taking into
consideration process factors such as scalability, 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. Realising this need, the Minister of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship in a
collaborative effort with the Ministry of Finance and Economy (MoFE) and supported by international
experts is currently evaluating the existing legislative situation to identify opportunities and needs to
improve the legislative framework effecting start-ups in Albania. These recommendations shall also
feed into the “Draft programme charter for start-ups and innovation” that is currently being
developed by the Prime Minister’s office. An essential characteristic of the programme will be
commonly used definitions relating to innovation and start-up promotion. However, for the purpose
of this study, the following terms have been used that are also forming 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.

Universities &
Research
Organisations
Private Secor
(e.g.
Corporates)

Development
Organisation

Government

Start-up
Ecosystem

Media

Figure 1: Start-up ecosystem

Incubators,
Accelerators,
Co-Working,
etc.

Financial
Organisations
(e.g. Banks,
Angel
Investors, VC)
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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 startup 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.
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.
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 programmes (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 programme. In the
Albanian context accelerator programmes mainly target idea-stage entrepreneurs. In
addition, there is currently no corporate-based accelerator in existence.

5

Start-up Commons N/A
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2. The Albanian start-up ecosystem
2.1.

Tirana versus the regions

Following Tirana, Albania’s capital, some of the bigger cities include Durrës, Vlora, Elbasan, Shkodra
and Korça. A lack of opportunities in terms of employment has set in motion a huge wave of migration
since the early 1990s in most Albanian cities, leading to approximately 1.4 million Albanians residing
abroad. Not only has Albania seen a massive migration abroad, smaller cities and rural areas are faced
with depopulation and migration to Tirana. This has inevitably contributed to a decrease in economic
growth in the cities and regions affected.

Start-up promotion in Albania
For this reason, most start-up activity in Albania has been concentrating on Tirana. Several incubation
programmes, mostly targeting idea stage or early stage start-ups have come up in the capital. The
situation in the regions, however, has steadily deteriorating. While some of the support organisations
based out of Tirana conduct regular programmes targeting start-ups in cities located across Albania,
there has been only limited efforts in terms of offering continuous incubation support for aspiring
entrepreneurs in other cities and rural areas. The only regional incubator that could be identified
during the research having set-up a dedicated infrastructure for potential start-ups is the Business
Incubator in Korça that was erected with the support of the municipality. However, a lack of capacity
in terms of managing the space and the programmes have prevented the incubator from leveraging
its full potential. Organisations like the Albanian Innovation Accelerator in Durrës also exist, however,
seem to offer services only on an ad-hoc non-strategical basis.
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) that operate under an umbrella of Regional Economic
Development Agencies have tried to fill this gap. Especially in the north of Albania in cities such as
Shkodra, Italian NGOs have been widespread, supporting rural economic development. However,
without a clear mandate and dependent on funds of international organisations enjoining the agenda
of support, these organisations lack expertise and often target only rudimentary and small-scale
solutions. Universities considered as hotbeds for budding entrepreneurs have not been able to fulfil
their role to the fullest potential, especially in the regions. Most universities located in the cities
analysed are faced with even tighter budgets than universities located in Tirana and lack the capacity
to implement start-up programmes. Thus, they often depend on international funds (mostly from
Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) and Erasmus Plus programmes) to develop
entrepreneurship structures in universities. Initiatives in entrepreneurship beyond the scope of these
projects rarely exist. In addition, while local universities cooperate with each other in these projects,
cooperation in joint research and entrepreneurship beyond these projects is rare to find. Given limited
funds, many universities located outside of Tirana do not offer a broad range of PhD programmes, do
very limited research and are unable to remunerate their academic staff appropriately.
Commercialization of research is not on the agenda of universities and academic staff in search for
alternative income possibilities conduct extensive consultancy assignments, leaving little scope and
incentives to do extra-curricular activities such as entrepreneurship promotion.
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Furthermore, in search for students, universities located outside of Tirana are increasingly catering to
the prevalent brain drain with programmes in high demand by other European countries, for example
in the field of nursing, contributing to a vicious cycle of continued migration. In search for students,
universities located in the regions are slowly opening by offering classes and courses in English to
increase incoming student movement from other European countries. In addition, a few universities
such as the “Aleksandër Moisiu” University of Durrës, “Ismail Qemali” University of Vlora and the “Fan
S. Noli” University of Korça are increasingly recognizing the opportunities entrepreneurship promotion
entails for their students and are offering ad hoc programmes for aspiring entrepreneurs based on
their limited availability of funds. While most public universities located in the regions offer
entrepreneurship as part of their curricula, students are not harnessing these opportunities given a
lack of follow up support.
Thus, entrepreneurial activity in the regions is mostly focused on micro and small-scale business
activity in areas such as handicraft, tourism and agriculture. High brain drain in the regions is further
aggravating the problem and contributing to decreasing start-up activity as the best talent is seeking
out for opportunities either in Tirana or abroad. In addition, there is a general unawareness about
local opportunities among the youth in rural areas in Albania, given the lack of exposure to
entrepreneurship activities and low education quality.
Regional governments have not been able to stop this trend, as they are unproportionally focusing on
infrastructure development and often operate disconnected from the needs of local businesses. In
addition, most local government have been focusing only on building the tourism sector limiting their
sectoral scope. Recognizing this issue, the Municipality of Korça is shifting its focus from infrastructure
development to innovation and knowledge-based economic development. The mayor of the city has
set out an ambitious goal of strengthening the ICT sector in Korça to retain talent and offer remote
employment opportunities for the youth in the city. In addition, the Municipality of Korça is one of the
few local governments offering fiscal incentives such as zero taxes in the first two years for businesses
in the ICT and handicraft sector as well as for tourism businesses located in the bazaar area. In line
with, the new mayor of the Municipality in Elbasan seeks to cooperate with the university to set-up
an “Innovation Centre”. However, tight budgets have prevented municipalities to develop
comprehensive plans and strategies to address development challenges in a structured manner.
In addition, a general of lack of cooperation between all actors is also prevalent in the regions. Instead
of pulling strings together to achieve greater impacts, distrust and a thinking of competition prevent
cooperation in the entrepreneurship field. Public-private dialogue is often ad hoc, contributing to a
disconnect between the business sector and local governments.

2.2.

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
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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 work for European
clients. This is particularly attractive as labour and general living costs remain low. Especially in the
regions, there is a possibility to diversify the focus of local economic development and harness these
opportunities, contributing to a retention of talent and giving the youth a perspective.
Furthermore, 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.

2.3.

Business activity and framework conditions

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. Especially in the
regions, number of start-ups with scalable business models are low. Most businesses in the regions
focus on handicraft, tourism and agriculture products, with little growth perspectives. Tech start-ups
beyond Tirana are rare and stakeholders highlighted difficulties in even finding web or other tech
related services in rural areas. While slightly better, Tirana also faces similar challenges. A recent
baseline study conducted by the Business Magazine that involved data from the National Business
Centre, different start-up ecosystem actors and a survey found that there are currently 265 start-ups
active in Albania. The baseline study was supported by the ‘EU for Innovation’ project.
This also correlates with statistics depicting the overall economic activity in Albania. While in 2015
56,787 new businesses were registered, registration numbers stood at only 24,924 in 2017 and further
decreased to 20,279 at the end of 2018.11 At the same time the overall number of businesses has not
significantly grown, indicating a high failure of companies. From 2016 to 2017 the overall number of
businesses increased by a mere 1,773 to 162,452 and to 162,835 in the end of 2018.
6
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In 2017, 23,669 out of the 24,924 new registrations were businesses that had 1-4 employees. In 2018
the number further declined. 19,068 out of 20,279 were registrations of micro enterprises, which
suggests that 95 percent of overall companies registering a business are micro enterprises. 5,297 of
overall registrations in 2018 were active in agriculture, forestry and fishery, 4,707 in trade, a sharp
decline of 1,520 newly registered enterprises compared to 2017, and 3,120 in accommodation and
food services, also a decline compared to 2017. Correspondingly, the ICT sector has also witnessed a
decline in registration numbers. While in 2017, 919 new businesses were registered in this sector, the
number declined to 742 in the end of 2018. However, the number of economically active ICT
businesses has remained almost constant, with 2,974 active enterprises in the end of 2018, compared
to 2,927 in the end of 2017. At the same time, the number of ICT enterprises with 10-49 employees
and 50+ employees has slightly grown, indicating a consolidation of ICT enterprises. Yet, the overall
number of ICT enterprises economically active in Albania is significantly small and represents the
category with least economic active enterprises. The Albanian economy remains mostly focused on
trade activity. In addition, despite decreasing registration numbers of businesses in the agriculture,
forestry and fishing sector, the overall number of economic active enterprises has grown from 37,684
in 2017 to 42,099 in 2018, with 40,935 being registered farmers. Long-term statistics don’t far very
well either: Approximately 90% of all registered companies remain micro in size (1-4 employees),
indicating not much innovative and growth-oriented business activity.

