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Abstract

Entrepreneurship has repeatedly been recognized as a driver of innovation, productivity and economic growth.
Yet, access to the fundamental resources that are required for entrepreneurial success, including capital, skills
and market entry, has historically been restricted. This paper explores how digital platforms are reshaping this
dynamic by lowering traditional barriers to entrepreneurship. The first half of the paper conducts a thorough
literature review of entrepreneurial theories and challenges to highlight how resource constraints
disproportionally affect marginalised groups and non-traditional ventures. After that, two case studies are
examined: Shopify, an all-in-one e-commerce platform that enables entrepreneurs to establish global e-
commerce ventures without extensive technical expertise and Kickstarter, which offers an alternative model of
entrepreneurial finance through crowdfunding. The analysis underscores how these platforms democratize
access to markets and capital, expanding participation in entrepreneurship. The paper concludes by
considering the long-term implications of this shift, suggesting that digital platforms could foster more inclusive
global economic development and innovation ecosystems.
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Introduction

Entrepreneurship is the process of identifying and pursuing opportunities to create new businesses,
develop innovative products or enhance the delivery of existing products and services. In this sense,
entrepreneurship is a key driver of innovation in economies, subsequently catalyzing economic growth and
development. However, building a successful start-up requires navigating a complex pathway; one that depends
on access to essential resources such as human capital, markets and most critically, financial capital. Even when
entrepreneurs possess strong ideas and the necessary expertise, barriers in securing these resources can hold
them back. This is in line with research that consistently shows that women, racial minorities or even ventures
that fall outside conventional models of profitability often face greater challenges in accessing networks, raising
capital and entering markets.

Given that democratizing entrepreneurship has far-reaching benefits for individuals, economies and
societies, digital platforms that lower the barriers to entry are increasingly vital. Over the past two decades, such
platforms have emerged in the form of all-in-one e-commerce tools that require little technical expertise,
enabling entrepreneurs to build global businesses with limited upfront investment, as well as crowdfunding
platforms that provide alternatives to traditional financing routes such as banks, angel investors and venture
capitalists. These innovations challenge rigid criteria and biases that have historically excluded many would-be
entrepreneurs.

This research paper, therefore, aims to conduct a thorough examination of entrepreneurship’s role in
driving innovation and economic growth, analyze the persistent challenges that hinder its democratization and
evaluate the impact and efficiency of digital platforms such as Shopify and Kickstarter in making
entrepreneurship more accessible.

Background and Problem Statement
Entrepreneurship sits at the intersection of individual agency and systemic change. Several definitions
of entrepreneurship exist. For example, Schumpeter (1934) defines entrepreneurship as “carrying out of new
combinations of firm organization - new products, new services, new sources of raw material, new methods of
production, new markets, new forms of organization” while Hart, Stevenson and Dial (1995) define it as “the
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pursuit of opportunity without regard to resources currently controlled, but constrained by the founders’
previous choices and industry-related experience”.

In the literature discussing entrepreneurship, a recurring theme is its connection with and role in
driving economic growth and innovation. Joseph Schumpeter, for instance, through his influential concept of
‘creative destruction’, argued that the constant emergence of new firms with innovative ideas disrupts existing
market structures, rendering outdated technologies and business models obsolete (Kopp, 2023). This cycle of
innovation and replacement, he believed, is essential for long-term economic development and competitiveness.
Another perspective comes from Kirzner (1973), who emphasises the discovery and coordination role of the
entrepreneur, as part of which they have a unique ability to notice and exploit opportunities that correct market
disequilibria. These perspectives are complementary in that one highlights innovation and disruption while the
other highlights alertness to opportunity and market coordination. A third and influential stand reframes
entrepreneurship as a research field in its own right. Shane and Venkataraman (2000) made a pivotal
contribution to the field by conceptualizing entrepreneurship as the process of identifying, evaluating, and
capitalizing on opportunities. With their seminal work, they shifted the focus from simply identifying who
entrepreneurs are to understanding how entrepreneurial opportunities emerge and how individuals act upon
them. This perspective redefined the academic approach to entrepreneurship and also allowed for researchers to
connect micro-level founder behaviour with macro outcomes.

