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A B S T R A C T

Entrepreneurship has become a cornerstone of economic development. The public awareness of this phenom-
enon spurred great interest from the academic community and policy makers alongside the creation of a vast
range of entrepreneurship support initiatives. We conduct a systematic review of 122 academic articles pub-
lished during a thirty year period between 1985–2015 that help to identify a series of theoretical, empirical, and
practical gaps that form the basis of a research agenda. For instance, there is a shortage of conceptual articles and
few empirical studies generating theoretical contributions; samples are small and idiosyncratic; context is rarely
considered; and that mechanisms of ES are largely unknown. We propose that ES should develop along four main
themes that ameliorate these exposed gaps: acknowledge and understand the heterogeneity of entrepreneurs and
new ventures; apply existing theories to ES; improve methods and research design; and integrate ES into the
ecosystem of support.

1. Introduction

Entrepreneurship has increasingly been associated with economic
growth and innovation, such that local, regional, national, trans-na-
tional and multi-lateral agencies actively seek ways to encourage, in-
crease and facilitate the emergence and growth of new firms
(Mazzarol, 2014; Szirmai et al., 2011). As a result, researchers have
accompanied this trend with growing interest in the scholarly under-
standing of entrepreneurship support (ES) for three primary reasons.
First, there are findings that new firms, and specifically fast growing
young firms, contribute disproportionately to new employment than
larger incumbent firms (Birch, 1987; Haltiwanger, 2015). Small busi-
ness and labor economists, strategy researchers, and those focusing on
population ecology are examples of scholars heavily invested in pursuit
of understanding these trends (e.g. Davis et al., 1996; Headd and
Kirchhoff, 2009; Litwin and Phan, 2013; Neumark et al., 2010; Wit and
Kok, 2014). Second, policymakers around the world have been ex-
perimenting with new policies, programs, and incentives to encourage
entrepreneurship (Gilbert et al., 2004) drawing interest among scholars
of public policy and administration, urban economics, and innovation
(Adams et al., 2016; Ellwood et al., 2016). Third, as specific

mechanisms for supporting entrepreneurs became institutionalized, the
field of research began developing niches of scholarly specialization
including dedicated journals and conferences (Phan et al., 2005). Many
of these niches reflect the heterogeneous factors that precipitate com-
mercial innovation. For example, U.S. government support for major
technological innovations frequently began with the military and
NASA, and were commercially supported by a wide range of public-
private partnerships as well as legislative measures (Chiang, 1992; Price
and Siegel, 2019). Unfortunately, assessing what has taken place in
such a highly diversified field (Sorenson and Stuart, 2008) requires
bridging across a number of literatures, representing a barrier for both
scholars and practitioners. This systematic literature review on en-
trepreneurship support provides a critically needed contribution for
examining the range and impact of these technological activities.

Academic thought on ES is difficult to translate to public policy.
Perhaps the most influential theoretical framework that popularized ES
in the eyes of policy makers is the triple-helix model of innovation
(Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 1995; Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1996,
1998). The notion that innovation is the result of coherent efforts be-
tween universities, industry, and government triggered the establish-
ment of a variety of initiatives to support the prime active mechanism
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responsible for the transfer of technology to markets - the entrepreneur.
While many efforts also involve regulatory arrangements, such as
taxation adjustments and access to capital (Nasra and Dacin, 2010),
others addressed institutional activities in higher education
(Morris et al., 2013) and efforts to promote academic spin-offs (R.
Parker, 2008; Patzelt and Shepherd, 2009). University technology
transfer offices and intellectual property management has become a
growing ambitious activity coordinated by Universities world-wide
(Mazzarol, 2014; Minniti, 2008; Nasra and Dacin, 2010; Szirmai et al.,
2011). As a result, in more recent years, ES scholarship became more
interdisciplinary which poses a challenge in synthesizing its findings. ES
research begins with motivations to understand specific phenomena in
our economies, communities, and lifestyles, it lacks a unified set of
theories to guide inquiry. We set out to add to the literature on ES by
providing a landscape of ES sources and types making it easier for
policy makers, researchers, and practitioners spread through diverse
sub-fields to navigate the scholarly research on the subject. Further, we
join the contemporary discussions about the relevance of supporting
entrepreneurs (Shane, 2009) and the need for an approach to practice
in entrepreneurship research (Claire et al., 2019).

Our systematic review of ES is the first of its kind in the literature.
We introduce to the academic discussion an overarching view of ES in
which the multiple initiatives are reviewed simultaneously and against
a unified structure. Taken together, our review exposes the fragmen-
tation of this body of literature and the atheoretical basis of nearly all
articles reviewed. We show that the majority of the empirical studies
are based on small and unique samples, frequently too idiosyncratic to
yield generalized findings. The mechanisms of ES are largely ignored
and, perhaps as a result, the context is rarely considered when ana-
lyzing the impacts of ES in startups.

This paper is structured as follows. We begin by delineating the
domain of ES and search for an encompassing definition to guide our
literature search. After the sample construction of 122 articles on ES
published in the period 1985–2015, we provide an overview of sources
and types of ES, discussing findings, outcomes and implications. Our
research agenda is structured along four principal dimensions: we dis-
cuss how different types of entrepreneurship must be considered when
further studying the impacts of ES; we argue that existing theoretical
frameworks in management research would contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the phenomena associated with ES; we discuss how the
field is ripe for updated research designs and methods; and we propose
that ES should never be studied independently of its context.

2. What is ES?

ES is designed to infuse new and young firms with sustaining ele-
ments that increase survival and development. ES sources can be tan-
gible such as granting financial resources to a new firm, or intangible,
such as providing professional advice from accountants, investors, and
lawyers. We build on Hanlon and Saunders's definition (2007, p. 620)
and define ES as [the]:

“Provision of valuable resources to entrepreneurs by individuals or
organizations, which carry structured activities to facilitate the
imminent establishment of a new independent firm, increase sur-
vival chances, or promote long-term growth.”

This operational definition of ES differs from other related concepts
in the literature in a few important aspects.1 For instance, the recently
emerged concept of the entrepreneurial ecosystem is an integrative
framework that explains different levels of entrepreneurial activity
across regions (Mack and Mayer, 2016; Stam, 2015). Entrepreneurial
ecosystems consist of interconnected networks that create the

conditions in which entrepreneurs develop their new ventures
(Feld, 2012) while ES deals with structured activities that are in a way
purposeful and unidirectional. Additionally, our delineation of the ES
phenomenon leaves room for the inclusion of programs that prepare
and train individuals for entrepreneurship that would be left out of
related theoretical frameworks such as institutional intermediaries.
These include workforce development programs (Chrisman et al.,
2005), as well as for-profit and not-for profit sources of support
(Hanlon and Saunders, 2007). Our view of ES includes support taking
place before and after the establishment of a new venture as well as
support given in the growth and expansion phases of the startup.

