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Research Context

The 2017-2018 report is the third installment in a longitudinal study of 
the Tampa Bay entrepreneurial ecosystem. The goal of this stream of 
research is to provide the Tampa Bay region with information that can 
help enhance the vitality and growth of entrepreneurial ventures and 
endeavors. Each year the study includes an overview of the economet-
ric measures of entrepreneurship in the region and an examination of 
the wellbeing of the elements of the ecosystem. The foundational 
study, presented in November 2016, was funded by the Marion Ewing 
Kauffman Foundation and conducted by a team of scholars, led by 
Rebecca White, Ph.D., director of the John P. Lowth Entrepreneurship 
Center, Sykes College of Business. Using a systems approach to 
examine the regional entrepreneurial activity, the team identified six 
factors that impact economic ecosystem health: fluidity (ease of 
movement in and out of the system), density (number of new and 
young startups), vibran-cy (energy of the system), connectivity (among 
the key roles), redun-dancy (competition among the support systems 
for entrepreneurs) and diversity (of industries in the startup space).  

The findings of the 2016 study suggested that while the region had 
strong fluidity, vibrancy and diversity, there were gaps in the density 
measure and bottlenecks that occurred from lack of connectivity and 
the presence of redundancy among support programs. For a summary 
of the study please visit: 

https://goo.gl/whN7ZV

Identifying the elimination of bottlenecks as a priority, the next 
research report in 2017 focused on mapping the connectivity of the 
region and identifying key influencing players – specifically entrepre-
neurs, investors and the companies they create. However, the founda-
tional study served as a call to action for not only the research team 
but also the community. And, during 2017, a new not- for-profit
organization, founded by several Tampa Bay community investors and 
entrepreneurs, was announced. This organization, called Synapse 
(https://synapsesummit.com), includes an annual summit, a technolo-
gy platform, an annual book of highlights and challenge sessions.

The 2017-2018 study continues to examine the themes introduced in 
the original study and builds on the previous work conducted. The 
study again includes econometric measures of entrepreneurial activity 
as well as an in-depth examination of the connectivity and individual 
system elements necessary for a healthy and vibrant ecosystem. We 
add to our previous findings with data collected via a partnership with 
Embarc Collective, a new addition to the ecosystem support system. 
The goal continues to be to serve as a provider of information and 
education for the Tampa Bay regional entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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Introduction

A vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem is vital for producing the 
conditions that spur new business growth. It represents the increas-
ingly complex and interdependent social systems that stimulate 
entrepreneurial activity. The focus on entrepreneurial ecosystems is 
part of a broader movement within entrepreneurship to shift away 
from individual, personality-based investigations toward a broader 
focus on the role of context, particularly of social, cultural, and 
economic forces, that impact entrepreneurial processes (Steyaert & 
Katz, 2004; Dodd & Anderson, 2007).1 Our research on the Tampa 
Bay area entrepreneurial ecosystem is concerned with economic 
perfor-mance and how entrepreneurship in the region is impacted by 
and how it affects its contextual environment.  

Economists dating back to Alfred Marshall (1920) have emphasized the 
benefits of co-location such as the availability of skilled labor and 
knowledge.2 In his research on business clusters, Porter (1988) 
suggested that it is not just the endowment of resources or factors of 
production that influence economic performance but also their 
configuration, or organization, within the relevant geographic space.3 
The idea is that enhancing economic performance is not limited to 
access to key resources but also location in a place characterized by a 
rich cluster of economic activity in the relevant industry.  