Figure 2: Number of active enterprises per city12

Regional economic disparities in Albania are substantial. The Municipality of Tirana numerates the
biggest number of active enterprises. Among all the cities analysed during the regional research,
Korça accounts for the second biggest city in terms of economically active enterprises followed by
Elbasan. In line with this, out of all six cities analysed during the research, Korça and Elbasan
contribute to the most Value Added after the Tirana/ Durrës corridor. Both cities are also the only
12
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ones that saw an increase of economically active enterprises between 2017 and 2018. All other cities
are faced with a decline in numbers of active enterprises.
In all the six cities, business activity is mostly concentrated on the service sector, followed by the trade
sector. Tirana and Korça form an exception with the “other services” category and the “producers of
goods” category respectively accounting for the second highest numbers of active businesses. The
category with the lowest number of economically active businesses in all cities, except in Tirana, is the
ICT sector. In Tirana the “Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing”, the “Transport & Storage” as well as the
“Construction” sector record lower numbers of active businesses than the ICT sector. This underlines
the findings during the research that ICT businesses are rarely active in the regions and are
concentrated in Tirana. Interestingly, while in other cities the agricultural sector does not play a
significant role anymore, Korça and Shkodra still record high number of businesses active in this sector.
In terms of newly registered enterprises per city, all cities are faced with declining new registrations.
These numbers are in accordance with the findings during the field research. Various interviewees
highlighted a significant concentration of business activity in Tirana. However, also stated that all cities
are faced with a constant decline in the overall business activity and the number of registrations.

Figure 3: Number of enterprise registrations per city13

In order to understand the innovation capacity of companies active in Albania, the Albanian Institute
of Statistics (INSTAT) in collaboration with other regional countries carried out a survey for the time
frame 2016 to 2018 that was published in October 2019. The survey covered companies active in the
area of computer, electronics and optical products manufacturing, telecommunications, computer
programming, consultancy and related activities as well as information service activities. Businesses
in other sectors were not surveyed, despite hosting a significantly larger number of businesses than
the sectors investigated in the survey. This suggests little innovation in traditional sectors such as

13
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agriculture, forestry, fishing, accommodation and food service, and trading; especially given that most
business activity in these sectors is micro in scale.
The survey found that businesses in the area of computer programming, consultancy and related
activities are the most active innovators with 53.2%. Surprisingly, small companies with 0 to 9
employees engaged most in innovation activity with 95.6% of all surveyed companies. On the contrary,
companies with a seize of 50 to 249 employees engaged as little as 0.4% in innovation-related
activities. While the survey suggests that 42.8% of all surveyed companies had a product and a
business process innovation, the survey also found that innovations developed in cooperation with
other enterprises, institutions or universities is rather rare.14 However, while these number suggest a
rather high innovative activity in the sub-sectors surveyed, these numbers should be taken with
caution. According to an analysis based on UN COMTRADE, Albania’s performance with regard to hightech exports is negligibly small compared to even other Balkan countries. Its current share of hightech goods exports is about 3.4%, lowest among all Balkan countries. Along the same lines, knowledgeintensive service exports are decreasing and amount to less than 20%, while in other south-east
European countries the share is growing. ICT services exports made up only about 10% of all service
exports, compared to 35% in Serbia, indicating that other Balkan countries are positioning themselves
as global IT hubs. The reasons for these trends 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. On the bright side, most applications filed for patents come from the area of digital
communications, followed by the telecommunications sector, indicating some more innovation
activity in these fields compared to other sectors.
In the following chapters the factors that determine the business activity in Albania will be discussed
in detail.

2.3.1. Doing business
Unfavourable business environment keeps persisting
Albania is a relatively young economy and its private sector only started emerging in the middle of the
90s. Given the strict communist regime, absence of knowledge on the importance and the needs of
the private sector keep persisting among the government. There are little incentives such as tax breaks
or government funds and programmes to start a business. While a few municipalities such as the
Municipality of Korça have introduced tax breaks and waivers for newly established businesses in
certain sectors, these initiatives remain scarce. On the contrary, Albania records some of the highest
municipal taxes in the region, accounting for 3.6% of businesses profits. Overall, Albania has one of
the highest tax burdens for businesses in the Balkans with 36.6% of total profits being paid as taxes
and contributions. 15 Local taxes vary according to the location but are highest in Tirana. Some local
applicable taxes include income tax for small businesses, tax on immovable property, hotel bed
occupancy fee, local infrastructure impact tax due to new constructions, tax on immovable property
14
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ownership transfer, advertising billboard tax and temporary local taxes that may be applied temporary
in the general interest of the community. Start-ups reported a general uncertainty about the tax
system with irregular tax demands, potentially threatening the existence of businesses. A general
perception keeps persisting that the government is rather looking to punish and leverage businesses
than to support them.
Thus, the overall business environment remains unfavourable, further reducing the motivation of
young people to start a business. In the World Banks “Doing Business Report 2020” Albania is on place
82, ranking 19 places lower compared to the previous year, indicating that Albania’s process to further
improve the regulatory environment for businesses has been slow compared to other peer countries.
Although it is easy to start a business and Albania ranks 53 in this category due to the introduction of
a “One-Stop-Shop” allowing business registration within five days, dealing with construction permits
and registering a property remains complicated and cumbersome. In 2020, Albania has further
decreased its ranking in the “Dealing with construction permits” category currently ranking on place
166 out of 190 countries, due to many unsolved land issues as a leftover from the communism time.
16
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. In addition, “Getting electricity” remains
challenging for many businesses. Especially in rural areas start-ups highlighted frequent power cuts
and electricity problems, giving further hardship to companies operating out of more rural and
regional settings.
Furthermore, corruption is endemic, and in the Transparency International’s Corruption Index, Albania
ranks 99 (8 ranks lower compared to 2017) out of 180 countries due to the lack of an independent
institutional oversight.17,18 A start-up from Korça stated that he had been unable to set-up a food
safety analysis lab due to the inability to obtain a licence in a legal way.

Access to finance
The problems are compounded by difficulties in accessing finance, in particular for early-stage
ventures. Innovation Nest that entered the start-up ecosystem in 2019 is trying to solve this puzzle by
setting up Albania’s first business angel network. The interest of Venture Capital (VC) funds to set-up
operations in Albania, however, 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, with
eight equity investments since 2013 the numbers are negligible. In addition, being a social venture
fund in scope, access to finance for conventional start-ups to the Yunus Social Business Fund remains
limited. Overall, since 2013 Yunus has invested USD 1.3 million with most of it as loans and secured
loans.
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South Central Ventures which is supported by the Western Balkans EDIF programme, 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, to date have not done a single investment in Albania. 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 under the Raiffeisen Bank, namely Raiffeisen
Prestige Equity and Raiffeisen Euro Fund, both majorly investing in Government bonds and
securities.19 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. However, a start-up
from Korça highlighted during the interviews that guidelines in 2019 to obtain a loan have become
even stricter, with families or related businesses not being allowed to provide guarantees to loan
seekers. This statement could not be verified during the research.
Furthermore, the government to date has not developed a legal framework that allows alternative
ways of financing such as peer-to-peer lending and crowdfunding. On the other side, in July 2019, the
EIF and the Alpha Bank Albania signed a Euro 25 million agreement for the financing of Albanian SMEs,
as part of the EU’s Competitiveness of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (COSME) Loan Guarantee
Facility programme. The programme seeks to support approximately 200 SMEs with limited available
collateral which will be backed by COSME guarantees.20 While access to finance remains a key
challenge for start-ups and businesses in Albania, problems can not only be attributed to the supply
side. Especially in more rural areas, start-ups and businesses do not provide the growth perspectives
banks and investors are looking forward to. An NGO based out of Shkodra reported that despite
available funding by the EBRD, they were unable to identify businesses with a turnover of Euro
130,000 in the regions. This is also underlined by the fund distributions of the “Business Innovation
and Start-up Fund” of AIDA. About 46% of support was allocated in the capital, followed by Durrës
with 10% and Shkodra with 8%. Other cities across Albania made up the rest. Most funding went into
the broader textile sector (30%) and in the agro-wood-food-fish sector with approximately 19%. The
ICT sector received a funding of only 9%. This indicates a rather traditional funding approach,
supporting existing strong sectors of the Albanian economy.

