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“We share a vision that communities 
of practice will help shape society 
with pervasive knowledge-oriented structures. 
They will provide new points of stability 
and connection in an increasingly mobile, 
global and changing world”
(Etienne, MacDermott, & Snyder, 2002)

Abstract.

Many Latin American governments have increased the number of programs to support 
entrepreneurs and encourage the creation and growth of small businesses. However, the 
results are still not satisfactory and many of these new ventures fail after their first years 
of operation due to various factors factors that include inadequate training, experience, 
support, as well as lack of internationalization. By identifying the causes of such failures 
and developing a system to facilitate collaboration and knowledge exchange among young 
entrepreneurs, mentors and investors across the world, it may be possible to introduce 
team-based innovation challenges and grow a grassroots network of  sustainable enter-
prises with unique products and services.

A proposed solution is Nexo, a Community for High-impact Entrepreneurs that includes 
strategies to facilitate face-to-face and virtual collaboration among young people, as a 
means to encourage entrepreneurship and innovation activity with existing local networks 
and telecommunications technologies. The implementation of the project is explained in 
four phases and a rough concept prototype of Nexo geared for the development of new 
small businesses. 
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1. Introduction

  1.1. The universe of Latin America 

  Latin America is often times a term 
inconsistently used. Originally the noun 
describes the territories in America where 
Spanish, Portuguese and French are 
spoken, languages derived from Latin and 
hence the name of the region. For some 
cases Latin America refers not only to the 
countries mentioned before, but also the 
English-speaking countries and islands 
states of the Caribbean. Canada on the 
other hand as a French-speaking country in 
America, is not included in this group 
because of the differences in its history and 
culture. For this study, the phrase Latin 
America (LAC) is used to designate the 
geographical region located between the 
southern boundary of the U.S. River, Rio 
Grande on the north, and Antarctica in the 
south, were Spanish, Portuguese and 
French prevail.

  Including a total area of approximately 
7,880,000 sq mi, and a population of more 

than 590 million, LAC can be subdivided 
into three sub regions based on geography, 
politics, demographics and culture: Central 
America, the Caribbean and South America 
(Fig 1-1) Because of its vast extension and 
geographical location, the region is known 
as a biodiversity hotspot and resource-rich 
area. No doubt, the physical environment 
has a positive impact on the region’s deve- 
lopment.

  A large portion of the population in Latin 
America is younger than 25 years, which 
means the region enjoys favorable demo-
graphics in comparison to many other parts 

Fig. 1-1 Latin America region
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of the world. Also, it is one of the most 
urbanized areas of the world, where 78% 
percent of the population lives in urban 
areas. The 10 largest cities are São Paulo, 
Mexico City (Mexico), Buenos Aires (Argen-
tina), Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), Lima (Peru), 
Bogotá (Colombia), Santiago (Chile), Gua-
dalajara (Mexico), Caracas (Venezuela) and 
Monterrey (Mexico). 

  Given the described demographics and 
geographic conditions of the region, Latin 
America could be considered a bright spot 
in the years ahead if actions are taken to 
develop the economies of the region’s 
largest cities and encourage vibrant, mi- 
ddle-sized cities to emerge (Mckinsey, 
2011). Key to build globally competitive 
cities is nurturing high-impact entrepreneurs 
because their businesses will generate 
more jobs, develop new innovations and act 
as a role model for the coming generations. 

  This thesis project explores some of the 
current initiatives that work towards 
strengthening entrepreneurial ecosystems 
in the region and support young entrepre-
neurs, particularly in Colombia.  The main 
objective of this endeavor is to build a 
collaborative environment to nurture entre-
preneurs, encourage innovation, and 
improve their chances of market success. 
The anticipated solution, Nexo, is a Com-
munity for High-impact Entrepreneurs that 
will start with a sequence of innovation 
challenges and mechanisms to attract and 
inspire young people. Nexo’s ultimate goal 
is to connect entrepreneurs with a network 
of collaborators, sponsors, and investors in 
order to create economic opportunity and 
regional development.

 1.2. Colombia’s entrepreneurial climate

  Colombia today is considered to be one 
of the world's great emerging economies.  It 
is the third-most populous country in Latin 
America and the fifth largest economy in 
terms of GDP. (Endeavor, 2013; Wikipedia, 
2013). Being one of the world leaders in the 
production of coffee, petroleum, textiles, 
and flowers; Colombia’s economy is grow-
ing at 6.8% a year, two full points faster 
than the Latin American average (Fazard, 
2007). In addition, its growing political 
stability, decrease in violence, young wor- 
king population and overall positive eco-
nomic trend make it stands out as a strong 
and growing economy.  

