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Abstract 
A confluence of factors has enabled the explosion of 
technology startups worldwide. The global spread of 
seed accelerators, incubators which foster high-tech 
startups, are a major component of this. But little is 
known about how they are impacting the global 
technology landscape. Through fieldwork with 
accelerators in Southeast Asia and Latin America and 
broad-based research with other accelerators in 
developed and emerging markets, I propose to 
investigate the expansion of this Silicon Valley model of 

innovation, how it is transformed and implemented in 
other contexts, and the impact it has on the types of 
technologies created and the growth of ecosystems. 
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Introduction 
A confluence of factors has enabled the explosion of 
technology startups worldwide. A combination of cloud 
computing platforms, software frameworks, easily 
accessible marketing platforms, social media 
networking, etcetera have lowered barriers and enabled 
developers from all over to develop new technology 
startups [1]. Alongside this, innovation models have 
spread the “know-how” from Silicon Valley. The 
explosion of seed accelerators, incubators which foster 
high-tech startups, are a major component of this. 
These accelerators bring together cohorts of 
international startups to develop their teams and 
products and learn from each other in a short-term 
bootcamp (typically 10-12 weeks) based on lean 
models of innovation. The initial seed accelerator was 

 
Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for 
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that 
copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights 
for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other 
uses, contact the Owner/Author.  
Copyright is held by the owner/author(s). 
CSCW'14 Companion, Feb 15-19 2014, Baltimore, MD, USA 
ACM 978-1-4503-2541-7/14/02. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2556420.2556823 

Julia Katherine Haines 
Department of Informatics 
Donald Bren School of Information and Computer Sciences 
University of California, Irvine 
Irvine, CA, 92697, USA 
hainesj@uci.edu 

CSCW 2014 • Doctoral Consortium February 15–19, 2014, Baltimore, Maryland, USA

57



  

Paul Graham’s hugely successful Y Combinator, started 
in 2005, which has spawned such well-known 
companies as Reddit, DropBox, and Airbnb. Since then, 
accelerators have been popping up all over the world, 
with an estimated 160+ in 33 countries now [2]. Aside 
from their economic impact, which is estimated in the 
billions of dollars, accelerators have a clear impact on 
the flows of innovation and ideas globally.  

At the same time as these accelerators and the 
startups they foster seem to be exploding globally, 
discourse around digital innovation seems firmly 
centered around Silicon Valley’s ecosystem and 
whether it “can be copied,” with many suggesting it 
cannot. The goal, then, is to better understand this 
very Silicon Valley model of group production and to 
explore the impact it is making globally as others aim 
to develop innovation ecosystems. What are the 
theoretical implications of this global expansion of the 
seed accelerator innovation model? What matters about 
the place in which an innovation ecosystem is created? 
What roles do social and geographic boundaries play in 
tech development? On a practical level, how is this 
impacting the tech landscape? An ecosystem is 
fundamentally situated in a particular contextual setting 
[7]; so, the technologies created emerge from that 
specific context.  

For a CSCW audience in particular, there are multiple 
streams of interest. On the one hand, there are 
questions of what these global ecosystems, especially 
in emerging countries, can learn from this Silicon Valley 
model of innovation and how methods of research and 
design can be integrated in different cultural, political, 
social, and economic infrastructures. On the other 
hand, there are implications for what Silicon Valley can 

learn from local adaptations of the model and other 
innovation methods, especially from emerging 
economies.   

Background and Related Work  
There has been a great deal of work about innovation 
factors [3], and some research that has honed in more 
specifically on the Silicon Valley ecosystem and 
attempts to replicate it or develop similar startup 
ecosystems elsewhere [1, 6, 8]. With respect to HCI 
and design, several researchers have looked at how 
design methods are adapted and appropriated in 
different cultural contexts [4, 9] and have considered 
alternative techniques for requirements engineering 
when developing for marginalized groups [5]. However, 
seed accelerators are a new phenomenon (circa 2005) 
and have exploded onto the world scene in the past few 
years, and little research has been done to understand 
this growth and how successful this innovation model 
has been, they types of technologies and businesses 
they’ve produced, and the impact they’ve had in other 
regions.  

Research Question 
The fundamental question addressed by this research 
is: How is the expansion of the seed accelerator model 
of innovation impacting the technology landscape 
globally? One hypothesis is that this model may enable 
the decentralization and democratization of technology 
creation. A major criticism of Silicon Valley startups is 
that they often design for themselves: middle- to 
upper-middle class, educated, fairly affluent. Rather 
than technology being created by “elites,” the model 
enables entrepreneurs from all over the globe to 
become technology creators. This could have huge 
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implications for the types of startup products that are 
created and the user groups that are focused on.  