The economy of grants
The lack of funding has urged the emergence of several grant programmes 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 programmes 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
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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 funds such as the Albanian Investment Development Agency (AIDA) start-up
fund are hardly disbursed and generally remain small. A start-up from Pogradec during the interviews
stated that besides having been approved a funding support of Euro 10,000 by AIDA, only Euro 2,500
were finally disbursed. A fear of consequences in case of the misuse of funds prevents funding
organisations such as AIDA to effectively spend available money. Limited capacities in terms of staff
at the funding organisations further aggravate these problems. In addition, the availability of grants
has gradually decreased over the years as Albania is transitioning from a developing country to a
developed country. A rural NGO during the interviews highlighted that this entails a range of new
challenges, especially for rural entrepreneurs. There is a need for a shift in the mindset of aspiring and
existing entrepreneurs towards more sustainable business models.

2.3.2. 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 rural areas
and in overall Albania. While especially regional cities are faced with high migration – the University
of Shkodra mentioned 30% of their students leaving the city after graduation – resulting in a lack of
entrepreneurship activity, stakeholders working in more rural settings in Albania reported a higher
entrepreneurship activity in these areas due to the need for additional income and a lack of other job
opportunities. However, these entrepreneurial activities can be classified as rather livelihood
necessity driven entrepreneurship than opportunity driven entrepreneurship, mostly taking place in
the handicraft or related sectors. Furthermore, the sector is mostly represented by women that
besides engaging in these small-scale entrepreneurship activities are often also registered
unemployed, thus getting a minimum financial support from the government. The fear of losing these
benefits along with high tax burdens from the start prevent aspiring women entrepreneurs to engage
in the formal sector. However, many donor and government programmes require an official business
registration to allow participation. As a result, these women do not participate in trainings that may
be necessary to scale their businesses or do not have access to grants and other official financial
sources to grow.
While Albania has a relatively high number of women owned or administered businesses, especially
in Tirana, overall numbers of registered female driven enterprises are decreasing. Especially Elbasan
saw a drastic cut between 2017 to 2018. Some women, especially in rural setting reported a
discouraging behaviour by the overall society as a potential factor contributing to lesser women
entrepreneurship activity. However, they also highlighted that in case family support was available,
they were able to pursue their business ideas.
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Figure 4: Active enterprises by municipality, gender & year (in %)21

On the more positive side, 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. Furthermore, many European study programmes 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 Start-up 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, peerto-peer learning opportunities are limited. In rural areas they are almost non-existent as structures to
exchange such as incubators or community centres are rare to find or are not fully leveraged. Yet,
scattered initiatives are in the making. For instance, the mayor of Elbasan is looking to set-up a youth
centre jointly with World Vision as well as an Innovation Centre for start-ups to encourage peer-topeer learning and support the youth of the city to identify employment opportunities. Other proactive
cities include the Municipality of Korça that seeks to develop the ICT sector holistically by targeting
children, the youth and start-ups and creating structures that allow for learning and exchange.
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However, to date exposure to practical experience remains 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. Yet, 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 is often not context driven.

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 centraleastern and south-east European countries.22 Albania remains characterized by rather traditional
forms 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.23

2.4. 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
dimensions24, 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
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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.25

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 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 graduates and the demand from companies26.
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
Policymaking 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.
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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. However, first initiatives to address these
issues are underway. The Minister of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship is taking a holistic
approach to develop a legislative framework affecting start-ups in Albania integrating stakeholders
already in the drafting process of the law. This process is backed and supported by the Ministry of
Finance and Economy showcasing an inter-ministerial approach to strengthen the start-up sector.
To implement national strategies agencies such as the National Agency of Scientific Research and
Innovation (NASRI) entrusted with the implementation of the National Science and Innovation
Strategy and AIDA responsible for start-up and innovation promotion as well as the distribution of
several grants were established. However, 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.
Funding: As a result, most universities, especially in the regions of Albania, had either no contact with
NASRI nor were they grant receivers. Statistics underline this fact. About 95% of scientific funding was
allocated in Tirana with a few exceptions: A health project in Korça, an ICT project in Shkodra, an
Environmental Science project in Vlora, and a Biodiversity project in Gjirokastër. This has contributed
to a misconception about the mandate of NASRI. A university in the regions mentioned that they
believed the grants of NASRI were too big for them to acquire. In an IPA project implemented by the
University of Korça to establish an Innovation Hub at the university, NASRI is the lead partner.
However, the university highlighted that they had not received any grants otherwise from NASRI. This
is mainly on account of low funds available with NASRI to support universities and due to low scientific
capacities of universities outside of Tirana. 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 realising their potential and to decide
on investments into innovation, both technological and practice based. If done right, this policy
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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 Process27, requires overcoming distrust amongst
actors and a willingness from actors to share information with the government and other
stakeholders.
In order to address these challenges and initiate the Smart Specialisation (S3) Process in a collaborative
effort, the Albanian Government has recently pledged to support the process jointly with the Joint
Research Center of the European Commission (JRC) and the support of GIZ. The Fraunhofer Institute
for Systems and Innovation Research (ISI) has been commissioned to provide analytical support for
this process. Like in other European regions, this process aims to foster growth and employment by
enabling Albanian regions to identify and develop their competitive advantages. In a bottom-up
approach, local authorities, higher education institutes, businesses and the civil society work on the
implementation of long-term growth strategies. To derive at a meaningful strategy, the Fraunhofer
Institute is currently analysing the status-quo in the areas of research, innovation, industrial structure,
human capital, public and private budgets, and other relevant framework conditions determining the
national innovation ecosystem. The analysis is taking into account local economic differences and is
examining the interaction on an international level. It is providing an overview which kind of economic
and technological activities have the highest chance of success in Albania given the economic and
policy framework and regional disparities.
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 had resulted in national protest amongst students in late 2018 who were
increasingly unable to pay for their studies and frustrated with the quality of education provided.
While some of the demands such as cutting tuition fees were met, many requests are still unanswered.
The financial situation of many universities remains grim. 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. According to the DCM Nr. 75 “Financing Public HEIs”, 85% of funds are
channelled towards teaching and only 5-10% are allocated for scientific research and creative work.
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 and private universities that rely
mainly on tuition fees for income. Decreasing student numbers have put especially universities located
outside of Tirana in a tight corner. Many public universities located in the regions offer limited
numbers of PhD programmes or have entirely stopped offering PhD programmes due to a lack of funds
and grants from the government, further reducing their knowledge and research base. During the
research, the University of Shkodra was working to open a PhD programme in the tourism sector as
part of an Erasmus Plus project called MARDS that aims at reforming PhD studies in Montenegro and
27