A substantial body of empirical work links entrepreneurship to measurable innovation outcomes and
underscores innovation as a critical criterion for entrepreneurial success. For instance, a study conducted by
Zhai et al. (2018) using a survey of 324 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in China found that the
relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and innovation performance is significantly positive. Another
study conducted by Fiorentino, Longobardi and Scaletti (2020) in Italy found that innovative start-ups grow
more than non-innovative ones. Furthermore, a study conducted on the productivity implications of R&D,
innovation and capital accumulation for incumbent and entrants found that entrant firms that innovate are
significantly more productive (21% to 30%) than non-innovating entrants (Masso and Tiwari, 2022). That being
said, the translation from entrepreneurial intent to innovation outcomes does depend excessively on access to
some traditional inputs. These include: resources such as skills, human capital and technology; market access,
i.e., distribution channels and customer networks; and capital, including seed and growth finance. Classic and
contemporary literature shows that deficits in any of these dimensions can constrain innovation, channeling
entrepreneurial activity towards subsistence or marginal ventures rather than scalable and innovative firms.

Empirical studies and policy reports document persistent, structural obstacles for many entrepreneurs
in acquiring these inputs — and these obstacles are not evenly distributed. Women, migrants, youth and racial or
ethnic minorities do face higher systemic barriers in accessing finance, networks and institutional support,
reducing both the rate at which they start ventures as well as the growth potential of the ventures. For instance,
global estimates place the total micro, small or medium enterprise (MSME) finance gap for women-owned
firms in the trillions of dollars (Muckerheide, 2023), and evidence shows that conventional venture capital and
bank lending channels underserve female and minority founders (Stefani & Vacca, 2013; Lins & Lutz, 2016).
These finance and network gaps translate directly into fewer innovative or innovation-oriented firms emerging
from underrepresented communities. Beyond finance, even market access and social capital matter.
Entrepreneurs reliant on dense, localized networks, including mentors, suppliers and buyers, are better able to
validate and scale their innovations. Disadvantaged founders often lack these ties or face discriminatory
gatekeeping in industry networks and procurement, further amplifying inequality in innovation outcomes.

It is against this very backdrop of persistent resource asymmetry that digital platforms have emerged as
a potential force for democraticization. Platform-based tools like marketplaces, no or low code storefront
builders and crowdfunding sites all successfully lower transaction cost for starting and scaling ventures by
bundling payment processing, logistics integration, customer acquisition channels and in some cases analytics
and automation. The remainder of this paper presents case studies of digital platforms such as Shopify and
Kickstarter to analyze their role in democratizing the entrepreneurial landscape and enabling innovation
worldwide.

E-Commerce Platforms and the Democratization of Entrepreneurial Access - A Case Study of
Shopify

Shopify defines itself as “the all-in-one commerce platform to start, run, and grow a business”
(Shopify, 2024). Since its launch in 2006, Shopify has gradually emerged as what may be defined as a
transformative force in the global entreprencurial ecosystem, altering how new ventures are launched, scaled
and internationalised. Its rise is a reflection of the convergence of platform economics, entrepreneurial
ecosystem theory and the growing accessibility of digital tools, all of which have collectively lowered the
barriers to entry and expanded opportunities for underrepresented entrepreneurs. Unlike the traditional retail
models, which rely on large-scale infrastructure or digital intermediaries like Amazon, Shopify empowers
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businesses to directly reach consumers while maintaining autonomy over branding and customer relationships.
It is exactly this model that positions Shopify as a critical enabler of what can be termed the democratization of
entrepreneurship by providing tools, networks and markets to entrepreneurs across geographies and industries.

From a business and entrepreneurial theory perspective, Shopify embodies the principle of platform
economic theory, where the value is created between the platform and users through network effects (Iansiti,
2021). Shopify’s value proposition extends beyond simple transaction facilitation; it offers an integrated
ecosystem combining payment processing, shipping, marketing and analytics. This significantly reduces the
transaction costs associated with starting and managing a business, aligning well with Coase’s theory of the
firm by lowering the need for entrepreneurs to internalise such costly functions. At the same time,
entrepreneurial ecosystem theory emphasises the importance of infrastructure, support systems and institutional
environment in fostering entrepreneurial activity. By acting as a private sector digital ecosystem, Shopify
supplements traditional institutions, offering small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) capabilities that were
once reserved only for larger corporations.

