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Zohrak Hovhannisyan

Startup ecosystems in Visegrad Four states: A summary

The study is based on partner experts’ presentations made during the CPS project
supported by the International Visegrad Fund and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Republic of Korea: ‘Startup ecosystems in Visegrad Four countries’ by Nicole Azimioara,
visiting fellow of the Institute for Politics and Society (Prague), and ‘Entrepreneurial
ecosystems’ by Timothy Benjamin Gittins, Professor of Entrepreneurship, Corvinus
University (Budapest), as well as additional research.

The Czech Republic has the highest GDP per capita, 28,000 Euros, among the Visegrad
Four states. Slovakia, having the smallest population, is the second with 23,000 Euros,
followed by Hungary and Poland. All of the Visegrad region countries rank in the global
top 50 for entrepreneurship, yet, compared to the Baltics, startups in the V4 face more
challenges in both starting and doing business. While the cost of starting a business and
the minimal paid-in capital is very affordable, the process of starting a business is
hindered by the large number of procedures and the time required. With the exception of
Hungary, starting a business in V4 countries takes more than 20 days.

As of 2022, the Visegrad region had 1,343 startups in total. Poland lead with 620 startups,
followed by Hungary, with 422 startups, and the Czech Republic, with 234 startups.
Slovakia had 67 startups. The differences are very visible also in the startup funding. For
example, Polish startups have received the biggest share of funding at 507 million EUR
while Slovak startups have only received 30 million EUR.

Innovation

Czechs report the highest levels of R&D expenditure within the V4 group, while Poland
spend the least. There is a noticeable distinction between the level of private and public
R&D spending: while in Hungary private businesses invest five times the amount which
is spent by government (which is relatively small), the Slovak market receives equal
amounts of both private and public funds.

Public and non-public academic institutions in V4 countries annually grant an average of
85,000 master’s degrees in so-called STEM faculties, approximately every fifth graduate
in V4. It is worth noting that while the quality of education in the V4 is perceived as
particularly high, and regional graduates are searched for by the most distinguished
international firms and institutions, the alumni rate is simply insufficient.



Apart from the Czech Republic (which scored above the EU average), the rest of the region
is lagging behind with the EU’s top performers in regards to the number of R&D personnel
included in the total workforce, a key indicator representing the real potential of
innovation creation! It further directly translates into the number of patent applications
in the V4, which in the studied region, is drastically lower than in the rest of the EU.

Digitisation

The level of access to broadband internet is comparable to the EU average, and remains
high both for households and enterprises. Over 75% of residents use the internet on a
regular basis - only in Poland is it less than the average, at around 70%. Poland and
Hungary are countries with the largest societal proportions not using the internet (every
fifth person). Similarly, Poland recorded the lowest penetration rates of mobile
technology.

While in the Czech Republic and Slovakia looking for employment online not popular,
Poles and Hungarians are most frequent online banking customers. Moreover, Czech and
Slovak customers are still relatively reluctant to shopping online: the share of companies’
income from e-commerce solutions is on an EU average level in Poland and Hungary,
while in the Czech Republic and Slovakia it reaches only 30% of sales.

Visegrad Startup Ecosystems

Community events

Weekends are a globally recognised event which unlocks and activates startups’ local
potential. Startup Weekend events have been celebrated in the Visegrad region since
2011. Owing to these events, the Visegrad community and its leaders were able to create
a strong network, a common startup business culture and unite in creating a symbiotic
ecosystem.

Although globally recognised events are very popular among the entrepreneur
community, simultaneously they represent an attractive alternative to various locally-
targeted events which additionally accumulate regional ecosystems in expert knowledge
on entrepreneurship mindset. The most representative events for the local startup scene
are, for instance, Startup Summit and World StartUp Cup in the Czech Republic. Similarly,
an idea that first blossomed in Berlin, Startup Safary, has numerous enthusiasts in
Budapest. A Hungarian edition, Startup Safary Budapest turns the capital into a two-day
startup exhibition. Since 2007, the Polish startup scene has gathered in Gdansk during



Infoshare, an acclaimed tech conference in May, while in June, Krakow becomes the
ecosystem’s focal point with Impact CEE, which brings business to the table and highlights
innovation policy proposals. In parallel, Slovakia’s biggest tech competition is Startup
Awards, which is organised towards the end of the year. Since 2012, it has proficiently
identified the best Slovak early-stage champions in tech and innovation across different
economic sectors.

During the last few years these events have begun to attract politicians and government
representatives supporting a locally developed digital agenda from the Visegrad region
and beyond. Local community and knowledge transfer are crucial factors in building a
genuine startup culture. In Poland, such initiatives have been part of the ecosystem for
many years — Aula Polska: around 200 events, 600+ speakers on stage and 800 recorded
speeches given over the past 10 years; OpenReaktor in Warsaw: 90+ recorded speeches,
100+ meetings since 2011; Startup Stage in Krakow: 20 events, 100+ events since 2013,
and Hive61 in Poznan: 36 meetups since 2013.