Smart Specialisation Platform, N/A
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Albania. The University of Elbasan is offering only one PhD programme in ethnology and the University
of Vlora only in mathematics, while the University of Durrës was not offering any PhD programme.
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. While these centres are mostly located
in Tirana, some universities in the regions have also stepped up to increase their efforts to support
students. For instance, the University of Korça is currently implementing an Innovation Hub that will
function as a Technology Transfer Office (TTO) as well as a training centre for aspiring entrepreneurs.
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. In addition, academic staff,
especially in universities located outside of Tirana, is faced with low salaries, leaving them with no
choice but engaging in individual consultancy. This has assumed vast proportions as outlined by a
public university in the region: Half of their staff is engaged in individual consultancy assignments.
While the new education law has tried to tackle this issue by obliging academic staff to give half of the
funds earned through these assignments back to the university, the law has not resulted in the desired
outcome, namely the university being involved in these assignments and leveraging the knowledge.
The problem lies elsewhere: Many universities either miss the mindset or the structural mechanisms
to get involved in these assignments. Long approval processes hold off academic staff to formally
involve the university. Thus, 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 programme remain largely out 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. Other interviewees highlighted that
industry representatives engaged academic staff on an individual basis, however, were apprehensive
in engaging the universities as overall institutions in assignments due to a lack of trust. Thus,
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 the regions
industry collaboration is even more rare and remains mostly superficial. The University of Shkodra
highlighted to collaborate with the industry in a thesis competition called “Challenges of the Region”.
However, the support was mainly of logistical nature and some small prices for students. The academic
staff outlined that after 30 years since the collapse of the communist regime, the mentality of
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businesses has not changed much. Trust remains an inherit issue and businesses owners tend to
exercise extended control without much delegation. An exception in the regions remains the
University of Durrës that has entered into several partnerships with private sector companies such as
Crystal Systems, Lufthansa and Mercedes Benz, among others. With support of Crystal Systems three
training labs have been established in the university that host regular workshops and training sessions
conducted by lecturers from the company. In addition, the university jointly with Crystal Systems has
introduced a “Enterprise Resource Planning Systems” master programme. While the university
acknowledges this as a first step in the right direction to more industrial cooperation, the objective of
the collaboration for the industry is mostly the acquisition of talented students. Cooperation on
industrial research or start-up collaboration, however, remains limited. In addition, 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
textbook 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 programmes held by Cisco and Microsoft aimed at skilling
graduates in their software programmes, but there is certainly scope for more cooperation
programmes.
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.
However, small-scale collaboration initiatives take place, also in the regions. For instance, the
University of Vlora has established a “Clinic for Law” where students offer legal expertise and
consultancy to businesses. The University of Korça supported a research project on milk, involving
students and businesses.
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2.5. 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 ecosystem. To classify the organisations and their mandates, the traditional startup development cycle was used 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, an additional phase, namely
“pre-ideation” was added 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
Pre-ideation:

Description
- 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/
- Internationalisation (regional and global)
mature:
- Diversification of the product and service portfolio
28
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EU for Innovation: Stakeholder Overview
Tirana

Figure 5: Ecosystem actor mapping Tirana
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Figure 6: Regional ecosystem actor mapping
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Shkodra

is a small town in the North of Albania that sees the lowest entrepreneurship activity among all six major
Albanian cities. Most entrepreneurship activity in Shkodra is small-scale in sectors such as tourism and handicraft. The
North of Albania has seen high support from Italian NGOs which have also supported rural entrepreneurship. The city
has its own university. The University of Shkodra consists of six faculties hosting approximately 7,000 students. The
university currently does not conduct any entrepreneurship activities and is faced with decreasing student numbers. The
municipality is focusing mostly on infrastructure development and has not engaged in the start-up sector. Cooperation
between the municipality and the university is mostly superficial, not benefiting aspiring entrepreneurs or existing local
businesses. While professional support is almost non-existent for aspiring entrepreneurs, a few NGOs such as Go2 or the
women association “Hapa Të Lehtë” that has supported the implementation of Start-up Bootcamps jointly with Yunus
Social Business on behalf of UNDP in the city, exist, however, support mostly rural and small-scale entrepreneurship. Like
other organisations in the country, these NGOs are disproportionately focused on donor demands and unsystematic in
their support offerings.

Tirana_ Most entrepreneurship activity is concentrated in and around the capital city Tirana. There are currently

Durrës Located at the seaside and in vicinity to Tirana, Durrës is the city with the fourth highest entrepreneurship

Elbasan is an industrial town close to Tirana. After Tirana and Korça, it is the city with the third highest number

activity among all six cities, with approximately 12,921 active businesses. However, it forms an industry corridor with
Tirana that hosts most businesses in Albania. Similar to other regional cities, Durrës lacks innovative and scalable startups. Entrepreneurship is mostly cantered around trade, tourism and the service sector. With the Albanian Innovation
Accelerator (AIA) the city officially has a support organisation aiding local entrepreneurs. While AIA in the past has
conducted bootcamps jointly with the University of Durrës, the organisation seems to have downscaled its activities,
however, continues to support bootcamps in other regional cities. The University of Durrës is looking to set up an
entrepreneurship club. However, the university has recognised that there is a need for follow-up activities to guide
potential entrepreneurs in realising their ideas as initiatives in the city are mostly ad hoc and sporadic. Unlike other
regional cities, the University has a good network of industry partners. Nonetheless, these companies see students
mostly from an employment perspective but not as potential partners for developing innovative ideas.

of businesses operating in the town. Elbasan recently elected a new mayor who envision to transform the city into
an economic hub. For this purpose, the municipality wants to establish and Innovation Hub jointly with the University
of Elbasan, supporting entrepreneurship and the youth. While a rough strategy for the Innovation Hub has been
developed, the municipality does not have a dedicated budget yet and is seeking for further support from
international organisations to draft a detailed action plan and subsequently support it. Other plans of the
municipality include the implementation of a smart city programme involving students and aspiring entrepreneurs
to develop ICT solutions benefiting the municipality. The university to date has not engaged in any other
entrepreneurship activities due to a lack of funds and decreasing student numbers. However, theoretical and
practical entrepreneurship courses were recently introduced in the curricula of the university as part of a REBUS
project. While a few international organisations such as World Visions conduct activities in the town, there is a
general lack of support organisation seeking to enhance entrepreneurship.

Vlora is a seaside tourism spot that currently hosts 11,665 active enterprises in the trade, tourism, services and goods

Korça is an old historical town located at the border to Macedonia. Korça is the second biggest town in terms of

sector. Through the municipalities infrastructure development projects, especially along the promenade, the tourism
sector has seen a significant push in recent years. Since 2010 the number of accommodation and service companies has
increased from 809 to 1,203. As most businesses are seasonal in the tourism sector, the sector is faced with a lack of
skilled manpower. The University of Vlora is with 7,000 students the city’s main education institute. Unlike other
universities located in the regions, the university has developed a comprehensive strategy in three intervention fields: a)
Internationalisation, b) Smart University and c) Becoming a leader in providing talent based on market needs. The
university is currently setting up a Clinic of Business as part of an IPA project which seeks to enhance entrepreneurship
in the region and Northern Greece. Furthermore, the university has also opened a “Clinic for Law” which is a consultancy
run by students giving legal advisory services to businesses. The municipality does currently not engage in
entrepreneurship promotion and cooperation with the university is low, despite significant potential for cooperation in
the tourism sector. Other mostly ad hoc and donor-funded activities in entrepreneurship promotion are conducted by
IDEA and AULEADA, a Regional Economic Development Agency. However, instead of having a clear mandate, these actors
do activities commissioned and designed by donors. For instance, AULDA as part of a project has set-up a Centre for
Innovation which after the end of the programme is mostly idle and unutilized, despite being in the centre of the city.

business activity with most businesses operating in the service, trade and goods sector. Especially, the agriculture
sector has seen a steep rise since 2010 from 29 active businesses to 1,517. Shifting from infrastructure development
to economic development, the Municipality of Korça is looking to implement a holistic ICT program to retain talent
and offer job opportunities to the youth. The municipality has not yet drafted a concrete strategy or action plan to
realise this vision. Yet, current implementation partners include ICTS Labs, CodeX and the Regional Economic
Development which has been mandated to operate the Business Incubator established by the municipality to
enhance entrepreneurship in the town. However, the incubator lacks activities, staff and a concrete strategy, thus
remains mainly underutilized. The municipality recently unveiled plans to transform some parts of the local library
to a co-working space. Unlike other municipalities, the city of Korça offers fiscal incentives such as zero taxes for ICT
businesses and entrepreneurs operating in the handicraft and tourism sector for the initial two years. Additionally,
the University of Korça has set up an Innovation Hub as part of an IPA project which also undertakes basic functions
of a Technology Transfer Office such as supporting researchers to access public funds. The Innovation Hub is currently
conducting an entrepreneurship competition. However, it lacks additional capacity and funds to offer more services.
Cooperation between the university and the Business Incubator is sporadic despite evident synergies.