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored Shopify’s pivotal role in supporting entrepreneurial activity. As
physical retail collapsed, Shopify became the go-to solution for businesses forced to go online. According to
reports, its revenues grew 96% in Q3 2020 compared to the previous year (as seen in Figure 1), while merchants
generated $5.1 billion in sales during Black Friday and Cyber Monday, representing a 76% year-on-year
increase (Sularia, 2024).
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Figure 1: Shopify YoY Quarterly Growth (Macrotrends, 2025)
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This acceleration of digital adoption illustrates Schumpeterian innovation, where technological
disruption enables new entrants to challenge incumbents by leveraging novel modes of production and
distribution. Shopify’s philosophy of arming the rebels, in contrast to Amazon‘s empire-building approach,
reflects a deliberate effort to create a more pluralistic and competitive e-commerce landscape (Bain, 2021).

The inclusivity of the Shopify model may also be understood through acknowledging it as a low-code
platform which “enables quick generation and delivery of business applications with minimum effort to write in
a coding language and requires the least possible effort for the installation and configuration of environments,
and training and implementation” (Waszkowski, 2019). Research by Dushnitsky and Stroube (2021) highlights
how Shopify reduces dependence on technical co-founders or costly developers, providing a third path for
entrepreneurs who lack programming expertise. Empirical evidence suggests that Shopify-based start-ups
require fewer employees (5.9 versus 7.6 for non-Shopify pers) and smaller funding rounds ($0.99 million
compared to $1.96 million), yet they achieve comparable survival success. This creates what the researchers
have termed a ‘lean success’ profile, whereby ventures achieve sustainable growth with lower capital intensity
and higher equity retention. This model, therefore, fundamentally democratizes entrepreneurship by lowering
the financial, human and technical thresholds for entry, allowing participation from diverse groups that were
traditionally excluded from the high capital entrepreneurial ecosystems.

The international dimension of Shopify’s impact is equally significant. As a global platform with more
than two million merchants worldwide, Shopify enables entrepreneurs to bypass national borders and directly
access global markets. The Uppsala model of internationalisation emphasises gradual learning and incremental
international expansion, but Shopify compresses this trajectory by providing digital infrastructure that facilitates
cross-border transactions from inception. The Shopify Entrepreneurship Index highlights the platform’s
macroeconomic contributions with entrepreneurs generating $27.7 billion in exports and contributing $229.3
billion to global GDP in 2022. Notably, countries like Lithuania and Romania have leveraged Shopify to
expand digital entrepreneurship, reflecting how the platform-enabled ventures can bolster national
competitiveness (Warren, 2023). Moreover, Shopify has proven especially impactful in rural economies with
more than one-third of US Shopify entrepreneurs located outside urban centres and rural participation exceeding
70% in countries like Brazil and Chile (SBE Council, 2023). This spatial diffusion of entrepreneurship
challenges the urban-centric model of innovation clusters, suggesting that digital platforms can act as equalizers
across geographic divides.
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From the perspective of entrepreneurship theory, Shopify exemplifies the role of technology as a driver
of necessity entrepreneurship. Many merchants join not solely from passion but as a survival strategy and
precarious economic conditions. In 2021, Shopify supported five million jobs globally, illustrating its multiplier
effect across local communities (BOF, 2022). The platform thus contributes not only to individual
entrepreneurial opportunities but also to wider social and economic development. Its support for the creator
economy through services like Shopify Collabs reflects a strategic alignment with the growing demand for
hybrid identities where individuals are simultaneously creators, entrepreneurs and global brand-builders.

Nevertheless, the democratization of entrepreneurship through Shopify is not without limitations.
While the platform successfully reduces entry barriers, it also exposes entrepreneurs to the intensifying price
competition and consumer expectation characteristic of digital marketplaces. Surveys indicate that 94% of
online shoppers engage in price comparisons, reinforcing the need for SMEs to adopt dynamic pricing and
differentiation strategies to remain competitive (Sularia, 2024). This aligns with Porter’s Five Forces
framework, where the bargaining power of consumers is heightened in e-commerce due to information
transparency. Moreover, dependency on a single platform may constrain entrepreneurial autonomy in the long
run as algorithm visibility, transaction fees and platform policy shifts can influence firm performance.