  Colombia’s entrepreneurs, small and 
medium-size businesses are the heart of 
economic development for the country. 
According to the GEM 2012 Global report 
and Endeavor Global (2013), Colombia 
ranks fourth in total entrepreneurial activity 
which means that entrepreneurial thinking 
is spreading across the nation, colombians 
have a more positive view of entrepreneur-
ship and also private and public institutions, 
academia in conjunction with government 
are committed to fostering entrepreneurship 
in the country.  In the last twenty years, 
public and academic institutions have been 
focusing their efforts primarily on elabora- 
ting the appropriate legal framework and on 
providing financial and infrastructural 
support to specific entrepreneurial projects. 
A network of more than twenty business 
incubators across the country, has helped 
to launch more than 1,500 start-up compa-
nies since 2003. However, Colombia still 
needs to strengthen its entrepreneurial 
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climate, which is why the Director of Entre-
preneurship and Innovation in the Ministry 
of Commerce, Industry and Tourism, Sergio 
Zuluaga, indicates Colombia’s government 
is looking to develop precise and 
tailor-made instruments, strategies for each 
one of the types of entrepreneurs the  
country has (M. Blohm, 2013). Also, a more 
decentralized approach enabling the growth 
of  enterprising culture in middleweight 
cities, could be part of a wider-reach plan to 
access different types of entrepreneurs and 
promote a more effective environment for 
high-impact businesses development. 

  1.3. Problem statement 

   Only a small percentage of small busi-
nesses and startups succeed.  Despite all 
the programs offered at all universities and 
business schools, despite the efforts from 
the government, small business loans, the 
odds still favor failure by a wide margin due 
to several factors depending on the context. 
In Colombia, the studies conducted by 
Bogotá Emprende “Redes Empresariales” 
and GEM-Bogotá 2009 showed that (a) 
limitations to knowledge exchange, (b) 
inadequate training and support in adapting 
to new technologies, (c) lack of internatio- 
nal cooperation and (d) low propensity to 
trust, are some of the barriers interfering in 
the processes of creating high-growth 
companies in the country. Evidence also 
shows that most newly founded businesses 
tend to be micro-enterprises with low 
growth expectations and, hence, little 
impact at the macro-level (Roland S., 
2012). Then, Latin America continues to 
face daunting challenges: increase the 
number of growth-oriented and innovative 

ventures, maintain the entrepreneurial 
desire alive, and facilitate the emergence of 
innovation networks.

  1.4.  Relevancy of the project

  Latin America must create more than 50 
million new jobs by 2020 according to the 
Global Employment Trends 2012 report 
from International Labor Organization. 
Recommended solutions to this job crisis is 
scaling small- and medium-sized enterpri-  
ses (SMEs) into larger businesses and 
promoting a generation of more innovative 
and high impact entrepreneurs. This type of 
entrepreneurs are more likely to foster 
long-economic growth, launch and lead 
companies with above average impact in 
terms of job creation, wealth creation and 
the development of entrepreneurial role 
models (Morris, 2011). 

  While helpful programs and networks are 
implemented in Colombia and Latin America 
to provide entrepreneurs and SMEs with 
financial aid, adequate training and techni-
cal support; there is an unsatisfied need to 
attract more entrepreneurial talent, enhance 
global connections and collaborations 
among regional entrepreneurs. 

  The importance of the project lies in its 
potential to reach out and incentivize a 
broad diversity of future entrepreneurs and 
empower them to eventually become 
high-impact entrepreneurs by conducting a 
series of highly visible innovation challen- 
ges and consequently fostering the devel-
opment of networks and communities of 
practice. 
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  1.5.  Project structure

Based on Dubberly’s model of designing a 
system (Fig. 1-2) and the four iterative 
steps from “This is Service Design Thin- 
king” (Fig.1-3), a model of an iterative 
process of design is proposed also in this 
project.  It involves four phases (Fig. 1-4). 
Discovery, is understanding the service 
context and the users by using different 
qualitative methods as interviews, analysis 
on competitors, field notes and a revision of 

UNDERSTAND IMPLEMENTREFLECTMAKE REFINE

EXPLORATION CREATION REFLECTION IMPLEMENTATION

literature on the topic. Second phase, Make 
is about visualizing the first ideas in the 
form of customer journey maps and rough 
prototypes. Reflect, is the third phase and 
provides an organized solution to the 
problem using business model canvas, 
scenarios and the service blueprint. Finally 
the Implement phase is about launching the 
service, evaluate  it and iterate it, for this 
case, this phase will include only a visua- 
lization of further stages of the project 
along with some recommendations. 