around 53,767 businesses operating out of Tirana. This has also urged the emergence of several support
organisations. Most of these organisations target the ideation stage and offer batch-based programmes. However,
since the beginning of 2019 new actor have entered the start-up ecosystem slowly diversifying the service offerings
for aspiring entrepreneurs and also targeting later stage businesses with their support. Most support organisations
lack sustainable funding, thus, depend on short-sighted donor funding. As a result, many support organisations are
dutiful tied to their funding agencies and implement whatever desired by international organisations. While earlier
almost non-existent, a few universities, especially private ones, have started to engage in the start-up sector by
conducting start-up events such as bootcamps, pitching competitions and hackathons. Some are even aspiring to
open dedicated incubation centres. Nevertheless, cooperation between support organisations remains ad hoc and
mostly event based. Especially universities do not cooperate due to high competition for the few good students.
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2.5.1. Incubators/Accelerators/Co-Working
Lack of capacity and funding
Incubators, accelerators and co-working spaces form the cornerstones of a start-up ecosystem. In
comparison to other regional ecosystems, the Albanian start-up ecosystem has developed slow. Given
a lack of sustained funding for support organisations in Albania, the importance of individual
organisations for the development of the ecosystem has fluctuated depending on the financial
support available by donors for these organisations.
With Oficina and Yunus Social Business, two organisations exist that in the past have conducted startups programmes that address the ideation, seed-stage and start-up phase. However, both
organisations face severe challenges with regard to finance and staff capacity. Till January 2019, Yunus
Social Business was supported by USAID in a Public-Private-Partnership (PPP) model and pursued a
hybrid incubation and acceleration model. While initially supporting social enterprises, the
organisation 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 started to offer services depending on the
demand of each individual start-up in the cohort. Yunus Social Business during its initial operational
days also offered co-working space, however, 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 in Tirana. The organisation currently upholds its operations mostly with United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) funding. The flexible and structured incubation and acceleration
support is offered with support of UNDP. Recognising the potential in the regions, Yunus Social
Business is currently mainly focusing on energizing the youth in the regions by conducting short term
programmes such as bootcamps and regional challenge programmes like the ‘Empowering Youth’
project supported by Safe the Children and BVLGARI in cities such as Shkodra and Elbasan, among
others.
Likewise, Oficina, set-up by the Open Society Foundation for Albania (OSFA) and the Harry T. Fultz
Institute, the latter also being the host organisation, has been facing severe financial constraints. The
third batch of the accelerator programme ended in the beginning of 2019 and was financed by private
investors. Oficina is currently implementing a fintech accelerator that started in December 2019,
targeting the ideation and seed-stage phase. In addition, with support of GIZ under the framework of
the “EU for Innovation” project and in cooperation with Innovation Nest, Oficina is implementing an
accelerator programme, called “Flexible Start-up Support Programme”, to address start-up needs and
accelerate start-ups at different stages in their lifetime cycle. The programme started in December
2019.
Another programme covering the ideation, seed-stage and start-up phase is the GIZ-ProSeed/ IDEA
Programme, implemented by CEFE International. The programme is currently 100% funded by GIZ and
consists of various implementation stages, including regional entrepreneurship activation formats, a
business plan competition comprising of different trainings, and a grant for the winning teams of the
competition. The initiative particularly targets regional enterprises and addresses businesses from all
sectors. The programme has also been focusing on creating a pool of mentors and on training other
trainers in various organisations and institutions (for example in the Regional Development Agency
and the Tirana Business University) on the CEFE methodology. Thus, the programme has been
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successful in carrying start-up support into universities and other support organisations. It is likely that
these organisations continue working with the method.
An organisation that recently launched its operations in Albania targeting the ideation, seed-stage and
start-up phase is the Innovation Nest, which focuses on building a Balkan Business Angel Network
providing incubation and investment support to new-technology industries and enterprises. Start-ups
of the programme are supported in a parallel process consisting of bootcamps and trainings as well as
acceleration support. Other objectives pursued by Innovation Nest include improving the cooperation
between all stakeholders of the ecosystem at a strategy level, offer soft and hard infrastructure to
start-ups, increase the supply of funds to start-ups along the entire investment cycle, offer capacity
building and focused trainings through coaching and mentoring and foster a culture of
entrepreneurship and technology. With support of the GIZ “EU for Innovation” project, Innovation
Nest is also offering the accelerator programme “Flexible Start-up Support” on similar lines like Oficina
since December 2019.
Another start-up support programme is Uplift Albania, an early-stage accelerator programme which
will be building on the pipeline of start-ups in Albania as well as from the Balkans region. The earlystage accelerator runs in two batches:
•
•

The first batch covering a duration of six weeks ending with a demoday and
The second batch which is supported in an overall time frame of twelve weeks.

The programme provides the opportunity for participating start-ups to get an investment of up to Euro
50,000.
With Innovation Nest and the Uplift Albania accelerator two new actors have emerged in 2019 that
try to also address the challenge of access to finance by linking their incubates to investors or by
providing financial support themselves.

No continuous incubation programmes
There is currently no single continuous incubation programme that offers admission for start-ups
throughout the year. All programmes are batch-based and run only once a year. This remains a
significant gap in the ecosystem. Nevertheless, with the emergence of new actors in the ecosystem
and universities increasingly looking to support entrepreneurship, the number of programmes
aspiring entrepreneurs can join throughout the year has significantly increased since the beginning of
2019, giving more variety to aspiring entrepreneurs to identify suitable support programmes
throughout the year.
In addition, TechSpace (previously known as Innovation Hub), funded and supported by the
government, is seeking to close this gap. Founded by the Ministry of Innovation and Public
Administration that ceased to exist in 2017, it currently operates under the National Agency of
Information Society (AKSHI) and was lying idle for several months despite being newly renovated. The
space reopened in the beginning of March 2019. However, the service offering of the incubator has
not been clearly defined yet. The incubator is currently undergoing an organisational development
process supported by GIZ under the “EU for Innovation” project to define its mandate and services for
Albanian aspiring entrepreneurs. Thus, it is not yet clear where the TechSpace will be positioned in
the overall ecosystem in the future.
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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. Besides hands-on training, mentoring and
coaching support, the programme also offers exposure visits to the UK to identify potential partners
and customers. 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 programme, and besides conducting events for
the start-up community, only works programme-based for development partners, resulting in a broad
mandate with no clear support focus. The InnoSpace has established itself as a co-working and
community space, offering regular events and workshops benefitting the start-up community,
however, does not offer continuous incubation support at the moment.
The situation in the regions looks significantly more challenging. Almost all start-up activities and
actors are concentrated in Tirana. While some support organisations conduct short-term programmes
in the regions, mostly seeking to raise awareness on the potentials of engaging in entrepreneurship,
actors located in the regions are scarce. In the city of Durrës, the Albanian Innovation Accelerator (AIA)
has been pursuing a vision of creating a start-up ecosystem. The accelerator is currently also partner
in the bootcamps conducted in the regions jointly with Yunus Social Business on behalf of UNDP.
However, support provided by AIA to entrepreneurs has been sporadic and operations of the
accelerator have been intermittent as confirmed by stakeholders in Durrës.
In Korça, the municipality with support of the Italian-Albanian Development Cooperation Programme
has built a business incubator. To run the incubator, the municipality has signed an agreement with
the Regional Development Agency, a local NGO. While the infrastructure of the incubator is in place
and has been made available to the NGO for five years, the operations of the incubator are not
financed by the municipality. This along with a lack of expertise and capacity to run the incubator have
resulted in the opportunities the incubator could offer for the regional development barely being
tapped.
In other regional cities such as Shkodra or Vlora local NGOs such as Go2 or AULEDA have tried to close
the support gap by working with local entrepreneurs. However, their mandate changes according to
the finance acquired by international organisations, donors or NGOs and spans across topics such as
environmental protection, urban mobility, regional development and entrepreneurship promotion.
This results in a lack of concrete capacity to support more advanced entrepreneurship. Support
provided is often basic and mostly targets livelihood entrepreneurship. Given the lack of an inherit
strategy by these organisations, activities initiated by donors are often discontinued after the financial
support ends. For instance, as part of a previous project AULEDA had set up a Centre for Innovation.
The Centre has barely been leveraged since the end of the project; despite being strategically located
in the centre of Vlora.