Overall, Shopify has undoubtedly reconfigured the global entrepreneurial landscape by embodying the
principles of accessibility, scalability and inclusivity central to the democratization of entrepreneurship.
Through its low-code tools, integrated services and global reach, Shopify enables diverse entrepreneurs, from
urban innovators in developed markets to rural creators in emerging economies, to launch and grow businesses
with unprecedented ease. This platform illustrates how digital infrastructures can function as entrepreneurial
ecosystems in themselves, reshaping traditional theories of firm growth and internationalization. However, as
competition intensifies, the challenge lies not merely in accessing the tools of entrepreneurship but in leveraging
them strategically to create sustainable, differentiated ventures. Shopify thus represents both the promise and
the complexity of digital platforms as engines of entrepreneurial democratization and global economic
development

Crowdfunding and the Democratization of Entrepreneurial Finance - A Case Study of
Kickstarter

One of the most significant ways in which digital platforms have lowered barriers to entrepreneurship
is through the advent of crowdfunding which has fundamentally transformed the financing landscape for early-
stage ventures. Traditionally, entrepreneurs have had to seek capital by relying on banks, angel investors or
venture capitalists, all institutions that impose rigid criteria like collateral requirements, prior experience or high
growth potential before offering their support (Paul and Rena, 2024). These filters, while reducing investor risk,
often exclude minority entrepreneurs, innovators from developing countries or even those whose ideas do not
align with the conventional profitability models. Crowdfunding platforms like Kickstarter embody both the
democratization of finance and Resource Mobilisation Theory, successfully disrupting the traditional
fundraising system. By aggregating small contributions from a wide pool of supporters, these platforms reduce
reliance on elite financial networks and make entrepreneurial participation more inclusive. Entrepreneurs are
able to gain direct access to potential financiers across the globe while individuals gain the ability to act as
microinvestors, spreading opportunity across geographic and social boundaries. This process is further
reinforced by Social Capital Theory which highlights the role of networks, trust and reciprocity in mobilising
support (Hussain, 2023). Crowdfunding campaigns frequently succeed not just because of financial logic, but
because of shared identity and values between entrepreneurs and their backers.

Delving further into Kickstarter, which was founded in 2009, the platform illustrates how
crowdfunding fosters inclusivity and innovation in entrepreneurial finance. As seen in Figure 2, “as of August
2025, more than 24.47 million people had pledged their monetary support towards any of the over 650,000
projects launched on Kickstarter (successfully completed or not). In addition, over eight million people had
backed more than one project on the crowdfunding site” (Statista, 2025).
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Aug 2025

® Total backers 24.47

® Repeat backers  8.53

@ Total backers @ Repeat backers

Figure 2: Number of total and repeat Kickstarter project backers from February 2014 to August 2025 (Statista,
2025)

Kickstarter’s all-or-nothing funding model mitigates risk for backers by ensuring creators only receive
funds if they meet their target, enhancing credibility and accountability (Sakai, 2021). For entrepreneurs,
Kickstarter not only provides capital but also functions as a market validation mechanism (Patton, 2014). By
showcasing the projects to a global audience, creators can gauge market demand, generate early publicity and
build communities of supporters before product launch. In line with signalling theory, early backers and
professional-quality campaigns on crowdfunding platforms may act as signals of project viability, reducing
information asymmetry and attracting further support through a ‘herding effect’. This has been confirmed in
studies such as that conducted by Comeig et al. (2020), which concluded that “early contributions to the
campaign and positive opinions of peers act as a reinforcing signal to potential backers and affect backers’
beliefs about the probability of success, increasing contributions to the campaign”. This dual rule of financing
and marketing illustrates how crowdfunding integrates resource mobilisation with market discovery, lowering
barriers for first-time entrepreneurs who might otherwise struggle to secure institutional investment.

Kickstarter also reflects how crowdfunding can be analyzed through the lens of Effectuation Theory
which emphasises action in uncertain environments using available means rather than waiting for ideal
resources (Sarasvathy, 2001). The entreprencurs who are on these platforms often begin with very limited assets
but leverage their networks, narratives and creativity to mobilise backers. This is particularly powerful for those
excluded from the formal banking and venture capital systems. As studies have highlighted, crowdfunding
reduces entry barriers to finance, allowing innovators in emerging markets or marginalized groups to access
opportunities that traditional systems would likely deny. Therefore, by distributing the risk across a large
number of backers and drawing on community support, crowdfunding broadens participation in
entrepreneurship and promotes financial inclusion.