We examine individuals and institutions that provide resources to
entrepreneurs for the imminent establishment of any new venture.
Consequentially, we deliberately exclude from this contribution the
following literature streams to provide a more focused analysis of ES
directed at the imminent establishment of any new venture:

i) Corporate entrepreneurship, since this refers to a process of stra-
tegic renewal within existing organizations, the creation of new
business units, and redefinitions of products and existing markets
(Sharma and Chrisman, 1999; Zahra, 1991);

ii) Entrepreneurship education programs, because they train in-
dividuals to develop entrepreneurial skills that can be applied in
multiple contexts extending beyond the scope of the immediate
creation of new firms (Kuratko, 2005; Zahra et al., 2011); and

iii) Incidental sources of support such as that given by family members
(Powell and Eddleston, 2013), as those are very difficult to monitor
and do not often exist independently from other sources.

ES is decomposed in sources of support and types of support
(Hanlon and Saunders, 2007). Sources of support define who provides a
certain resource (i.e. individuals or organizations). Types of support
define the resources provided to the entrepreneur. Each source of
support can provide multiple types of support and, similarly, one par-
ticular type of support can be provided by many sources (Hanlon and
Saunders, 2007). This conceptualization is attuned to the common
prescription to entrepreneurs to “get all the help possible” which leads
to one entrepreneur being in essence supported by a constellation of
valuable resources among multiple possible combinations of sources
and types of support available (Hanlon and Saunders, 2007).

Our operational definition of ES helps us view the historical im-
portance of ES namely in initiatives such as the Small Business
Innovation Research (SBIR) program. Established in the 1980s, the
program provides funding for innovation research to small technology-
based firms. The program has been shown to be a tool that helped in-
crease American firms’ competitiveness (Lerner, 1999, 2000). More
recently, other sources of support have been identified that provide new
firms with intangible resources such as knowledge, legitimacy, and
reputation (Brush et al., 2001). This form of ES has been shown to fa-
cilitate and champion the emergence of networks that contribute to the
growth of local knowledge capital assisting the development of the
local entrepreneurial ecosystem. Further, researchers have shown that
the concentration of universities, companies including startups, and
other amenities boost regional economic prosperity (Benneworth and
Ratinho, 2014; Goldstein and Drucker, 2006).

3. Methodology

We follow the recommendations of Tranfield et al. (2003) and other
recent systematic reviews (Bruneel and De Cock, 2016; Dorasamy et al.,
2013; Grégoire et al., 2011; López-Duarte et al., 2016; Lu et al., 2018).
Systematic reviews are a widely used method to organize and synthe-
size research findings particularly helpful to in large and complex
bodies of research such as Entrepreneurship. The procedure is trans-
parent, rigorous, and protocol driven allowing replication
(Sengers et al., 2016).

1 We thank an anonymous reviewer for raising these points that helps us to
better delineate our operational definition of ES.
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3.1. Sampling and screening procedure

We used criterion sampling to identify our sample (Grégoire et al.,
2011; Patton, 2014) (Table 1). Keywords used yielded articles whose
authors purposefully represented their study as ES.2 This procedure
allows us to cross disciplinary borders and build a sample of articles
that span multiple theoretical lenses used to research the phenomenon
of ES.

We selected full articles published in three sets of journals: first, we
looked exclusively at General Management and Entrepreneurship
journals. The low number of articles obtained (see Table 2) led to a
broader search that included: Management of Technology/Technology
and Innovation Management journals known for publishing technology
entrepreneurship research (Linton and Thongpapanl, 2004;
Ratinho et al., 2015; Stewart and Cotton, 2013); and other renowned
Entrepreneurship journals (Fried, 2003; MacMillan, 1991).

There are three methodological advantages in our sampling criteria
that ensure the validity of our sample. First, we select articles published
in recognized high-impact academic journals, which increases the re-
levance and quality of our sample. Second, we automatically scan a
large population of articles reducing the error associated with manually
navigating multiple volumes of the selected journals. Third, keyword
searches yielded articles whose authors purposefully represented as ES
studies. Using these criteria, we counted 407 articles.

We then manually verified the relevance of each article abstract
excluding articles showing at least one of the following characteristics:

a) Use of the search keywords but no relation between the article's
framework, research questions, or analysis and our review topic.

b) Articles falling outside the scope of ES. We excluded articles on
corporate entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship educational pro-
grams, franchising, and internationalization of multi-national com-
panies as sources and types of support were not visibly identified
(Hanlon and Saunders, 2007).

The final sample contains 122 articles published in the period be-
tween 1985–2015 (Table 2 and Table 3).

3.2. Sample overview

The articles in our sample were coded based on their content (see
Table 4 for coding variables). Our aggregated analysis shows that a
particular source of support can deliver several multiple types of sup-
port (Table 5) and have multiple outcomes (Table 6).

The general impact of ES, measured as new firm creation, survival,
and performance of supported firms, is overall positive. That is, sup-
ported entrepreneurs who enjoy one or more types of support, are in
general more likely to survive and show superior performance.
However, as we take a closer look at studies, we see that a large dis-
parity exists in dependent variables researched, the multitude of con-
texts in which studies were conducted, the small sample size of many
empirical settings, and the date of each study. For instance, new ven-
ture creation is operationalized as the decision of individuals to start a
business (Dubini, 1989; Shabbir and Di Gregorio, 1996) or the emer-
gence of industrial clusters as examples of regional entrepreneurial
developments (Carayannis et al., 2006; Wonglimpiyarat, 2010). Simi-
larly, performance is measured as R&D alliances (Hsu, 2006) or
medium-term equity financing (Baum and Silverman, 2004).

The majority of articles in our sample were empirical (117 articles)
(Table 7). The few conceptual studies found (5 articles) do not cover all
sources and types of ES compromising its generalizability. Further, we
observed that only eight empirical studies generate ES theoretical in-
sights based on empirical findings.

We found nearly equal amount of qualitative and quantitative ar-
ticles, 52 and 56 respectively; mixed methods account for 9 articles in
our sample (the remaining 5 are the previously mentioned conceptual
articles) (Table 7). The analysis per source of support reveals similar
patterns. We found fewer articles focusing on technology-based ES (52
articles) than those researching general ES (70 articles); however, the
analysis per sources of support reveals that research on business in-
cubators, university, and science parks disproportionally focuses on
technology-based ES.

We looked at the use of literature in each study to understand better
the main theoretical patterns of papers. About a third of studies test
existing theories (36.1%) with an equal amount referencing past studies
(36.9%). Phenomenological studies account for 16.4% of the articles
found in our sample. Only 10.7% of studies (13 articles) generate

Table 1
Sampling criteria.