Support organisations enter the Albanian market without proper research
In addition, many support organisations have started their operations without understanding local
constraints and opportunities. For instance, Tirana Talent Garden started in 2015 with high ambitions
to change the ecosystem with its own incubation programme. It stopped the start-up programme the
same year due to low demand, despite international exchange elements being part of the programme,
and today continues to operate as a self-sustainable co-working space. This reinforces the picture that
support organisations enter the Albanian market without proper research about market conditions
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and potential. This leads to demotivation and resignation about the capabilities and the potential of
the start-up sector among the staff of support organisations. Having asked seven support
organisations from Tirana 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 pessimistic:

Figure 7: Current level of development

Most of the programmes target only the ideation stage
Support organisations are not confident of the ability of Albanian start-ups to create innovative
businesses. Yet, support organisations are those who play an important role in educating and guiding
start-ups. Especially the lack of investment readiness and the low ability of the start-up community to
develop products strike. This in turn indicates that support organizations are unable to offer the
services needed by start-ups, especially those with an ambition to scale their business model. During
an assessment workshop conducted in May 2019, most support organisations located in Tirana
admitted that they were offering services mostly for start-ups in the ideation and seed-stage.
Similarly, while the ecosystem has seen a significant increase in short-term start-up programmes, most
of these only target the ideation stage with little to no follow-up programmes or support. Start-ups
interested to further pursue their ideas do not find support organisation offering continuous and alltime accessible incubation support with an appropriate service offering. 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.
Nevertheless, especially in the regions the problem remains severe. There are no support
organisations offering continuous incubation support along with the right services. Most programmes
are one-time activities without follow up support, conducted by local NGOs or organisations based in
Tirana. Furthermore, a stakeholder from the regions highlighted that the approach of many
programmes to call entrepreneurs for trainings was not achieving the desired outcome. It was
suggested that programmes should provide individual hands-on support at the premises of local
businesses to understand their realities and challenges.
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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”, “coworking”, “mentorship” and “coaching” has led to a gap in the understanding of the target group
about the particular services offered by each individual support organisation. 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. Yet, throughout 2019 several support organisations have
renewed their websites to illustrate their service offerings appropriately. In addition, the Business
Magazine, in cooperation with other player from the innovation ecosystem, is looking to set up an
information platform bridging the knowledge gap on available events and actors including their
service offerings in the ecosystem.
On the contrary, the few organisations active in the regions are unable to reach their target group
through their websites. For instance, Go2 active in rural entrepreneurship in the North of Albania is
labelling itself as a “Sustainable Urban Planning Organisation”. Information on their service offerings
for entrepreneurs are not depicted on the website. Similarly, the business incubator in Korça is
introduced on the website of the Regional Development Agency. Described as a project of the NGO,
the overview misses current activities and services offered to aspiring entrepreneurs. Therefore, many
start-ups in the regions were unaware about the programmes conducted by these organisations and
accordingly had not accessed their service offerings.
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.
The disconnect between supply and demand side 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 programmes due
to short-sighted programmes, no coordination among development agencies and the biased, interestdriven and non-evidence-based development of programmes.
The Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute (GEDI) confirms this picture. *29The quality
of institutions that support entrepreneurship Figure 8: Global Entrepreneurship Index Albania score
* 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.
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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 6).

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 scores 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 during the interviews highlighted that they had the
impression that support organisations were unable 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 9: Institutional versus individual score regional

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, has
led to low cooperation among ecosystem actors. This phenomenon could also be observed in the
regions. Despite a low number of actors supporting entrepreneurship in the regions, there was a
general lack of cooperation and partly also an unawareness about each other’s activities.
Nevertheless, as confirmed by ecosystem stakeholders and demonstrated by the individual score (see
Figure 8), there is a potential of building a strong pipeline of start-ups in Albania. With more
organisations and universities offering start-up support the challenges outlined above will most likely
be addressed. However, to also energize the regions, it is important to build capacities of individual
actors to offer continued incubation support targeting the realities of local start-ups and to showcase
the potentials regional cities present to the youth in order to stop migration to Tirana and abroad.

2.5.2. 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
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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 European Union – Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (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.30 Albanian
universities have been undergoing an reforming process to be on a par with European standards in
the last decade, with the latest “Law on Higher Education” being adopted in 2015. While the law
envisions faster scientific research development and quality improvement in HEIs, little has changed
in the reality of universities as bylaws remain problematic or missing. However, the new “Law on
Science, Technology and Innovation” that is currently being updated is expected to tackle these
issues.31
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
Even though innovation features heavily in several public policies not only in the education field (see
next chapter on government), entrepreneurship and commercialisation 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 programmes 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 programmes 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. The Council of the Minister’s Decision
(DCM) No. 183 “On the possibility for public higher institutes to offer services, in their field of
expertise, to the local/central government and related agencies”, dated 13.03.2019, is a step towards
addressing this issue. Several universities during the research highlighted that they have started
providing services to the government since the launch of the DCM, mostly in form of feasibility studies.

Lack of cooperation amongst Albanian Higher Education Institutions (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 (IPA or Erasmus Plus)
which requires to do so. While some Albanian universities have Memorandum of Understanding
(MoUs) with other local universities, these mostly relate to the exchange of lecturers or the joint
participation in conferences. Consequently, initiatives that place at an institutional level have very
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little chance of being upscaled and there is very little peer-to-peer learning within the Albanian higher
education sector taking place. Associations, organisations, or even commissions that work on interuniversity topics concerning the sector are rare or dysfunctional. The Academic Network of Albania
(RASH) was established in 2007 with the objective to create an inter-institutional ICT Centre for
Education and Research and develop and offer software services for universities, research institutes
and government agencies. The network was not mentioned by any university during the research and
its work seems to mostly be limited to strengthening the IT provisions in public universities.32 Most
institutes cite competition for market share in a very small market as the reason for not working
together. More so, in many public and private universities, cooperation stops at the faculty borders.
Several stakeholders from both regional as well as capital-based universities highlighted challenges to
conduct interfaculty programmes due a traditional mindset of selected academic staff. However,
universities are increasingly recognising this gap and seeking to address it. For instance, to foster
cooperation among universities, the Luarasi University had submitted a proposal to the “EU for
Innovation” Challenge Fund to set up a collaborative digital platform for universities to interact with
each other. A similar proposal was submitted by EPITECH, a graduate school for expertise in computer
science.

Contributions to pre-ideation phase in the 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 and
seed-stage 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) Most 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.
Universities located in Tirana 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 University, POLIS University, Epoka University, Metropolitan Tirana University, etc.). These
activities fall loosely within the ideation phase. Some are dubbed as „mini incubation
programmes“. Some institutes have or are building dedicated spaces that promote innovation and
entrepreneurship via their physical visibility: The Innovation Factory at POLIS is being constructed
at the backyard of the university. The Tirana Business University stated to offer workspace to startup 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
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bootcamps and is planning to set up a consultancy to advise students on their business ideas. The
University of Durrës under the mandate of the Erasmus Plus Project “Accelerating Western
Balkans University Modernization by Incorporating Virtual Technologies” jointly implemented
with POLIS and Epoka University, has established a virtual lab that has the potential to be used for
start-up purposes as well.
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 several
private institutes: At POLIS where the leadership founded the university out of a social innovation
project that had grown into a business, an increasing desire to contribute to the entrepreneurship
ecosystem can be observed. The University seeks to expand the Innovation Factory to a fullfledged creative incubator with machinery tools and 3D printers open for students and
professionals. In addition, the university pursued the objective to initiate a virtual incubator with
support of SlovakAid. However, the concept did not take off and the project ended in December
2019. Similarly, the Marin Barleti University, where the university´s founder and owner is an
entrepreneur himself, seeks to set up a so-called Barleti Hub incubator. The university has also
been proactive in conducting keynote speeches on entrepreneurship and recently again
implemented the Betahaus pitching in the university. Another university that has started to
engage in entrepreneurship promotion in 2019 is the Epoka University. The university has active
innovation and entrepreneurship clubs and conducts regular keynote session on topics related to
entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the university recently launched a call for support of the
incubation centre in their alumni network. It is envisioned to anchor the incubator with the Yunus
Center for Social Businesses located in the university. However, the university is currently being
acquired by another business group, thus it will have to be seen which approach the new
leadership will take. The Metropolitan Tirana University is one more actor located in Tirana that
is in the process of setting up an incubator. The university recently acquired funding from the
Challenge Fund of the “EU for Innovation” project to further build the incubation centre. The
application was a joint effort of several departments and organisations associated with the
university: The Metropolitan Geospatial Center, an organisation created by joint efforts of
academic research institution and private business, aiming to create the necessary geospatial
infrastructure and platforms for diverse application and data processing workflow, the
Metroresearch Center, an independent NGO that aims to contribute to the professional and
academic capacities of the university, and the Metropolitan Incubator that has already supported
a limited number of start-ups in the past.
However, it has to be seen whether these efforts will result in the desired long-term sustainability
of the ecosystem. For this the financial and technical support should stretch over several years to
assist universities and other support organisations to build a pipeline of investable start-ups and
thus achieve long-term sustainability.
While entrepreneurship promotion in universities located in Tirana has seen a significant push
since the beginning of 2019, universities located in other regions of Albania have a backlogdemand. Faced with declining student numbers, most universities outside of Tirana are chronically
underfunded. As a reason for not supporting budding entrepreneurs, the University of Shkodra