Say, for example, you are an Indonesian citizen who 
sees a problem that needs to be solved in your regional 
community. A tailored technological solution to that 
problem is unlikely to come from a large multinational 
lacking the motivation for such a small market. And 
while ICT4D initiatives exist, history is rife with 
examples of solutions being insufficient or ineffective. 
The seed accelerator model changes this by enabling 
access to the methods, mentorship, education, 
networking, and funding that are needed for you create 
a startup to develop a solution. 

But your regional community in Indonesia is a very 
different context than Silicon Valley. Does this model 
work in such a different cultural environment? What if 
your startup fails? Taking risks and failing carry very 
different consequences in some cultures than they do in 
Silicon Valley. And often, developers who want to take 
risks and become entrepreneurs have larger goals in 
mind. While there is considerable opportunity to focus 
on regional and local considerations, many want to 
“make it” in Silicon Valley and focus only on global, 
scalable startup ideas.  

Goals and Methods  
The overarching goals are to understand how this 
model of innovation is implemented in different 
contexts (micro-level) and the impact that is making 
globally (macro-level). I intend to do this through a 
combination of ethnography at two different 
international field sites and interviewing and surveying 
other seed accelerator participants and personnel 
globally. The four major areas of focus are:  

 Innovation processes: Investigate the detailed 
processes of innovation from idea to implementation 
in seed accelerators. This will be done through 
ethnographic methods (interviewing, participating, 
observing) following startup teams within two 
accelerators: one in Asia and one in Latin America. 

 Culture: Explore the cultural implications of these 
innovation methods. I will do this by interviewing 
individuals from different backgrounds within the two 
field sites as well as at other accelerators to get a 
larger picture of conflicts and compatibilities with 
Silicon Valley culture. 

 Technology: Understand the specific cultural context 
from which particular products emerge. This will be 
done through a combination of interviewing startups 
and investigating their technological artifacts. 

 Ecosystem: At the macro-level, identify trends in 
different ecosystems, comparing my field sites in 
Southeast Asia and Latin America with Silicon Valley.  

On an applied level, the resulting analysis could 
perhaps help in developing new paradigms for adapting 
and supporting innovation methods in different cultural 
contexts. On a more broad level, it could have 
implications for policy decisions and organizational 
structuring related to innovation ecosystems. 

Dissertation Status  
In initial background research over the past several 
months, I conducted interviews with a variety of 
participants in technology startups and accelerators 
from every continent and visited accelerators in Silicon 
Valley, as well as elsewhere in the US, Australia, and 
South Africa. I have also just completed field research 
at a Singapore-based accelerator, JFDI.Asia, where I 
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followed a batch of startups from September through 
December 2013.  A second field site, in Latin America, 
will follow in 2014, and then I will return to Silicon 
Valley for a final phase of research.  

Thus far, I have found that while there is great 
potential for seed accelerators to decentralize 
technology creation and focus on marginalized groups 
in emerging economies, this potential has been unmet 
for a variety of reasons. I have identified two 
underlying factors thus far. First, many developers and 
accelerators still focus on reaching Silicon Valley as a 
success metric. And secondly, the lean user research 
and testing methods employed appear to be lacking. I 
will probe these issues in much greater depth as I 
conduct follow-ups with my first field site and move on 
to my second field site. By the time I participate in the 
Colloquium, I hope to have much more solid ideas of 
these phenomena and would seek assistance in 
narrowing this focus as I enter the final phase of data 
collection.  

Attending the Doctoral Colloquium at CSCW 2014 will 
fall at the perfect time to be reflective about the data 
I’ve collected and what is salient in the research, and to 
refine direction and focus as I move toward wrapping 
up data collection and beginning deeper analysis. By 
the time of the Colloquium, I will have half of my 
fieldwork work completed, but I will still have the 
majority of analysis and writing ahead of me. I expect 
to benefit from the Colloquium by discussing the work 
and my challenges with participants and senior 
researchers who come from very different backgrounds, 
use different methods, and may have significant 
experience in innovation methods. In particular, I think 
participating will help me think about other frameworks 

and approaches to analysis as I move into that phase. 
As a participant, I will also contribute my expertise in 
qualitative methods and hopefully provide other 
participants with a fresh perspective on their work. 
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