Criteria Rationale

a) General Top Management journals Following Short (2009), we looked at Academy of Management Journal, Academy of
Management Review, Strategic Management Journal, Journal of Management,
Organization Science, Management Science, Administrative Science Quarterly and
Journal of Management Studies as general management outlets.

b) Entrepreneurship journals Given the specificity of the topic, we also included in our search entrepreneurship
journals: Journal of Business Venturing, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice,
Journal of Small Business Management and Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal
(Klotz et al., 2014; Shepherd et al., 2015).

c) Technology and Innovation Management and other Entrepreneurship journals Popular entrepreneurship support mechanisms such as business incubation have found
their home in other specialized journals such as Technovation, Journal of Technology
Transfer and Research Policy (Linton and Thongpapanl, 2004; Ratinho et al., 2015;
Stewart and Cotton, 2013). Further, we've included Entrepreneurship and Regional
Development and Small Business Economics to capture other important perspectives in
the topic (Fried, 2003; Low and MacMillan, 1988).

d) Full length journal articles or research notes We narrowed down our search by excluding book review, editorials, or dialogue
pieces.

e) Presence of the following combinations of keywords in the title, abstract, or
keywords: EITHER (entrepr*, new venture*, small business*, new firm*, nascent
firm*, young firm*, start(-)up) AND (support, infrastructure, training, policy,
development, ecosystem)

In line with criterion sampling, we used combinations of words specific to
entrepreneurship support. This criterion guarantees that articles are selected based on
how the authors chose to represent and publish their research.

f) Specific searches We searched for “Organizational sponsorship”, “Entrepreneurship public policy” and
others to ensure that no major contributions would be overlooked.

2 We understand that this procedure is not without limitations. However, we
wish to focus our discussion on scholarly research intended to make contribu-
tions to the entrepreneurship support body of knowledge. The discussion sec-
tion of this article reviews other literature that the authors consider valuable to
the understanding of this phenomenon.
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theoretical insights about ES. These findings suggest that scholars lar-
gely overlook generating theory for ES. Additionally, we see that the-
oretical insights are not generated in studies investigating multiple
sources of support which may compromise their soundness.

Table A.1 lists the theoretical backgrounds used in studies that test
existing theories as described by the authors. The most cited theoretical
backgrounds include Resource Based View/Dynamic Capabilities ap-
pearing eight times; Institutional theory/environment appearing seven
times; Network/networking appearing six times; and Economic theory
and Resource dependence theory appearing three times. However, only
one article focuses on testing a single theoretical stream; most studies
combine and adapt one or more theoretical backgrounds to study
sources and types of ES. While this illustrates the multidisciplinary
nature of entrepreneurship studies, it also highlights the lack of a
consensual theoretical framework to study the phenomenon.

We coded the empirical basis of each study to understand the most
researched contexts of ES. In both quantitative and qualitative studies,
the most frequently used unit of analysis is the entrepreneur (pre-ven-
ture, in some cases) and the startup firm (see Table A.1). Empirical
studies focusing on a single source or type of support were often based
on well-delineated geographical regions.

4. The landscape of entrepreneurship support

This section is an overview of the sources of ES in our sample. For
each, we examine the types of support offered, the most common re-
searched outcomes, main findings, and recommendations found in the
literature (Table 8).

4.1. Government

Governmental support refers to the discourse on policies and reg-
ulations designed to support pre-start, startups, and early stages of the
entrepreneurial process with the aim of encouraging more people to
found new businesses (Lundstrom and Stevenson, 2006).

Entrepreneurship policy formulation starts with the identification of
an interest area, involves multiple contacts with stakeholders, bolstered
by supporting evidence, and ends with a public announcement often
simultaneous to the publication of a white paper (Arshed et al., 2014).
Firms’ characteristics and specific contextual factors such as local en-
dowments should be attended to particularly when the aim is to support

technology-based entrepreneurship (Mason and Brown, 2013). The aim
of entrepreneurship policy ranges from promoting new ventures
(Gilbert et al., 2004) to supporting inter-firm alliances and collabora-
tions (Aoyama, 1999) and it can take the form of investments in in-
frastructure (Audretsch et al., 2015; Van De Ven, 1993) or financing
startups (Cowling, 1998; Rothwell, 1985).

Entrepreneurship policy has different intended targets: the design of
national policies can address historical deficiencies, implement global
practices, and accelerate a country's convergence. We find examples of
technology transfer mechanisms in Saudi Arabia (Alshumaimri et al.,
2010), and modernizing innovation policy in Russia (Klochikhin, 2012)
and Croatia (Švarc, 2006). Developed economies also attempt to in-
crease entrepreneurship levels by promoting technology diffusion
(Vekstein, 1999), supporting R&D (Gallaher and Petrusa, 2006), fa-
voring specific industries (e.g. nanotechnology) (Mowery, 2011), and
revitalizing manufacturing R&D strategies (Tassey, 2010). On the re-
gional level, entrepreneurship policy is also multidimensional, with
policies motivated by social and economic factors (Hall et al., 2012;
Huggins and Williams, 2011).

Theoretical contributions posit that governmental ES in the form of
policy discourse shapes how institutions affect the emergence and
growth of new companies (Minniti, 2008). Political structures that
emphasize individual rights are said to increase breakthroughs and
diffusions of innovations through entrepreneurship (Spencer et al.,
2005) justifying governmental intervention and support (Michael and
Pearce II, 2009). Additionally, Van de Ven (1993) argues that infra-
structure creates a public endowment of knowledge and a pool of
available skilled labor for new firms and aspiring entrepreneurs. These
strategic networks can provide enhanced performance (Gulati et al.,
2000).

Conversely, empirical studies find that the combination of high le-
vels of taxation and governmental involvement may actually amplify
the economic impact of entrepreneurship (Bjørnskov and Foss, 2013)
and that business regulation has a positive impact on the creation of
new businesses (Murdock, 2012). However, these effects are attenuated
by other factors such as knowledge spillovers and capital availability
(Stenholm et al., 2013).

Audretsch et al. (2015) confirm that some types of infrastructure
impact entrepreneurial activity in certain industries. For instance,
broadband availability ignites more startups in technology oriented
services than highways or railroads in Germany (Audretsch et al.,

Table 2
Sources of articles.

Journal Keyword sampling Screening

General Management Journals Academy of Management Journal (AMJ) 6 1
Academy of Management Review (AMR) 3 1
Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ) 3 0
Journal of Management (JoM) 4 0
Journal of Management Studies (JMS) 9 1
Strategic Management Journal (SMJ) 16 0
Organization Science (OS) 6 0
Management Science (MS) 13 1

Entrepreneurship Journals Journal of Business Venturing (JBV) 75 28
Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal (SEJ) 1 1
Journal of Small Business Management (JSBM) 18 7
Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice (ETP) 24 3

Specialty TIM Technovation (TEC) 45 21
Journal of Technology Transfer (JTT) 25 13
Entrepreneurship and Regional Development (ERD) 80 17
Small Business Economics (SBE) 40 16
Research Policy (RP) 39 12
Total 407 122
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2015). Programs designed to support R&D in emergent technology in-
dustries facilitate the emergence of entrepreneurial ventures in those
same industries as the examples of nanotechnology in the US
(Woolley and Rottner, 2008) and biotechnology in Taiwan (Hsu et al.,
2005) show.

