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Abstract

A significant number of incubators and accelerators have emerged to support start-ups aiming to solve societal or environmen-
tal problems. However, there is still limited understanding of how these ventures perceive the value proposition of incubators
and accelerators – and whether their support needs differ from conventional start-ups. This study uses the framework of
organizational sponsorship to explore the acceleration of social start-ups. It is based on in-depth interviews with the founders
of 10 start-ups from an impact-oriented incubator in Duisburg, Germany. Through an inductive case study, this research gen-
erates three main insights. First, the social-mission focus of these ventures leads to significant differences as compared to
commercial ventures. Second, social start-ups profit more from intangible resources such as social capital than from tangible
resources such as seed funding. Third, incubators and accelerators need to adapt their offerings to address the needs of social
start-ups. This study presents the first systematic assessment of incubator and accelerator services from the perspective of
social start-ups. Its main theoretical contribution is to extend the organizational sponsorship framework by proposing a novel
support mechanism: impact acceleration.

Keywords: Business incubation; start-up accelerators; social entrepreneurship; social start-ups; organizational sponsorship.

1. Introduction

The history of social entrepreneurship dates back to the
1980s – as do initiatives to support it. The Ashoka Fellow-
ship, called “the pioneer of the accelerator model” (Pandey,
Lall, Pandey, & Ahlawat, 2017, p. 3), started to support so-
cial entrepreneurs in India in 1981. The world’s first impact
accelerator Echoing Green opened in London in 1987 (Casas-
novas & Bruno, 2013, p. 185). In recent years, the popularity
of social start-ups – early-stage ventures performing a com-
mercial activity in pursuit of social goals (Doherty, Haugh,
& Lyon, 2014, p. 420) – has increased significantly. Several
new programs, academies, and coworking spaces have been
created to support the incubation of early-stage social ven-
tures (Miller & Stacey, 2014).

The shift towards social impact has been particularly no-
ticeable in the German start-up ecosystem. The German So-
cial Entrepreneurship Network spun off from the German
Start-up Association in 2017 (www.send-ev.de). Germany’s
primary start-up conference Bits & Pretzels chose “impact” as
its motto in 2019, with social entrepreneurs on stage during

its opening ceremony (Bruckschlögl, 2019, September 29).
New accelerator programs such as Respond (www.respond-
accelerator.com), F-Lane (www.f-lane.com), and the Impact
Factory (www.impact-factory.de) have launched to support
social start-ups.1 Even the Catholic Church has opened a “so-
cial hub” in Frankfurt (www.villa-gruendergeist.de).

These developments are indicative of a broader trend.
In 2019, half the incubators and accelerators in Germany
(46%) supported organizations with significant social or en-
vironmental impact; across Europe, the share of incubators
partially or only supporting social start-ups was 57% (SIM,
2020). The growing popularity of social venture incubation
has had a transformative effect on the entrepreneurial sup-
port landscape.

Despite this flurry of activity, there is still comparatively
limited research on incubators and accelerators targeting so-

1Disclosure notice: The author of this thesis has been involved in launch-
ing the Impact Factory, the research setting of this study, in his role at the
Beisheim Foundation, which is the main funder of the program together with
the KfW Foundation and Franz Haniel & Cie. GmbH. This thesis has been
authored in a personal capacity and all views expressed are the author’s own.
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cial start-ups (Crisan, Salant, ă, Beleiu, Bordean, & Bunduchi,
2019; J. Hausberg & Korreck, 2017). The existing stud-
ies on the acceleration of social start-ups primarily offer de-
scriptions and typologies, often by practitioners or consul-
tancies. By contrast, the social incubation process remains
unexplored: Aside from a study by Pandey et al. (2017), lit-
tle is known about how social start-ups assess the value of
incubators and accelerators.

This uncertainty has practical implications. Public and
private funders are currently investing considerable re-
sources in supporting social start-ups. However, whether
these organizations require a different support model than
traditional start-ups remains unclear (J. Hausberg & Korreck,
2017, p. 13). This uncertainty can affect the outcomes of
these support programs, as the design of accelerators influ-
ences the performance of their ventures (C. S. R. Chan, Patel,
& Phan, 2020; Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019).