These geographical concentrations include interconnected companies, 
specialized suppliers, service providers, firms in related industries, 
associated institutions (e.g. universities, standard agencies, trade 
associations) in a particular economic field, that compete but also 
cooperate. Specialization of economic activities within a cluster can 
maximize economies of scale while concurrently minimizing transac-
tion costs. Advantages of interconnected business environments also 
exist in terms of social embeddedness and value creation (Pitelis, 
2012) and knowledge spillovers also occur more frequently in clusters 
of economic activity, which fuels innovative activity.4

So, “what is the state of the Tampa area entrepreneurial ecosystem in 
2018?” To answer that question, we conducted three analyses, using 
both primary and secondary data, to assess the key facets of the 
ecosystem. The highlights of those analyses are included below: 
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1. Steyaert, C., & Katz, J. (2004). Reclaiming the space of entrepreneurship in society: Geographical, discursive, and social dimensions. Entrepreneurship & 
Regional Development, 16(3): 179-196.
Dodd, D., & Anderson, A. (2007). Mumpsimus and the mything of the individualistic entrepreneur. International Small Business Journal, 25(4): 341-360.

2. Marshall, A., & Marshall P. (1879). The economics of industry. Macmillan and Co., London.
3. Porter, M. (1996). Competitive advantage, agglomeration economies, and regional policy. International Regional Science Review, 19(1&2): 85-94.
4. Pitelis, C. (2012). Clusters, entrepreneurial ecosystem co-creation, and appropriability: A conceptual framework. Industrial and Corporate Change, 21(6): 
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1
Ecosystem Economics:

The condition of the entrepreneurial ecosystem can be gauged by economic factors that 
support the ecosystem. Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) are geographical regions with 
a relatively high population density at its core and close economic ties within the area (Wikipe-
dia.) We focus our study to the Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater MSA as identif ed in a report 
prepared by the U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division.

The population of the area gives a measure of size of the MSA as larger populations can support larger ecosystems. The 
population data was gathered from the United States Census Bureau website www.census.gov/population/metro/data/. 
Gross domestic product (GDP) is the value of all goods and services produced over a period of time and is used as measure 
of economic performance for the area. The unem-ployment rate captures the availability of labor and the rate of business 
activity within an MSA. GDP and Unemployment data was collected from the Bureau of Economic Analysis website 
www.bea.gov/regional/. Fortune 650 companies are large companies that support the entrepreneurial ecosystem by 
providing a customer for many startup firms’ services and products. Over the last two years two of our Fortune 650 
companies (TECO and HSN) were acquired. Fortune 650 data was collected from the Fortune 500 website 
fortune.com/for-tune500/. Fast growing companies are identified by using Inc. 5000 Fastest Growing Companies list for 
2015, 2016, and 2017. The minimum revenue to be considered for inclusion was two million dollars. University and college 
students provide highly trained employees to support the growth of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. University enrollment 
data was collected from the websites of the individual universities. In 2017 Clearwater Christian College closed, leaving the 
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2015 2016

Population

GDP ($ Billions)

Unemployment Rate

# of Fortune 650 Firms

Revenue of Fortune 650 Firms 
( $ Billions)

# of Inc. 500 Fastest Growing Firms

Revenue of Inc. 500 Fastest Growing Firms 
($ Billions)

# of Non-Profit Universities/Colleges

Non-Profit Universities/Colleges Enrollment

2 Bedroom Apartment Median Monthly Rent

Office Space Lease Ask Rate Per Square 
Foot per Year

2,982,737 3,032,171

$133.8 $142.6

4.4% 4.5%

7 6

$75.5 $72.4

74 79

$1.5 $2.1

10 10

173,728 191,421

$957 $992

$19.84 $24.70

2017

3,091,399

$146.3

3.6%

5

$83.6

79

9

174,468

$1,133

$26.50

$2.5
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Tampa Bay MSA with nine remaining non-profit universities or colleges. The median month-ly rent for a 2-bedroom 
apartment captures the cost of living for the Tampa Bay MSA and was collected from the ProximityOne website 
proximityone.com/metro_rentalmarket.htm. Median Office Space Lease Rate provides a measure of the cost of doing 
business in the MSA which was downloaded from the LoopNet website www.loopnet.com/.