Studies also find that policies disproportionally impact a rare type of
startup characterized by its rapid growth (i.e. gazelles), technology
focus, and intellectual property endowments leaving the vast majority
of other startups unaffected (Brown and Mason, 2014).
Hall et al. (2012) found that policies addressing both economic and
social factors appear to foster more productive and sustainable en-
trepreneurial outcomes even if it reduces the rate of economic growth.

Finally, many studies focus on other aspects of governmental ES,
such as analyzing country or regional policy instruments to support
technology based entrepreneurship (Delapierre et al., 1998;
Dodgson and Rothwell, 1988; Dohse, 2000; Tyson et al., 1994), and
comparing countries and regional practices (Ahl and Nelson, 2015a;
Cowling, 1998; Turok, 1997).

4.2. Entrepreneurship centers and programs

4.2.1. Small business development centers
Small business development centers (SBDC) exist to support small

businesses and pre-venture entrepreneurs. Hosted by universities or
regional development agencies and funded by governments, SBDCs
provide free consultation to write business plans, access capital, or re-
ceive general management assistance. The majority of studies found in
this category date to the 1990s and are based on the work of Chrisman
and colleagues (Chrisman, 1989, 1999; Chrisman et al., 1990, 1987;
Chrisman and Katrishen, 1994).

Most studies cite prior literature on this specific topic and no the-
oretical contributions were found. The overwhelming majority of stu-
dies investigated business training and learning as the main type of
support provided by SBDCs.

Two studies investigated the impact of SBDCs on firm performance
and conclude that supported firms generate tax returns that may exceed
the investment in less than three years (Chrisman et al., 1987;
Chrisman and Katrishen, 1994). Aspiring entrepreneurs who receive
support are more likely to open a business than those who receive help
from other sources (Chrisman, 1999). Larger scale studies point to an
excessive focus of SBDCs in short-term and to the fact that often these
are financially unsustainable (Bateman, 2000).

Studies focusing on the internal mechanisms of SBDCs show that
male and female entrepreneurs report similar assistance needs when
aspiring to start a business (Chrisman et al., 1990); however, those
results do not hold true for minority entrepreneurs (Jones and
Tullous, 2002). SBDC-supported entrepreneurs also underestimate the
amount of legal support needed to start a business (Brown et al., 1988)
and value strategic assistance over help with administrative or opera-
tional issues (Chrisman, 1989). Finally, the only study that focuses on
technology-based ES reports how a governmental agency (NASA) po-
sitively impacted the innovation output of supported small businesses
(Becerra-Fernandez et al., 2000).

4.2.2. Entrepreneurship programs
Entrepreneurship programs include programmatic expenditures that

assist entrepreneurs in developing a business (McMullan et al., 2002).
We found examples of programs designed to build regional networks for
both technology-based ES (Major and Cordey-Hayes, 2000) and general
ES (Jayawarna et al., 2011), promote technology transfer
(Theodorakopoulos et al., 2012) or offer loan guarantees (Riding and
Haines Jr., 2001).

No theoretical articles were found in this category. Many studies
merely describe a particular instance of a support program in a country
or region (Gibb and Haas, 1996; Ladzani and Van Vuuren, 2002; W.
Martin et al., 2006; Obeng and Blundel, 2013; Skuras et al., 2000;Ta
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Thakur, 1999) with only one focusing specifically on technology-based
ES (Masten and Kandoole, 2000). However, some studies discuss pro-
grammatic designs to better address the challenges of an entrepreneur's
competitive environment (Bradford, 2007; Kourilsky and
Walstad, 1998), university industry collaboration to stimulate tech-
nology-based firms (Klofsten and Jones-Evans, 1996), and help en-
trepreneurs advance through initial startup stages (Gorman and
McCarthy, 2006).

ES programs overwhelmingly focus on providing business training
and learning as the main type of support. This is nevertheless diverse:
we found examples of business training through state-funded small
business advisors (Lambrecht and Pirnay, 2005; Mole and
Keogh, 2009), general ES to minorities (Benson et al., 2011; Ram and
Smallbone, 2003) or gender specific support (Pernilla, 1997). One ar-
ticle discusses the implication of providing support programs online
(Evans and Volery, 2001).

The lack of a common theoretical background investigating this
source of support may result in inconclusive findings. For instance,
Sternberg (2014) found that attributes of the environment affect firm
growth, sales, and profit more strongly than actual assistance provided
through a governmental program to support technology-based uni-
versity spin-off companies. This suggests that adverse attributes of the
environment overpower any benefits provided through ES programs.
However, studies do show a positive association between publicly
funded business advisory services and sales growth (Cumming and
Fischer, 2012; Solomon et al., 2013) and survival (Rotger et al., 2012;
Solomon et al., 2013). Other results show that support programs en-
courage people to pursue business ownership (S. C. Parker and
Belghitar, 2006).

Finally, the practical implications found are highly idiosyncratic
(e.g. Ram and Smallbone, 2003; Riding and Haines Jr., 2001), pre-
scribing more and better support (e.g. Jayawarna et al., 2011; Qian and
Haynes, 2013; Thakur, 1999), or calling for adapting programs to en-
trepreneurs’ needs (e.g. Gorman and McCarthy, 2006; Skuras et al.,
2000; Sternberg, 2014).

4.3. Environment

This category includes studies which do not refer explicitly to a
support source but rather conceptualize ES as a mixture of institutions,
structural factors, and regional conditions (Hanlon and
Saunders, 2007). Empirically, there is no common method or datasets
to study how the environment supports entrepreneurship. Studies opt
for a partial operationalization of the environment to investigate spe-
cific networks and its impact on resource acquisition (Meyskens et al.,
2010), innovation processes (Vuola and Hameri, 2006), technology
transfer (Laranja, 2009), localized technology commercialization
(Wonglimpiyarat, 2010), or entrepreneurs’ motivations (Dubini, 1989).

We learn that regional socioeconomic conditions have an indirect
impact on individuals’ intentions to start a business (Kibler, 2013) and
that entrepreneurial experience has a stronger effect on business start-
up processes than the environment (Rotefoss and Kolvereid, 2005).
Further, studies in developed countries (Hawkins, 1993; Suzuki et al.,
2002), transitioning economies (Smallbone and Welter, 2001) and de-
veloping countries (Lu and Tao, 2010; Shabbir and Di Gregorio, 1996)
collectively show that entrepreneurship is better understood using a
systemic approach and that support, either passive or active, is neces-
sary but not sufficient for the emergence of new firms.

A notable contribution to research on how the environment affects
entrepreneurship is that of Clarysse et al. (2014) who adopt the meta-
phor of ecosystem and show that business ecosystems do not necessarily
emerge spontaneously from knowledge ecosystems (Clarysse et al.,

2014). While knowledge ecosystems revolve around anchor organiza-
tions that do not compete or otherwise encourage collaboration (e.g.
university), business ecosystems revolve around a few established cor-
porations and sets of small businesses that cooperate to deliver final
products to customers (Clarysse et al., 2014).