Fig. 1-2. Dubberly Model

Fig. 1-3. This is Service Design Thinking Model

Fig. 1-4. Design process model for this project
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2. Background

  2.1. Research question

How could an integrative design approach 
to entrepreneurship and innovation activi-
ties foster more creative business 
propo-sals and more successful new 
start-ups, thereby impacting regional eco-
nomic growth?
 

 2.2. Literature review

   2.2.1 Entrepreneur’s development   
       phases
 
  Initially the research process focused on 
obtaining relevant information with regards 
to the characteristics of successful entre-
preneurial leaders and the phases of entre-
preneurship. Research on these areas 
contributed to the design of appropriate 
activities and strategies to recognize, 
stimulate and engage entrepreneurial talent 
via the Nexo the Innovation challenge 
which aims to attract potential entrepre-
neurs and guide them into the process of 
high-impact business creation. 

  There are no precise traits that charac-
terize entrepreneurial leaders, but they do 
share some common behaviors. Entrepre-
neurs step out of their comfort zone and 
risk through taking action. According to 
“Nature or nurture? Decoding the DNA of 

Fig 2-1. Model of succesful entrepreneur
Source: “Nature or nurture? Decoding the DNA 
of the entrepreneur” (2011) by Ernst  & Young, 
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the entrepreneur” (2011) by Ernst  & Young, 
the majority of entrepreneurial leaders 
interviewed took the risk to launch their 
own businesses when they were young and 
after acquiring certain experience as 
employees. Successful entrepreneurs also 

share an opportunistic mindset and values 
such as tenacity and persistence. (Fig 2-1) 
Key findings of the High-Impact Entrepre-
neurship Global Report (Morris, 2011) 
include that successful or high-impact 
entrepreneurs are more likely to work in 
partnership with other co-owners; and also 
tend to have more international customers 
than average. For the purpose of this study, 

further qualitative research was conducted 
in the form of interviews with Latin America 
entrepreneurs to establish a set of common 
behaviors within their context (See Persona 
Development).

  After gaining some understanding about 
the entrepreneurial personality, it was vital 
for the project purposes to learn the 
process an entrepreneur might go through 
to build a business. The GEM project 
(Roland S., 2012) illustrates the different 
phases of entrepreneurship, from start-up, 
to established operation, through final 
discontinuance. (See Fig. 2-2). Circum-

Fig 2-2 Entrepreneurship phases Model. Source: GEM Global report 2012

Fig 2-3  Gaps in Entrepreneurship phases Model in Latin America
Adapted from GEM Global report 2012
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stances will affect the process phases, but 
still this model comprises the basic 
elements of the journey, while remaining 
flexible to adaptation. 

  Moreover,  this particular model was key 
in (a) providing appropriate entrepreneurial 
business terminology, which helps to bring 
attention from possible sponsors or part-
ners to the project, and (b) in the detection 
of gaps or opportunities in the development 
or start-up process that could be fulfilled by 
the Nexo system in the Latin America 
context (See Fig. 2-3) 

  2.2.3. Innovation networks and co-    
      mmunities of practice

  These aspects were investigated to 
demonstrate the growing relevance of 
communities of practice for entrepreneurs 
as a means to create effective business 
proposals and start-up operations.  The 
understanding obtained from these particu-
lar topic areas was key in the development 
of a plan to cultivate a community of prac-
tice of entrepreneurs presented in Nexo.

   Collaboration is key to innovation. As 
stated by Sawyer (Sawyer, 2008) “lone 
genius is a myth; instead, it’s group genius 
that generates breakthrough innovation. 
When we collaborate, creativity unfolds 
across people; the sparks fly faster, and the 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts”.  
Based on his perceptions and initial 
research on collaboration, a conceptual 
model was created at the early stages of 
the thesis project as seen in (Fig 2-4).

  Effective collaboration takes place in 
communities of practice. As described by 
Etienne, MacDermott, & Snyder (2002) 
Communities of practice are groups of 
people who, on an ongoing basis, meet 
informally to share a concern or a passion 
about a topic. Such interactions are valua- 
ble because they enlarge help spread 
knowledge and expertise in specific subject 
areas. Over time, and after these interac-
tions and knowledge exchange, they may 
evolve organically and develop a body of 
common knowledge, practices and 
approaches. The authors provide a commu-
nity of practice model which comprises 
three essential elements: Domain, Commu-
nity and Practice. This model was helpful 
for this thesis project because (a) it 
provides a common language that facili-
tates discussion and efforts to gain legiti-
macy, sponsorship and funding, and (b) it 
guides the process of designing a commu-
nity by indicating the various areas of 
focus. At the same time the seven princi-
ples to design a natural, spontaneous and 
“alive” community offers a framework in the 
design of the Nexo 1.0 community. This 
begins with preexisting personal networks 
and eventually will evolve through the web 
of relationships among community mem-
bers; this organic growth and the mix of 
familiarity and exciting activities helps 
foster information-sharing and enthusiasm 
within the community.