The data used to describe the venture capital activity comes from a proprietary data set built over the last four years. 
Venture capital, private equity, M&A, and IPO data for private companies was collected from multiple sources and cross 
validated using the Mass Investor Database, PrivCo, VentureSource, Bloomberg, Crunchbase and PitchBook. Venture 
capital investments are split into stages to classify the type venture capital investments and the maturity of companies. 
The incubator stage includes incubator or accelerator investments into private companies. These investments are 
typically small with companies very early on in development. Seed stage represents capital invested into companies 
that are commonly pre-revenue from angels, friends and family with investments that are typically less than $100,000. 
The angel stage includes individual angel investors and organized angel networks with investments typically less than $2 
million into companies that have revenue and are gaining traction in their markets. These three stages of capital 
help grow companies to a size suitable for venture capital investments. Venture capital is broken into two stages, early 
stage venture capital and later stage venture capital. Early stage venture capital is often the first institutional round of 
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capital or a series A round into private 
companies with investments typically in 
excess of $5 million. These investments are 
riskier than later stage investment. later 
stage venture capital is for companies that 
have achieved significant revenues and are 
approaching a liquidity event. The rate of 
return and risk associated with later stage 
venture capital is lower than that of early 
stage venture capital. These two stages of 
venture capital propel companies toward 
liquidity events including IPOs, sale to a 
strategic partner, or sale to a financial 
partner which is often private equity firms. 
The private equity firms represent the final 
stage of the venture capital ecosystem for 
the larger more mature private companies 
with investments that typically exceed $15 
million. 2017 was a great year for VC 
investments with 66 deals and over $140 
million invested into companies 
headquartered in the Tampa Bay MSA, 
including 13 early stage VC deals valued at 
$60 million. 2018 is off to a great start with 
62 deals raising over $96 million in capital.

The Tampa Bay venture capital 
ecosystem has seen strong growth in VC 
activity since 2016. This growth in VC 
activity provides a pipeline of future 
companies for private equity investors, 
mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
transactions and initial public offerings 
(IPOs). In 2017 the Tampa Bay MSA had 
31 private equity deals valued at $1,258 
million compared to 24 private equity 

e

deals valued at $1,941 million in 2016. M&A activity in the Tampa Bay MSA in 2017 resulted in 30 deals valued at $12,834 
million compared to 45 deals valued at $9,542 million in 2016.  Tampa Bay had a strong year of IPOs in 2017 with eight 
IPOs valued at $1,402 million compared to 4 IPOs valued at $467 million in 2016 and 3 IPOs valued at $1,207 million in 
2015.
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Description of the “Dealmaker” Analysis:

Employing secondary data from the CapIQ database maintained by Standard & 
Poor's, this analysis focused on individuals with equity positions in companies 
within the Tampa MSA, including Hillsborough, Pinellas, Sarasota, and Manatee 
counties. The baseline definitional case for a “dealmaker” is three concurrent 
equity positions. The maps show individual-to-firm connections within the 
network wherein the square icons indicate companies. The circular icons 
indicate individuals that are classified primarily as investors, and the triangular 
icons denote the individuals classified as primarily entrepreneurs. One of the 
primary values of using this methodology is that it has been applied in key 
regions around the US and allows us to compare Tampa Bay to other regional 
ecosystems.  

Findings

Key Takeaways of the “Dealmaker” Analysis

2
Continued 
Strong Diversity. 
The Tampa MSA exhibits a 
diversif ed entrepreneurial 
economy with evident concen-
trations in the information 
technology, health care, 
finance, telecommunications, 
utilities and consumer 
discretionary industries.

Improved 
Density. 
There are more players in all 
three categories examined 
(companies, founders and 
investors) in the Tampa MSA 
in 2018 than in 2017. 
Specifically, the top growth 
areas were in health care and 
information technology. 