4.4. Business incubators

Since their emergence in the 1950s, business incubators support
tenant companies by providing space, business assistance, and access to
networks in an attempt to lower chances of failure for startups
(Adkins, 2002; Hackett and Dilts, 2004; Phan et al., 2005). While some
articles borrow management theories to study business incubation (e.g.
Aaboen, 2009; Amezcua et al., 2013; Bruneel et al., 2012;
Carayannis and von Zedtwitz, 2005), most remain largely atheoretical
(Hackett and Dilts, 2004). We note that most articles researching
business incubation focus on technology-based ES (8 out of 12).

We found one study showing that incubated firms’ survival depends
on the fit of resources made available and the location of the incubator
(Amezcua et al., 2013). A few articles propose business incubation
typologies. Carayannis and von Zedtwitz (2005) propose incubators
archetypes based on competitive scope and strategic objectives
(Carayannis and von Zedtwitz, 2005). Bruneel and colleagues identify
three historical generations of incubators differentiated by their service
portfolios (Bruneel et al., 2012). Finally, we learned that universities
deploy different strategies to incubate new spin-off ventures relying on
varied entrance criteria, resources available, infrastructure, and fi-
nancial support schemes (Clarysse et al., 2005).

All other articles in this category are qualitative, relying on small
samples, perceptional data, or localized case studies describing the in-
ternal functioning of technology-based business incubators
(Adegbite, 2001; Carayannis et al., 2006; Chan and Lau, 2005;
Hisrich and Smilor, 1988; Mian, 1997). Unfortunately, they tended to
fail in providing inductive theoretical contributions.

Business training and learning represents the main support type
associated with business incubation. Studies are fairly consistent in
operationalizing business training and learning as coaching (Bergek and
Norrman, 2008) and workshops (Bruneel et al., 2012). We also see that
business incubators encourage firms and entrepreneurs to network and
collaborate more than other support sources. Other articles consider
physical infrastructure as essential to business incubation. This consists
of providing office space and specialized facilities for research and
manufacturing (Carayannis and von Zedtwitz, 2005; Clarysse et al.,
2005).

4.5. Investors and financiers

4.5.1. Venture capitalists
Venture capital (VC) refers to investments made early in a firm's

trajectory in exchange for company equity. VC-backed startups receive
intense coaching as means of increasing growth prospects and max-
imizing the investor's return on investment (Hellmann and Puri, 2002).
Most articles found in this category use established management or fi-
nance theories as the basis for their studies. We also observe that these
articles look at financing as the only type of support where financing
ranges from seed, start-up and early stage investment (e.g. Del-
Palacio et al., 2010) to more substantial investments in growing start-
ups (e.g. Baum and Silverman, 2004; Florida and Kenney, 1988). Two
articles investigate state-sponsored VC (Cumming and MacIntosh, 2006;
Grilli and Murtinu, 2014) including grant-based programs like the
Small Business Innovation Research Program (SBIR) (Qian and
Haynes, 2013).
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Empirical results consistently show that VC-backed technology-
based firms are more likely to undertake an IPO (Hsu, 2006), experi-
ence higher sales growth (Grilli and Murtinu, 2014), revenues, em-
ployment growth, and chances of survival (Baum and Silverman, 2004).
These effects are contingent upon the relationship between the investor
and the new venture team (Busenitz et al., 2004).

The remaining articles do not investigate specifically the impact of
VC investments on start-ups. For instance, Florida & Kenney (1988)
discuss three typologies of VCs who focus their investments on tech-
nology-based firms that exist across seven cities in the US. Others dis-
cuss the emergence of technology-based VCs in emerging economies
(Pandey, 1998) which may only happen when governments act as fi-
nanciers and actively invest in early-stage high-tech firms (Xiao, 2011).
A cluster of articles is devoted to understanding the efficiency of VC
funds focusing on their performance in general (Brophy and
Guthner, 1988; Kleiman and Shulman, 1992) and their technology in-
vestments (Del-Palacio et al., 2010).

4.5.2. Business angels
We found two articles researching business angels, an informal

source of capital for entrepreneurs. One article describes barriers faced
by angel investors in the UK and concludes that tax incentives should be
in place to increase business angels’ investing (Mason and
Harrison, 2002). The other article talks about how informal capital
markets that are disproportionally located in metropolitan areas are
mostly interested in investing in tech-based companies

(Avdeitchikova, 2009).
We note that, similarly to research in other sources of support, there

is no solid theoretical basis in both articles. Further, both articles
overlook the impacts of this kind of investment in startup performance.
The implications found merely recommend policy makers to create the
conditions that counter the findings, i.e., remove tax barriers for busi-
ness angels (Mason and Harrison, 2002), and improve geographical
distribution of informal capital (Avdeitchikova, 2009). Our findings are
consistent with those of Politis (2008) who noted that our knowledge of
the role business angels play in the entrepreneurial process is still very
limited. No specific technology-based focus was found.

4.6. Universities

ES by universities takes place mainly through technology commer-
cialization and a widespread multitude of programs dedicated to busi-
ness support. We found nine articles discussing university based ES
(Perkmann et al., 2013; Perkmann and Walsh, 2007), the majority of
which discuss technology-based ES (9 out of 10)

Despite the lack of theoretical contributions, there are a few note-
worthy empirical results. An historical perspective on the creation of an
undisputed entrepreneurial university – Chalmers in Gothenburg,
Sweden (Jacob et al., 2003) - suggests that university-based ES entails
multiple levels of intervention and its success depends on targeted
governmental policies as well as university based practices. Universities
with technology-based spin-off policies that are highly selective and

Table 4
Coding scheme.

Variable Operationalization

Source of support Individual(s) or organization(s) providing support to entrepreneurs
Type of support What is being provided to entrepreneurs
Dependent variable Variables used as outcome
Key findings Main findings of the study
Key theoretical implications Main theoretical implications (if any)
Key practical implications Main practical implications (if any)
Empirical vs. Conceptual Empirical articles are based on data while conceptual use only theoretical concepts.
Technology focus Articles researching entrepreneurship support with an explicit focus on technology-based new ventures
Research design Qualitative articles use non-numerical data (for instance, case studies) while quantitative articles are based on numerical data and often make use

of statistical analyses.
Literature base/Theory Theoretical foundations used in the article. In some cases, it might be a combination of theories, several bodies of literature, or an underlying

rationale not explicitly mentioned.
Type of Study Phenomenological = Articles based on phenomenon, mostly descriptive results

Referring = Literature base identified in the articles without further elaboration
Testing = Articles testing existing theories
Generating = Articles generating or contributing significantly to theory development

Sample Sample on which the study is based, if empirical.

Table 5
Sources and types of support.