Studying this novel phenomenon can also contribute to
the theoretical understanding of incubators and accelerators
in the following two ways: The first regards the process of
acceleration. For decades, researchers have treated incuba-
tors as a black box (Hackett & Dilts, 2008). Multiple au-
thors have called for less focus on their form (organizational
features) and more focus on their mechanisms and activi-
ties (Colombo, Rossi-Lamastra, & Wright, 2018; Crisan et al.,
2019; Shankar & Clausen, 2020). The second regards their
specialization. As incubators and accelerators are becoming
more popular, there is growing interest in the organizational
contexts or sectors in which they operate (J. P. Hausberg &
Korreck, 2021;Lall, Chen, & Roberts, 2020). The context of
an impact-oriented accelerator is a rich opportunity to “exam-
ine accelerators more in depth across different groups of par-
ticipants, contexts, and periods of time” (Crisan et al., 2019,
p. 23).

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how incubators
and accelerators can support the acceleration of start-ups
aiming to solve societal or environmental challenges. There-
fore, this thesis examines how these nascent ventures per-
ceive the activities and services of incubators and acceler-
ators. To gain a holistic understanding of the acceleration
process, this thesis explores how the characteristics of social
start-ups affect their support needs – and why they join a
support program in the first place.

Two fundamental research decisions helped this study to
address these questions. The first was the use of social start-
ups as the units of analysis. Following Colombo et al. (2018,
p. 195), who call it “one of the most promising research
avenues in the field of accelerators”, this study adopted the
perspective of the beneficiaries of support activities. Thereby,
it explored how incubators and accelerators create value for
start-ups. The second research decision was to employ the
emerging theory of organizational sponsorship. Originally
developed by Flynn (1993a, 1993b) and popularized by
Amezcua, Grimes, Bradley, and Wiklund (2013), organiza-
tional sponsorship describes how sponsors can support the
establishment and growth of young organizations. By il-
lustrating the mechanisms incubators and accelerators use

to provide resources and mediate between start-ups and
their environment, it can serve as a theoretical lens to assess
how social start-ups perceive entrepreneurial support activ-
ities. Therefore, the framework seems well suited to study
the acceleration of social start-ups (for a recent review, see
Breivik-Meyer, 2020).

Furthermore, this study employed an inductive case
study design based on Eisenhardt (1989). The primary data
sources were in-depth interviews with 10 founders of so-
cial start-ups from the Impact Factory, an impact-oriented
incubator in Duisburg, Germany. The structured interviews
included a combination of open-ended questions and a ques-
tionnaire about the most relevant incubator and accelerator
services. These activities were identified by reviewing 26
studies of incubators and accelerators for conventional and
social start-ups. The qualitative interview data were coded
on a within-case and cross-case basis to identify novel find-
ings and emerging concepts.

With the aid of this research approach, this study sug-
gests four major findings. First, it systematically describes
the services provided to social start-ups by incubators and
accelerators. Second, it explores how social start-ups at two
stages of development perceive the value of these interven-
tions in addressing their resource needs. It demonstrates that
social start-ups highly value intangible resources such as so-
cial capital and knowledge, whereas the provision of tangible
resources, such as seed capital, has a lower priority than for
conventional start-ups. Third, it proposes a novel support
mechanism called impact acceleration, which specifically ad-
dresses their support needs. Finally, this thesis explores how
social start-ups determine the balance between the benefits
of sponsorship and entrepreneurial self-reliance.

This study contributes to three streams of literature: 1)
Regarding social entrepreneurship, it illustrates how the
social-mission focus of these start-ups is manifested through
hybridity, prioritization of the purpose, and a focus on mea-
surable impact. 2) Regarding incubators and accelerators,
it suggests that the services provided by these institutions
are not sufficient for social start-ups. As a result, this study
argues that the acceleration of social start-ups requires or-
ganizational sponsors to tailor their services to the unique
characteristics of these ventures. 3) Regarding organiza-
tional sponsorship, it observes how the predominant focus
on survival fails to capture the reality of resilient ventures
such as social start-ups.