Connectivity among 
founders and investors 
continues to be a 
challenge. 
In 2017-2018, the dealmaker network has 
become more dispersed overall, and: 

a.  Telecommunications has moved further
away from the nucleus

b.Finance has become more diffuse through-
out the network

c. Consumer discretionary remains outside
the network, connected mainly by IT

d. Health care remains clustered but has
started to move away from the core network

e.  There are more “lone” investors and
founders in the region than were found in the
2017 analysis

8The State of the Tampa Bay MSA Entrepreneurial Ecosystem



Description of Survey of Local 
Entrepreneurs:

In partnership with the Lowth Center, Embarc Collective deployed an 
online survey querying local entrepreneurs to gather primary data 
regarding the small business and entrepreneurial resources available 
in the Tampa Bay ecosystem. Overall, 159 Tampa entrepreneurs 
completed the survey. This survey was intended to capture, among 
other items, Daniel Isenberg’s (2011b) well-known ecosystem 
measurement that includes a six-domain taxonomy and considers 
entrepreneurial ecosystems at the local level: policy, finance, 
culture, supports, human capital and markets.  In a flourishing and 
vibrant ecosystem, each of these six domains is strongly supportive 
of entrepreneurial activity .53

9

Findings

Key Takeaways of the Embarc Collective Survey

1. Finance.
Tampa Bay entrepreneurs believe the 
local finance community is acces
sible and sufficient to fund their
ventures.

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree

2. Support System.
The Tampa Bay community has the 
infrastructure and entrepreneurial 
support organizations to assist in new 
venture creation and growth.

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree
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5. Isenberg, D. (2011). The Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Strategy as a New Paradigm for Economic Policy: Principles for Cultivating Entrepreneurship. The Babson 
Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Project, May 11, 2011: 1-14.



3. Culture.
The culture of the Tampa Bay commu-
nity encourages risk-taking, innova-
tion and self-sufficienc .

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree

4. Human Capital.
Local educational institutions offer 
sufficient programming to support
business creation and development.  

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree

5. Markets.
The Tampa Bay community is diverse 
and offers community networks and 
a strong test market for products/ser-
vices.  

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree

6. Policy.
The local government promotes 
entrepreneurship-friendly initiatives 
and advocates for entrepreneurs and 
small businesses.  

agree or strongy agree

are neutral

disagree or strongly disagree
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Conclusion

The findings of our two studies indicate that the 
Tampa area entrepreneurial ecosystem continues to 
grow and spawn a diverse field of new ventures, 
support organizations and investment. 
Entrepreneurs inform us that the Tampa Bay culture 
encourages risktaking, has a sufficient breadth of 
organizations in place to support entrepreneurial 
activity, and that the market provides diverse 
opportunities. However, as the “Dealmaker” 
analysis suggests, challenges remain in terms 
of the connectivity of the entrepreneurial activity in 
the region. Also, as evidenced in the survey of local 
business owners, access to seed capital and 
entrepreneurship-friendly policies remain challenges 
for regional entrepreneurs.  



At UT’s Lowth Entrepreneurship Center,
we got rid of the box.

Here, you can complete your M.S. in 
Entrepreneurship in 12 months. Our 
program builds critical skills needed to develop 
and launch  new enterprises or incorporate 
innovation into existing companies.

We emphasize experiential learning and 
provide access to amazing resources. 
From the Spartan Accelerator, providing 
startups with mentoring, to the UT Incubator, 
connecting early-stage businesses with 
advisors and investors . . .

We launch entrepreneurs. 

• USASBE 2016 National Model Under
graduate Entrepreneurship Program

• Collegiate Entrepreneurs’ Organization
(CEO) global headquarters

• GCEC 2017 NASDAQ Center for 
Entrepreneurial Excellence 

WE  L   UNCH  ENTREPRENEURS
Dream it. Do it. At UT.

M.S. in Entrepreneurship
MBA with Concentration in Entrepreneurship
B.S. in Entrepreneurship
B.S. in International Business and Entrepreneurship
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