  Furthermore, it was relevant for this 
thesis project to understand theories such 
as “Network reflection” in the work of Anne 
Haugen Gausdal (Gausdal, 2008), since it 
provides  good examples of how innovation 
is more and more seen as the product of 
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co-ordinated efforts of many people distri- 
buted in different organizations, private as 
well as public. In her work, Gausdal illus-
trates how a regional university may contri- 
bute in developing an existing network into 
a regional innovation system, by  organizing 
courses tailored to the needs of network 
members. Hence, the value of her structure 
for this project lies in its potential to 
increase connectedness, establish relation-
ships, and build trust among participants.

   Research on dispersed collaboration 
was also conducted to establish a frame-
work for the development of Nexo 2.0 
online community, which will connect 
entrepreneurs, mentors, investors and 
different actors from different cities across 
the Latin American region. According to 
Lipnack & Stamps (1997) the success of 
virtual teams depends on the right mixture 
of three speci- fic components: people, 
purpose and links.  A shared purpose or 
goal is the glue that holds all the teams 
together. Links include the interactions, 
implemented technologies, and the relation-
ships that emerge among team members. 
The authors analyze the transition from 
face-to-face to virtual colla boration or 
technologically mediated communication, 
over time. Considering their theory around 
virtual collaboration, this approach provides 
a deeper understanding of how trust could 
be established within Nexo’s virtual envi-
ronment  and to foster  the links or relation-
ships among community members. 

  2.2.4. Technology supporting collabo  
      rative work

  It was relevant to the project to establish 
a theoretical framework to address the 
needs of entrepreneurs on collaborative 
technology. Research on this topic focused 
on Computer-supported cooperative work 
CSCW,  which combines the understanding 
of the way people work in groups with 
enabling technologies of computer 
networ-king and associated hardware, 
software services and techniques (Wilson, 
Computer, & Branch, 1991). One of the 
most common representations of CSCW 
systems is a matrix introduced by Johansen 
in 1998 (See fig 2-5). The matrix comprises 
work contexts along two areas: First, colla-  
boration is either co-located or geographica- 
lly distributed, and second, individuals 
collaborate either synchronously (same 
time) or asynchronously (not depending on 
others to be around at the same time). The 
significance of the matrix for this project lies 
on its potential to provide a  deeper know- 

Fig 2-5. Groupware matrix
Source: Wikipedia
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ledge pertaining to groupware applications 
and how people work within groups and 
organizations and the impacts of technology 
on those processes. This approach goes 
beyond analyzing only the current technolo-
gy itself and helps to maintain a flexible 
mindset with which to adapt next stage 
forthcoming collaborative technologies.

 Another important finding were the 8 steps  
described in the book “Virtual Teamwork: 
Mastering the Art and Practice of Online 
Learning and Corporate Collaboration”(U-
bell, Mayadas, & Hultin, 2010), to analyze 
user needs:  

1. Determine what problem you are trying to solve.
2. Identify your current status, using a co-called 
 “SWOT”(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
 threats) analysis.
3. Inventory current capabilities (tools, processes, 
  team, and so on).
4. Identify your goals. 
5. Recognize the gap between where you are and 
  where you want to be. 
6. Identify communication needs and types. 
7. Compile your selection criteria and identify tasks. 
8. Determine your budget and schedule. 

For the purpose of the Nexo project, these 
steps could be useful in the process of 
advising companies on which technologies 
they could use to collaborate in dispersed 
locations.

  Finally, understanding the current state 
of collaborative software available to su- 
pport dispersed collaboration was key to 
developing the ultimate stage of this thesis 
project. Research was conducted into the 
needs of users located in small businesses 
in Latin America; their requirements are very 
specific: technology should be low-cost, 
available for teams in different platforms 
and easy to use.  Information concerning 
technologies available to communicate and 
conference effectively under the limitations 
mentioned above was acquired in the 
software websites, using free trials of these 
products and interviewing informed people 
about their recommendations. The material 
collected was organized in the (Table 2-1, 
included in the attached presentation ) 
indicating comparative effectiveness for 
group collaboration. 
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