Types of support
Source of support Business Training

and Learning
Environmental
Context

Financing Networking Physical
Infrastructure

Policy
Discourse

Technology
Transfer

Total Total (%)

Government 1 1 2 2 1 22 2 31 25.4%
Entrepreneurship centers

and programs
28 3 1 1 33 27.0%

Investors and Financiers 16 16 13.1%
Environment 2 9 1 1 3 16 13.1%
Business incubators 12 12 9.8%
University 1 1 2 6 10 8.2%
Science Park 4 4 3.3%
Total 48 10 22 4 2 28 8 122 100.0%
Total (%) 39.3% 8.2% 18.0% 3.3% 1.6% 23.0% 6.6% 100.0%
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offer high levels of support tend to overcome a weak infrastructure and
lack of entrepreneurial culture that results in more localized en-
trepreneurship (Degroof and Roberts, 2004). Also, we learn that spin-
off firm creation and success within universities is associated with in-
tellectual property protection and business development capabilities
present in technology transfer offices (Lockett and Wright, 2005).
Further, Åstebro and colleagues show that university graduates are
more likely to spin off companies of superior quality in comparison to
faculty. This suggests that universities should exercise caution when
transforming their missions and practices to stimulate entrepreneurship
and economic prosperity (Åstebro et al., 2012). These findings are
consistent with earlier studies which suggested that university links
may be detrimental to spin-off growth over time (Doutriaux, 1987).

The remaining studies discuss several different typologies based on:
i) degree of involvement of the university (active vs. passive)
(Schoenecker et al., 1989); ii) planned vs. spontaneous
(Steffensen et al., 2000); iii) use of surrogate entrepreneurs
(Franklin et al., 2001); and iv) overall university strategy (Lockett et al.,
2003). Finally, one study discussed the positive impact of an early ex-
ample of university ES (McMullan et al., 1986).

4.7. Science parks

Science parks are managed property-based organizations focused on
supporting businesses through knowledge intensification and resource
sharing (Massey et al., 1992; Phan et al., 2005). All articles found
discuss technology-based ES but only one investigates explicitly tech-
nology transfer (Löfsten and Lindelöf, 2002); the remainder list busi-
ness training and learning as the main type of support offered. We find
this somewhat surprising given that science parks are established to
concentrate research organizations and innovative firms
(Amirahmadi and Saff, 1993) under the assumption that this geo-
graphical proximity would facilitate technology transfer and knowledge
spillovers.

The literature on science parks lacks theoretical contributions and
thinly discusses prior studies in science parks or similar organizations
such as business incubators. In fact, one article merely lists a new (at
the time of its publication) online tool available for park residents
(Durão et al., 2005).

Empirical findings confirm that firms in science parks are more
likely to be linked to a local university than off-park firms (Löfsten and
Lindelöf, 2002). This is not surprising given the close association be-
tween most science parks and universities. More importantly perhaps is
that residing firms perform better in sales and employment than off-
park firms (Löfsten and Lindelöf, 2003). Finally, we found one study
comparing American and Russian science park practices
(Bruton, 1998).

5. Research agenda

In this section, we outline several areas of future research based on
our review of the literature and the main gaps exposed. We propose that
ES research should develop along four main dimensions to gradually
improve the theoretical and practical understanding of the many sup-
port initiatives already put in place. First, ES studies should follow more
closely the contemporaneous discussion regarding the heterogeneity of
entrepreneurship (Welter et al., 2017) and the rationale of interven-
tions in the entrepreneurship component in the economy (Shane, 2008,
2009). This can help calibrate the expectations for ES initiatives and
outcomes as well as lead policy makers and ES managers toward stra-
tegies that tailor their interventions and leverage local conditions.
Second, we recommend a more generalized use of management and
entrepreneurship theories to the scholarly inquiry of ES; as an example,
we discuss the nascent field of organizational sponsorship, the pro-
mising entrepreneurial strategic group literature, and the well-estab-
lished innovation systems framework. Third, we argue that betterTa
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research designs and methodologies are crucial for a better under-
standing of the ES phenomena and offer a few ways forward. Lastly, we
offer an integrative framework consolidating several domains from
whence entrepreneurs receive supported.

5.1. Types of ES: from technology-based to specialized ES

ES initiatives receive vigorous support from governments due to the
widespread evidence that entrepreneurship is the engine behind eco-
nomic prosperity. Theoretical frameworks such as the triple-helix
model of innovation captured the interest of policy makers worldwide
who directed efforts to streamline the links between university, in-
dustry, and government (Etzkowitz, 2002). The assumption of an ‘en-
trepreneurial university’ envisioning Triple-Helix thinking views en-
trepreneurship as a general concern across all disciplines, integrated at
multiple levels of education and research. For example, popular ES
initiatives such as university science parks or business incubators were
established initially aiming at technology transfer and commercializa-
tion. Unsurprisingly, we find that nearly all the studies about these ES
initiatives focus on technology-based ES, that is, discuss the impacts of
ES on technology-based startups.

The distinction between technology-based ES and general ES found
in our review is representative of a broader issue: reflecting the di-
versity of entrepreneurship (Welter et al., 2017). Indeed, there is
compelling evidence that technology-based startups contribute dis-
proportionally to economic growth and, therefore, are more often the
target of ES initiatives ranging from governmental policy to business
incubators. However, our review shows that tailoring ES to technology
based firms also narrows the population of affected startups (R.
Brown and Mason, 2014b) and, consequentially, diminishes the net
potential economic impact.

Embracing the diversity of entrepreneurship (Welter et al., 2017) is
a way forward to further our understanding of the phenomena of ES
and its outcomes. Current ES research largely overlooks the alignment
(or lack thereof) between each ES initiative and its outcomes; for in-
stance, nearly half of the studies surveyed are phenomenological or
merely refer to prior literature related to the ES initiative being in-
vestigated. The diversity of entrepreneurship is mirrored in the universe
of ES initiatives. We have witnessed in more recent years the emergence
of ES created to address specific contemporary challenges of many
different kinds of entrepreneurs: for instance, refugee entrepreneurs
(Meister and Mauer, 2019), women entrepreneurs (JPMorgan Chase
and Co. and ICIC, 2016), or senior entrepreneurs (Isele and
Rogoff, 2014).

Future researchers should consider more closely the scope of the ES
initiative under scrutiny as a means to better understand its

mechanisms and outcomes. Technology-based ES in the form of tech-
nology transfer or science parks may be effective in spurring economic
growth. However, more specialized ES initiatives targeting different
populations of entrepreneurs or having a different intended outcome
(e.g. developing entrepreneurial skills) may end up yielding a similar or
even greater impact on the overall regional economic prosperity. Prior
researchers have paved the way for aligning mission and outcomes
when studying business incubators (Bergek and Norrman, 2008); si-
milarly, general principles of ES have been applied to study en-
trepreneurship support initiatives in non-technology sectors
(Rotger et al., 2012).

5.2. Applying existing theoretical frameworks to entrepreneurship support

Impactful research requires inspiration and motivation from novel
and clear theoretical insights. While noteworthy, most of the papers
included in this review were motivated and inspired by practical con-
siderations often overlooking the use of theoretical frameworks. Rather
than prescribing the development of new theories to study ES, we take
inspiration in the few conceptual articles we found in our review and
heed scholars to creatively build on theoretical themes developed in the
ES literature and infuse it with robust theoretical arguments from tra-
ditional management theory.