Page_ 44
highlighted that they have leveraged their budget from the government for a new building, thus
are not in a position to ask for more funds to set-up an incubator for instance. Furthermore, low
salaries have driven an unproportionally high number of academic staff into individual
consultancy, leaving little scope for extracurricular activities. Similar to the universities located in
Tirana, many universities in the regions engage in IPA or Erasmus Plus projects, some also
benefitting businesses and entrepreneurs or seeking to create structures in universities for
aspiring entrepreneurs. For instance, the University of Korça is currently setting up an Innovation
Hub as part of a cross-border IPA project. Lead partner of the project is NASRI. Aim of the
Innovation Hub is to support project ideas of students and equip academic staff with knowledge
how to access public grants and funds. Thus, the Innovation Hub is partly also functioning as a
TTO. As part of the Innovation Hub the university is currently implementing an idea competition.
The best six ideas will be awarded a Euro 6,000 grant. During the interview, the academic staff
highlighted that the Innovation Hub will expand its services in the future to offer trainings on
business skills for aspiring entrepreneurs. Another cross-border IPA project seeking to enhance
entrepreneurship in the Vlora region and Northern Greece is currently being implemented by the
University of Vlora. The university has been equipped with Euro 100,000 to improve their
capacities to support entrepreneurship. As part of the project the university envisions to set up
Clinic of Business in the Faculty of Economic to support the best ideas of aspiring entrepreneurs.
While not equipped with a dedicated incubation programme, the University of Durrës has engaged
in several short-term entrepreneurship activities. However, the university highlighted a need for
long-term support for aspiring entrepreneurs that is currently not available in Durrës. Beyond the
scope of these EU or donor supported projects, none of the universities located in the regions had
a clear strategy or mandate to support entrepreneurship promotion. While a lack of fund was
cited as the most common reasons for not engaging in this field, several universities also
highlighted mindset issues within the university leadership as one of the reasons to not conduct
entrepreneurship activities. An academic staff stated that even free of cost activities are subject
to long internal approval processes. Universities such as the University of Shkodra or the
University of Elbasan thus are not engaging in any entrepreneurship activities to date.
Even in Tirana, none of the universities have a fully-fledged incubation programme yet. All
entrepreneurship initiatives and structures such as the Innovation Factory at 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. However, the
ecosystem has taken first steps to establish full-fledged incubation programmes in universities in
Tirana.
Many of the universities located in Tirana have active student clubs that promote
entrepreneurship through different events. In universities outside of Tirana entrepreneurship
clubs are still rare. The University of Durrës with support of Helveta is currently setting up seven
student clubs among one of which will be dedicated to entrepreneurship. In a bid to distinguish
themselves from public institutes and justify the higher tuition fees, most private institutes also
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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, especially those
located in Tirana are spearheading the process. However, even at these small institutes, there is
ample room for improvement. Limited job opportunities in the regions and a traditional mindset
of businesses have made it difficult for universities located in the regions to engage with the
industry for job placement. An exception is the University of Durrës that, as highlighted above,
has entered into several structured partnerships with various industrial players. In most other
universities outside Tirana like for instance in the University of Vlora placement of students is
rather ad hoc, depending on the willingness of business leaders.
2) Entrepreneurship courses at universities 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 the Marin Barleti University where students pitch their business ideas to private sector
representatives at the end of the course with the aim of finding funding or employment. Public
universities located in the regions have also included entrepreneurship classes in their curricula,
some also composing of practical elements. For instance, as part of a European Union funded
project, the University of Elbasan has created an extra curriculum for entrepreneurship sending
students to Palermo for two weeks practical training at the end of the course. In addition,
entrepreneurship is taught in different study courses. The University of Shkodra has courses on
entrepreneurship in all cycles of their bachelor programmes. In the professional master
programme, they also offer courses on strategic management in SMEs. The university has also
applied for the introduction of a Master on SMEs. However, the programme has not yet been
approved by the Ministry of Education, Sport and Youth.
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 programmes 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. The
University of Durrës is systematically supporting students with an idea throughout the entire
education cycle, equipping them with different tools throughout their studies. The University of
Vlora is setting up a Lifelong Learning Centre. They are currently awaiting accreditation to teach

Page_ 46
courses in the centre. Some of the modules will also include classes on entrepreneurship and startups. Modules offered in the centre will vary in length and will also be conducted on weekends to
extend the offering to executives, alumnis and 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 specific market needs. 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 Tirana33. 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 University,
European University, EPOKA University and POLIS University 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.
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). There is almost no commercialisation taking place in public universities
located outside of Tirana as they are faced with another challenge: Most universities offer a
limited number or no PhD programmes. This further restricts their research base. However, few
universities in the regions are trying to take a more systematic approach towards applied research.
For instance, the University of Vlora has established research centres in every faculty. The
objective is to support faculty staff and students to take action towards entrepreneurship and
innovation, especially in faculties concerning business and engineering.
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”34 failed to set up TTO at Albanian
public institutes in 2014 due to capacity gaps and low interest by the leadership. Another project
funded by the EU seeking to support research organisations to develop technology transfer
systems and supporting the commercialisation of research results, was the “Capacity Building in
33
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Technology Transfer for the Western Balkans” project. The project ended in December in 2019
and the impact is yet to be seen. In the regions, only the University of Korça has started to establish
a TTO which will operate under the umbrella of the Innovation Hub. However, to date the office
only supports researchers to write proposals for scientific grants and funding but does not fulfil
other basic functions of a TTO.
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.

2.5.3. Government
No targeted entrepreneurship policy
In an emerging start-up ecosystem, it is usually the role of the government to create a conducive startup 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
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 doesn’t currently exist. However,
as outlined earlier the minister of State for the Protection of Entrepreneurship is presently developing
a legislative framework for start-ups that eventually will give new impetus to the current status of the
ecosystem. First draft recommendations include fiscal incentives for start-ups such as grace periods
from tax payments and no tax inspections at the initial stage of activity, incentives for investors,
incentives for trainings and the creation of an information platform, among others. While after 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, research, innovation, science and
technology, etc. have almost disappeared from the political agenda, it is envisioned that the
recommendations of the legislative framework will feed into the “Draft programme charter for startups and innovation” that is currently being developed by the Prime Minister’s office.

Limitations of existing strategies and implementation agencies
However, to date 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. The Minister of State for the
Protection of Entrepreneurship remains without a budget. Other strategies as for instance the Action
Plan 2017-2021 “Support the development of innovative policies based on the Triple Helix approach”
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have only implemented 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. Yet, the drafting of
the legislative framework for start-ups is a step towards pushing innovation and start-ups back on the
agenda of the government.
Nevertheless, the overall support structure by the government remains weak. 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. Overall, 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. This is
further substantiated by the little budget that institutions like AIDA must support innovation and startups and the overall private sector. For instance, the allocated budget of AIDA for the innovation grant
was Euro 120,000 and for the start-up grant Euro 80,000 in 2018. Approximately half of this budget
was revoked for other activities of the Ministry of Finance and Economy later on. Efforts to restructure
the agency have been on hold as the board of AIDA responsible to take decision and which consists of
representatives from the various ministries as well as the prime minister and other private sector
representatives, meets irregularly, indicating low government cooperation and coordination and little
interest in these organisations.
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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

•
•

•

•
•

2

Digital Agenda
for Albania
(2015-2020)

Council of
Ministers

•

•

3

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

Ministry of
Finance and
Economy

•
•
•

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
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
The strategy 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 socioeconomic 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.
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
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-