The broader economic implications of crowdfunding further underscore its democratizing potential.
Campaigns not only raise capital but also generate social and economic spillovers. For instance, an increase in
consumer trust, community recognition and job creation through the establishment of new firms all contribute
positively to society. Socially oriented projects or social entrepreneurship often benefit from even higher
engagement on such platforms because backers tend to be more motivated by alignment with their values and
the prospect of contributing to social impact. In this sense, crowdfunding platforms act both as a financing
mechanism and as a catalyst for innovation, social enterprise and collective problem-solving.

The true potential of Kickstarter can perhaps be best illustrated through emblematic case studies. In
2013, fitness startup Peloton turned to Kickstarter seeking $250,000 to finance the development of its exercise
bike. Within a month, 297 backers had pledged more than $307,000 (Canal, 2020), validating demand for a
product that blended software, hardware and community engagement. Seven years later, Peloton reported its
first profitable quarter with revenue surging 172% year over year to $607 million (Thomas, 2020). This was
also a testimony to Peloton emerging as a solution to many people’s fitness requirements during the pandemic,
when conventional gyms were closed. Today, the company commands a market valuation of approximately
$3.5 billion (Macrotrends, 2018). A parallel success story is that of Oculus VR. The founders launched their
Oculus Rift headset on Kickstarter in 2012 and the project passed its $250,000 target in just 24 hours, ultimately
raising $2.4 million (Tran, 2022). Within two years, the company was acquired by Facebook for $2 billion,
catalyzing the mainstreaming of virtual reality. Both of these cases reflect how Kickstarter democratizes
entrepreneurial finance by granting early-stage firms access to global networks of investors and a platform to
test their products before launch.
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Nevertheless, the democratizing potential of crowdfunding needs to be considered alongside its
limitations for a more comprehensive evaluation. Despite accessibility, success on platforms like Kickstarter is
far from guaranteed. With thousands of campaigns competing for attention, visibility depends on the
entrepreneur‘s ability to craft compelling narratives, leverage social networks and activate early supporters.
This raises concerns to a certain extent about whether crowdfunding can truly eliminate inequalities or simply
shifts them into the digital realm, privileging those with digital literacy, marketing skills or pre-existing
networks. Additionally, while crowdfunding does provide short-term capital, questions remain regarding the
long-term sustainability of ventures financed in this way, particularly when they are compared to institutional
funding that often includes mentorship and strategic guidance.

Overall, crowdfunding exemplifies the democratization of entrepreneurship by lowering the financial
barriers, enabling global participation and fostering inclusivity in both commercial and social ventures.
Kickstarter, in particular, demonstrates how digital platforms can transform access for entrepreneurial projects
by leveraging disintermediation, social capital and signalling to mobilise resources across borders, thereby
integrating entrepreneurship into broader international networks. While there are challenges that persist with
regard to sustainability and visibility, the rise of crowdfunding highlights a fundamental shift in the
entrepreneur ecosystem, whereby finance is no longer solely the domain of institutions but increasingly a
collective, participatory endeavor.

Conclusion

Entrepreneurship’s trajectory has historically been constrained by unequal access to resources, capital
and networks which has limited the opportunities to a privileged few. This paper has examined how digital
platforms such as Shopify and Kickstarter are beginning to erode these barriers, expanding the landscape of
entrepreneurship to include communities and ideas that conventional systems may have previously sidelined.
Shopify illustrates how e-commerce platforms simplify the technical and logistical burdens of launching a
business, giving entrepreneurs unprecedented access to global markets. Kickstart demonstrates the
transformative potential of crowdfunding, providing alternative financial pathways for ventures that may not
conform to traditional investor expectations.

The broader implication is evident: digital platforms are not simply tools but structural innovations that
are reshaping the entrepreneurial ecosystem. They democratize access to both finance and markets and over the
long term, this shift carries profound consequences for global economic development. By broadening the base
of who can innovate and compete, digital platforms foster more inclusive growth, stimulate job creation and
diversify global value chains. While it is true that their full potential depends on addressing persistent
challenges, including equitable digital access, platform dependency, and emerging forms of exclusion, overall,
the rise of digital platforms represents a decisive step towards a more open and participatory entrepreneurial
economy.
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