One recent noteworthy development of such a case is the theory of
organizational sponsorship first proposed by Flynn (1993). Organiza-
tional sponsorship essentially refers to similar efforts to boost en-
trepreneurship and economic development by offering firms resources
that either buffer them from the competitive environment or help them
network and find bridges to resources that will enable their develop-
ment (Flynn, 1993). Flynn (1993) explained the concept of organiza-
tional sponsorship and offered two competing theoretical lenses from
which to further build theory and explain outcomes from these forms of
ES. These included population ecology and resource dependency;
however, until recently few other scholars in this field had taken note of
this.

Recently, in the domain of business incubation as a form of ES, two
high level publications have emerged that build on the theme of or-
ganizational sponsorship (Amezcua et al., 2013; Dutt et al., 2015).
Amezcua et al. (2013) take Flynn's original insights and apply them
fully to the practice of incubation. They blend population ecology and
resource dependence theory to examine the outcomes of incubators’
direct support strategies and interactions with the local environment.
Similarly, Dutt et al. (2016) blend organizational sponsorship theory
with institutional logics to understand how ES entities (i.e. business
incubators) fill niches or gaps in institutions in emerging markets.
Further, Flynn's work (1993) has also been applied to sponsorship of

Table 7
Research approach and type of study.

Research design Type of Study
Source of support Empirical Conceptual Qualitative Quantitative Mixed Phenomenological Referencing Testing Generating Technology

focus

Government 28 3 18 9 1 13 7 7 4 14
Entrepreneurship centers and

programs
33 0 12 18 3 2 17 12 2 6

Investors and Financiers 16 0 2 13 1 1 4 11 0 8
Environment 14 2 5 8 1 2 4 8 2 3
Business incubators 12 0 9 1 2 2 3 3 4 8
University 10 0 4 5 1 0 8 1 1 9
Science Park 4 0 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 4
Total 117 5 52 56 9 20 45 44 13
Total (%) 95.9% 4.1% 42.6% 45.9% 7.4% 16.4% 36.9% 36.1% 10.7%
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incumbent firms, as in the case of the French film industry where the
state provides direct public subsidies to studios which appear to distort
their competitive behavior and market performance (Jourdan and
Kivleniece, 2017).

We suggest that scholars in this field begin to explore other aban-
doned efforts by earlier literature to bring these themes into the en-
trepreneurship literature. One notable example includes that of en-
trepreneurship strategic groups. The literature on strategic groups had a
strong presence in the 1990s but it identified strategy in broad terms
(DeSarbo and Grewal, 2008; Mas-Ruiz and Ruiz-Moreno, 2011;
McGahan and Porter, 1997; Porter, 1979) that excludes many of the
strategies of firm formation seen in the entrepreneurial support litera-
ture. Perhaps looking closely at entrepreneurial strategic groups, which
are groups of newly founded firms following a similar founding strategy
in the same industry and geography, we can begin to see how strategy
formation at a micro-level fails or succeeds. From this literature review,
it is clear that entrepreneurs elect different strategies to establish new
firms and getting a leg up on their competition. The sources of support
they seek, and the types of support they enjoy, are qualitatively dif-
ferent in their strategic value and we ought to understand the con-
sequences of these choices. Additionally, this kind of research can help
ES scholars to untangle the benefits from potential dangers of other
proposed start-up strategies, that have yet to be empirically validated,
such as the lean-startup process. In the practice of ES, there is a plethora
of programs, methods, and institutions competing to break into the field
for the best in class solution to the challenges faced by start-ups. We
encourage scholars to study these claims objectively and rigorously in
order to ensure that entrepreneurs are not sold broken dreams. In ad-
dition, stronger evidence of how these programs perform will prevent
the waste of limited resources for ES on ineffective programs, particu-
larly those brought to marginalized communities and offered as a pa-
nacea (Collins, 2003; Ram and Smallbone, 2003).

Finally, scholarship in the field of ES can make use of established
frameworks in other related fields to further our understanding of the
phenomenon. For instance, innovation ecosystems is a popular frame-
work to study innovation and entrepreneurship performance on a
particular sector of activity (Nambisan and Baron, 2013; Zahra and
Nambisan, 2011). Similarly, national and regional systems of innova-
tions have been extensively used to compare entrepreneurship levels in
a given geographical region (Kwon and Motohashi, 2017; Surie, 2017).

5.3. New methods and research design

Improvements in methods and empirical design can make major
contributions in this field. Our review reveals that, even after three
decades of empirical studies, a significant part of research has not gone
much further beyond descriptive and taxonomical studies. Ideally,
studies would employ comparison and control groups that examine and
monitor longitudinally otherwise similar nascent entrepreneurial ac-
tivities that do not receive specific treatments or forms of support. In
the fields of public health, education, and economics, these advanced
research designs are common and often lead to highly informative
conclusions. For example, the use of randomized control trials and re-
plications in public health research generates the strongest results to
make causal inferences that reduce omitted variable biases
(Kelsey et al., 2016). This is because unknown biases are randomly
distributed across treatment and control groups; thus, making the
groups qualitatively similar (Shadish et al., 2002). When randomized
control trials are infeasible, then propensity score matching is a tech-
nique often used to study the impact of policies and programs in edu-
cation (Elsayed, 2016). Propensity score matching bypasses random
assignment by matching treated subjects with an untreated control

subject based on observables and assumes that unobservable differences
between treated and untreated groups do not exist. Additionally, pro-
pensity score matching is considered less susceptible to misspecification
biases because it does not impose restrictions on the functional form of
the dependent variable equation (Elsayed, 2016). Finally, in the field of
economics panel data analysis has increasingly grown due to more
access to these difficult to assemble datasets (Neumark et al., 2014). In
addition, these kinds of data allow for more accurate inference of
parameters due to their large samples, enable design and testing of
complex human behaviors, and simplify computational and statistical
inference (Hsiao, 2007).

With few exceptions, longitudinal studies are rare in this field (see
for instance Amezcua et al., 2013) as well as studies using control
groups (see for instance Löfsten and Lindelöf, 2002; Rotger et al.,
2012). Further, unlike many entrepreneurship studies where entire
populations of emerging industries are observed, the empirical work in
this field is fragmented, based on small samples, and not generalizable.
By avoiding one-time measures of activities and collecting compre-
hensive data on ES programs, studies will increase in rigor and re-
levance.

We note this suggestion with caution, given the unfortunate de-
mands of contemporary scholarly production. At most universities,
these require consistent significant output over a short tenure evalua-
tion period (Honig et al., 2014). In general, the academic system fails to
support long-term research that would help illuminate the relative
contributions of entrepreneurial support mechanisms. This suggests an
important role for foundations and government research funding to
encourage long-term research and evaluation.