A new addition to the Polish ecosystem is a unique business-to-government event,
‘Startups at the technology’, Growbots.com, all-in-one outbound sales platform, UXPin
with design workflow tools, a software company Base CRM, and Booksy.net, specialised
in beauty services appointments online.

One of the world’s largest antivirus software developers originally from Prague,
Avast.com acquired its local competitor AVG.com in 2016 and became the first Czech
unicorn. Additional Czech success stories are Kiwi.com, an online travel agent, and
Socialbakers.com, social media analytics developers, both unicorn candidates.

The Hungarian startup scene has seen the rise of three local market unicorns: Prezi.com,
an online source of presentation tools (raised 57 million USD in 2014), Ustream.com, that
provides a live interactive broadcast platform, and LogMeln.com, a cloud-based remote
connectivity tool.

Visegrad Startup Characteristics

The research confirms that the average startup founder is a professional in his/her 30s,
with substantial work experience, rather than a stereotypical fresh graduate. Especially
in Poland and Czech Republic, this age group dominates among founders. Over two thirds
have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and a half (in Czech Republic) or a third (in Slovakia)
have founded a startup in the past.

Slovakia has shown the biggest share of females among survey respondents, with 30%.
Hungary, with only 11%, has the most ‘masculine’ startup scene within the V4 group. Still,
compared with the European average, where only 5-15% of high-tech businesses is
owned by women, the Visegrad countries stand out in favour of gender diversity. The
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capitals are the biggest startup hubs, with the highest concentration of human and capital
resources.

Apart from a limited liability company, which is the most popular legal form of a startup
among the respondents across V4 countries (70%), they register their businesses also as
a joint stock company (most popular in Slovakia, 17%, and Hungary, 15%) or a sole
proprietorship (18% in Poland).

Financing

Research data from Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Poland confirm that 70-80%
startups reinvest their income, meaning that they are financed from savings.
Simultaneously, part of them reach out for external financing. Only 6.5% of Czech startups
and 15% of those from Slovakia, 22% of Polish and 25% Hungarian tech companies used
local venture capital funds.

In each surveyed country, approximately 15% of startups secure financing from business
angels. While the level of public funds is the lowest among Czech startups (8%), this
proportion is relatively higher for Polish entities (24%). Very few startups in Hungary
(2%) in Czech Republic (3%) and Slovakia (9%) use scientific grants. As many as 11% of
startup projects are funded by crowdfunding in Slovakia, the highest score for the V4
region.

Innovation

One in three startups in the Czech Republic and Slovakia and one in four in Poland and
Hungary cooperate with a university. In parallel, approximately 10-15% surveyed
startups consult their product development with an R&D institution (academic or
commercial). Interestingly, most of these consultations, in particular with the world of
academia, is clearly of an informal character, and are neither registered in the
administrative records of startups, nor by universities.

Every fourth surveyed startup in Slovakia and every third in Czech Republic registered a
patent for its technological invention or registered trademark. In Poland, the research

studied data uniquely in regards to startups’ patenting activity, which translates to 17%
of startups.
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Strengths and weaknesses

Czech Republic

+ The highest quality of life

+ Strong urbanisation

+ High professional activity

+ The highest R&D investment activity

+ High ratio of R&D professionals among all employees
+ Strong e-commerce

+ A leader of Global Innovation Index

+ High rank in Knowledge and Technology Outputs according to the Global Innovation
Index

+ High export activity

+ Most active in patenting or registering trademarks

- Few Startup Weekends
- Low VC investment as funding source

- Low public-sector financing

Hungary

+ R&D investments dominated by the private sector
+ The highest mobile penetration

+ High rank in Knowledge and Technology Outputs according to the Global Innovation
Index

+ A globally known unicorn, Prezi.com
+ Most often hire new employees

+ High activity of local VCs
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- Slow economic growth

- High digital divide

— The lowest rank in Doing Business 2016
- Few Startup Weekends

- B2G sales model least popular

Poland

+ Big country, high human and economic potential

+ High domestic consumption

+ Top software engineers in the world

+ Aleader in Doing Business 2016

+ The most Startup Weekends organised
+ Google Campus in Warsaw

+ The highest V4 startups survey reach
+ Four startup hubs

+ High EU financing

- The lowest R&D investment

- Low patent activity

- High digital divide

— The lowest mobile penetration

- The lowest rank in the Global Innovation Index

Slovakia

+ High economic growth

+ The highest efficiency of labour

+ Strong e-commerce market
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+ High export activity
+ Biggest share of female founders among surveyed startups

+ Crowdfunding most popular among V4 respondents

— The highest rate of unemployment

14