•

4

5

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

Ministry of
Finance and
Economy

•

Women’s
Entrepreneurship
Action Plan
(2014-2020)

Finance and
Economy

•

•

•
•

6

National
Employment and
Skills Strategy
(2014-2022)

Ministry of
Finance and
Economy

•
•
•

7

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

Ministry of
Education, Sports
and Youth

•

•

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
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 programmes to expand business support resources
and services, focusing on lean organisational models based on
partnerships with external partners and coaches
The action plan is based on the BIDS and on the recommendations of UN
Women
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
The main objective of the strategy is the identification and design of the
employment promotion policies including vocational training of the labour
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 programmes 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 programmes 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
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 200915 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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Regional policy makers slow in shifting towards regional economic development
Infrastructure development has been the utmost priority for many regional municipalities. And
indeed, the reconstruction of regional cities and their heritage sites, such as for instance the Bazaar in
Korça, has contributed to a fresh influx of tourists bringing along new opportunities for local economic
development. However, while regional cities have seen a major boost in terms of infrastructure
development, initiatives supporting the business community to leverage these opportunities have
been rare. This has led to the economies in these cities significantly lagging behind, contributing to
migration to Tirana and abroad. Some cities are slowly recognising the damage the lack of private
sector development support has caused and the need for retaining talent. For instance, the
Municipality of Korça as one of the few municipalities in Albania has introduced fiscal incentives for
businesses. These include zero taxes for the first two years for businesses in the ICT and handicraft
sector as well as tourism businesses located in the Bazaar area. In addition, the municipality is seeking
to implement a holistic ICT programme to retain talent and offer job opportunities, diverting from the
general focus on tourism by many other municipalities. The municipality of Korça is unique in its
approach as it has recognised the potential the ICT sector can provide to the youth. While there is no
dedicated strategy in place yet, the mayor has initiated interventions on three levels, holistically
targeting pupils, students and start-ups. In order to equip pupils with ICT skills, the municipality has
signed an agreement with ICTS Labs to open a multifunctional training centre. The centre will be
managed by World Vision and will also host classes in engineering, science and maths. In addition,
jointly with the American organisation CodeX, the municipality organised courses for high school
students equipping them with technical ICT skills as well as soft skills in areas such as critical thinking.
With the Business Incubator, the municipality has also established a structure for aspiring and existing
entrepreneurs. Start-ups and businesses working out of the incubator get the same tax benefits as
businesses operating in the ICT, tourism and handicraft sector as outlined above. In addition, the
municipality envisions to set up training courses for students passing out of university. In classes
conducted over timeframe of six to twelve months, university graduates shall be equipped with
relevant ICT skills that prepare them to access the local job market. The municipality is currently
evaluating the possibility of transforming some of the space in the new library building into a coworking facility. Furthermore, the mayor has officially requested technical support in establishing a
strategy for making Korça a regional digital hub.
While these initiatives illustrate first interventions of a municipality to economically advance, they are
still rare. Most municipalities are disconnected from the needs of the business sector. Several startups highlighted that public private dialogue is ad hoc and that representatives of municipalities are
not aware of challenges faced by the business community. Furthermore, most municipalities remain
disconnected from stakeholders supporting start-ups and private sector development. This is a result
of both national and local policy makers lacking a concrete understanding of the business sector. In
order to overcome these challenges, the integration of policy makers in interventions targeting private
sector development should be an integral part in programmes implemented by international
organisations.
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2.6. Cooperation of actors

Figure 10: Actor mapping Tirana (inner circle) and the regions (outer circle) & interconnectedness of selected actors

Limited 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 initiatives.
Interviewees felt that government initiatives such as the TechSpace (previously Innovation Hub)
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where politically affiliated and thus avoided cooperation. A similar situation can be observed in the
regions of Albania. Policy makers in the municipalities are mostly disconnected from the work the few
support organisations that exist in the regions do.
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 programmes 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 topics and very few working groups. Yet, the endorsement by the Ministry of Finance
and Economy for the start-up policy being drafted by the Minister of State for the Protection of
Entrepreneurship is one of the recent developments demonstrating a step in the right direction for
more intergovernmental cooperation.

No university cooperation beyond European Union funded projects
Similarly, there is little cooperation between universities. While most universities cooperate on EU
funded projects or exchange of staff, there is little to no joint research. Especially universities outside
of Tirana seem to be disconnected from other local ecosystem actors. Cooperation between the
university and local stakeholders supporting private sector development or the municipality did only
take place in a few cities such as Elbasan. While many universities have formal agreements in place,
for example the University of Durrës with the Albanian Innovation Accelerator, the University of Vlora
with Protik and Marin Barleti University with Oficina, these partnerships mostly only exist on paper.
Overall, there also seems to be a strong disconnect between universities located in the regions and
the growing start-up ecosystem in Tirana.

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 in the fact that
the development sector and the government have been unable to coordinate programmes 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 programmes 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 been established. Yet, there is a strong need to further strengthen
those linkages to develop a functioning start-up ecosystem.
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2.7. 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.
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 Start-up 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 11: 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 12: Start-up development cycle

2.8. Start-up definition within the programme context
With the GIZ programme’s focus to support “innovative start-ups” – whereas seed-stage as well as
scale-up companies shall be included – and the gap identified in the ecosystem that most of the
programmes currently available target the pre-ideation and ideation stage (see chapter 2.4 and 2.5),
it is suggested in the context of the programme to focus on two different start-up groups within the
interventions and define them as the following:
1. Innovative seed-stage start-ups: A founder or a group of founders (not registered or registered
depending on the circumstances) not older than 3 years that is beyond the pre-ideation phase and
have started
o developing a business-plan and/or
o building a website and/or
o validating the idea (e.g. through market research, customer validation, etc.) and/or
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o

undertaking any other activity that indicates and proves the intention to set-up a start-up
that
▪ envisions the introduction of a product, service, technology, process and/or
business model that
• is new to the Albanian context and/or
• introduces small and incremental improvements to existing solutions
and
• has the growth potential to
o create employment and/or
o scale within Albania and/or the region and/or
o satisfy needs (e.g. social and environment but not limited) of the
Albanian people and economy

Cycle of support:

Figure 13: Cycle of support for innovative seed-stage start-ups

2. Innovative scale-up start-ups: An independent and registered organisation not older than five
years that
o Has acquired first customers and
o Has tested and developed a technology, product, service, business model and/or process
that
▪ is innovative to the Albanian context and/or
▪ introduces small and incremental improvements to existing solutions
and
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▪ has achieved first quantitative and qualitative growth indicators in terms of
o employment (at least three permanent staff) and/or
o revenue and/or
o scalability within Albania and / or the region and/or
o satisfying the needs (e.g. social and environment but not limited) of
the Albanian people and economy

Cycle of support:

Figure 14: Cycle of support for innovative scale start-ups

2.9. Start-Up development support organizations
Organisations consulted during the research that do not offer any start-up services are not depicted
in the graphic below. While looking at Figure 13, it seems that the start-up ecosystem actors cover the
entire start-up cycle. Yet, many of these support organisations focus on early education (pre-ideation)
or 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 startup ecosystem. Nevertheless, during 2019 a few new actors have evolved in Tirana such as Innovation
Nest trying to close this missing middle both in terms of offering incubation support and access to
finance. In addition, several universities have started to engage in entrepreneurship promotion, with
some of them aspiring to open full-fledged incubators.

Page_ 58

Figure 15: Correlation start-up development phases and start-up ecosystem actors*35
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On the contrary, the regions are still facing significant economic challenges. Brain drain, decreasing
student numbers and a lack of financial support have put universities outside of Tirana in a bind.
Entrepreneurship promotion is not yet on the agenda of most universities located in the regions.
Support organisations such as incubators and accelerators that could close this gap rarely exist or lack
the required capacities. Instead, a range of local NGOs have emerged that beside tackling topics such
as environmental protection, urban mobility, etc. also offer support for rural entrepreneurs. However,
their mandate is duly tied to the programmes and financial support offered by international donor
organisations. These organisations often lack concrete long-term strategies to support
entrepreneurship beyond donor-funded project periods.
Thus, while the start-up ecosystem is slowly picking up in Tirana, the overall Albanian start-up
ecosystem, remains in the “Awareness & Inspiration” phase. Especially in the regions, there are almost
no actors offering continuous entrepreneurship support for local budding entrepreneurs. 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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