Additionally, scholars should collaborate more strongly with the
local, regional, and national promoters of ES programs. Unfortunately,
while some ES sources are generously resourced, systematic monitoring
and evaluation procedures are mostly absent. Recently, we have seen
efforts by the US-based International Business Innovation Association
(InBIA) – formerly known as the National Business Incubation
Association - to encourage systematic collection of annual data by all of
its members. This effort seems similar to that supported by the
Association of University Technology Managers (AUTM), which an-
nually collects data on efforts by its members to commercialize re-
search. Stronger collaborations between scholars and associations of ES
entities will likely improve the quality and timeliness of data on these
programs. Further, collaborations may reduce the biases that arise
when the sponsors and providers of these programs produce their own
research (Bearse, 1998; Sherman, 1998). Often such studies are sub-
jective and lend themselves towards demonstrating strong performance
as opposed to testing practices so that they highlight and address
weaknesses in their programs.

5.4. Domains and context of entrepreneurship support

Following recent advancements in entrepreneurship research
(Autio et al., 2014; Garud et al., 2014; Welter, 2011), studies on ES
should be contextualized. Our review reveals most research considers
sources and types of ES isolated from its context thus biasing any
analysis of outcomes. Who is being supported, for what type of activity,
and under what conditions are critical factors in developing wide-ran-
ging theory.

ES became an umbrella term used to describe a multitude of efforts
ranging from governmental regulatory and legal frameworks to venture
capitalist investments. As ES proliferated, scholarly research sought to
explain why and how particular sources and types of support affect
startups, and steer the entrepreneurial process. However, by narrowing
down the analyses, research siloes emerged, which in turn give way to
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non-generalizable results with little or no practical application. For
instance, we found studies about the effects of governmental innovation
grants (Söderblom et al., 2015) or the impact of infrastructure
(Fairlie, 2006) that do consider the existence of other sources of ES. At
the same time, these isolated streams of research obscure important
results given the immediate association to one particular source or type
of support rather than overall implications to the field of ES. For in-
stance, Bøllingtoft's and Ulhøi's (2005) valuable findings about how
incubators can help entrepreneurs to develop social capital did not
show up in our sample since the authors do not represent their research
as ES. By narrowing down research domains to one type of ES, scholars
fail to recognize how each of these sources of support fits into a broader
enterprise of supporting entrepreneurs through various efforts, how
they fit into the general schema of activity. To help focus future scho-
larship, we propose that ES manifests itself in three domains: institu-
tional, organizational, and managerial.

Sources of support in the institutional domain shape the environ-
mental conditions that affect startup development. This domain shows
renewed interest in the past years with the publication of a significant
number of articles discussing the importance of institutional factors for
entrepreneurship as the harbinger of economic prosperity
(Aparicio et al., 2016; Bjørnskov and Foss, 2016; Bosma et al., 2018;
Urbano et al., 2019). Governmental policymaking affecting changes in
regulations, fiscal or legal frameworks are examples of this kind of
support (Price & Siegel, forthcoming). While there are clear examples of
governmental policies dedicated to startups – for instance in the US
(Gilbert et al., 2004) – we also found evidence of policies that affect
whole industries regardless of company age (Aoyama, 1999;
Mowery, 2011). The duration of this source of support tends to be long
term, indirect, and its effects observable after decades.

The organizational domain offers unidirectional ES from one orga-
nizational sponsor to a startup (Flynn, 1993) judiciously selected. For
instance, business incubators actively curate the population of sup-
ported startups (Aerts et al., 2007; Bergek and Norrman, 2008) and VCs
make investment decisions according to certain entrepreneurial team's
attributes (Chen et al., 2009). The duration of organizational support is
limited from a few years in the case of incubators to longer timeframes
depending on investment conditions, in the case of VCs. The interven-
tion can be active, like in the case of more recent models of business
incubation (Bruneel et al., 2012), or rather passive like in the case of
science parks (Phan et al., 2005).

Managerial sources of support directly assist entrepreneurs.
Intended to guide aspiring entrepreneurs to enter business ownership
(Chrisman et al., 2005) by accelerating their learning curve, these
sources of support have different selection practices. Some support
programs are designed to help a specific population of aspiring en-
trepreneurs (Benson et al., 2011; Pernilla, 1997; Ram and
Smallbone, 2003) while others rely on each entrepreneur's desire to
seek advice (Cumming and Fischer, 2012; Lambrecht and
Pirnay, 2005). The duration of managerial sources of support is short
and, in some cases, incidental and it is delivered actively often through

one-on-one consultation.
Regardless of whether scholars study ES at the institutional, orga-

nizational, or managerial levels, we also advise towards careful con-
sideration and discussion of context. Past research fails to substantiate
how different environments may influence the assessment of outcomes
from supporters of entrepreneurship. For instance, while
Sternberg (2014) concludes that business training and learning, and
physical infrastructure do not influence the spin-off creation rate in
Germany, American PSED data reveals that nascent entrepreneurship is
amplified by similar programs in the US (S. C. Parker and
Belghitar, 2006). There are many reasons why context may lead to
divergent outcomes when studying similar support programs. However,
these nuanced differences in performance should be tackled directly,
compared and discussed in order to enhance theoretical developments.

6. Conclusion

This review of the research on ES provides an important catalogue
of existing research, highlighting weaknesses, and opportunities for
future scholarship. Despite considerable enthusiasm in the public policy
sphere, our review clearly demonstrates that research in the field pro-
vides only limited and highly idiosyncratic findings designed to help
general and technology-based entrepreneurs to effectively succeed.
Studies rarely utilize control populations and are based on weak theo-
retical backgrounds. They fail to incorporate state of the art methods
and are typically cross sectional or of a case study nature. Advancing
the field of ES requires stronger empirical results and robust theoretical
developments. Identifying practices that enhance and expand en-
trepreneurial growth necessitates systematic longitudinal study, com-
prehensive measurement techniques, and clear and succinct compart-
mentalization of the various activities delivered, as well as their
consequences.

Having conducted this comprehensive review, we regret to conclude
that our considerable body of work addressing ES is currently failing to
inform adequately policy makers, researchers, and practitioners of how
best to nurture and/or support entrepreneurs. In short, ES research fails
to deliver what it promises. Given the increasing public investment in
ES worldwide this is a very worrisome conclusion, particularly when
efforts are focusing exclusively on technology-based ES which often
involve larger investments and hold a greater promise of economic
impact. At what point will public policy advocates insist on account-
ability? When they do so, what will be the contribution of the scholarly
field?

We hope that this added transparency encourages future en-
trepreneurship scholars to focus on measurable and achievable quality
variations that balance theoretical development, empirical validity, and
framing. While larger samples and more comprehensive data collection
procedures are always desirable, sound data and rich theoretical con-
tributions are more important. Identifying specific support mechanisms
that positively impact entrepreneurial activity will only come about
through systematic longitudinal and comparative research.

Appendix A

Table A.1.
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