The study is structured in four parts. The following sec-
tion introduces the theoretical background and its key con-
cepts by drawing on three literature streams. The subsequent
section illustrates the research design and the approach for
collecting and analyzing data, leading up to the analytical
model for the acceleration of social start-ups (Figure 1 in Sec-
tion 3.5). The results are then presented along four thematic
dimensions. The final section discusses how these findings
contribute to the existing literature – as well as limitations
and opportunities for future research.

Finally, this study covers the period from June 2019 to
October 2020. How the social start-ups experienced the Im-
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pact Factory was therefore affected by the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020, although the intervie-
wees mentioned its effects surprisingly rarely. This aspect is
further discussed in the limitations section at the end of the
study.

2. Theoretical Background

This section draws on three emerging streams of litera-
ture to establish the theoretical framework for this study:
First, it defines social start-ups in contrast to conventional
start-ups. Second, it reviews the existing research on incu-
bators and accelerators – including both conventional ones
and those that support social start-ups. Third, it introduces
the mechanisms of organizational sponsorship as a theoreti-
cal lens to study the acceleration of social start-ups. Finally,
it compiles an exemplary services portfolio to help structure
the data collection and data analysis.

2.1. Social Start-Ups
Social start-ups are the primary units of analysis of this

study. Before exploring the role incubators and accelerators
play in accelerating their growth, this section addresses two
questions: What distinguishes social start-ups from conven-
tional start-ups, and what obstacles do social start-ups face
when scaling their impact and business models?

2.1.1. Defining Social Start-Ups
Social entrepreneurship has become a prominent phe-

nomenon in response to growing societal and environmental
challenges. The EU Commission has estimated that Germany
is home to between a few hundred and more than 100,000
social enterprises (Wilkinson, 2015, p. 29). Another study
has estimated their number in Germany to be between 1,700
and 70,000 (evers & jung, 2016, p. 5). This broad range re-
flects conceptual ambiguity: Although the recent academic
interest in social entrepreneurship has been considerable, its
definition remains disputed (Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 2010;
Gupta, Chauhan, Paul, & Jaiswal, 2020; Mair & Marti, 2006;
Zahra, Gedajlovic, Neubaum, & Shulman, 2009). Counting
no less than 37 definitions, a literature review recommended
focusing on mission- or outcome-based definitions – rather
than on the individual characteristics of social entrepreneurs
or their operating sectors, processes, or resources – to avoid
a “debate that has no resolution” (Dacin et al., 2010, p. 42).

Consequently, the boundaries of social start-ups in this
study are defined by two constituent elements: a “prime
strategic focus on social impact” and an innovative and en-
trepreneurial approach to achieving their mission (Nicholls,
2006, p. 13). Another useful way to conceptualize the hy-
brid nature of social enterprises is the double bottom line:
Social enterprises aim at mission accomplishment, or “so-
cial value creation,” and financial sustainability, or “economic
value creation” (Alter, 2003, p. 8). This duality of objectives
– and the performing tension (W. K. Smith & Lewis, 2011,
p. 388) inherent in pursuing a social mission and exploiting

commercial opportunities – is a central theme in analyzing
the support needs of social start-ups.

A related – and contested – question is the distinction be-
tween social entrepreneurship and conventional, or commer-
cial, entrepreneurship. While there are strong indications for
a “continuum ranging from purely social to purely economic”
(Austin, Stevenson, & Wei-Skillern, 2012, p. 372), the lit-
erature is divided on this issue (see Gupta et al., 2020, for
a review). Clearly, there are parallels, such as opportunity
recognition, risk tolerance, innovation, network-building ca-
pabilities, and continuous learning (Dees, 1998; Perrini &
Vurro, 2006). Simultaneously, most researchers regard the
social mission as the key difference between conventional
entrepreneurs, who seek to generate economic profits and
shareholder wealth, and social entrepreneurs, who apply
business principles to achieve a social mission (Dacin et al.,
2010, p. 44).

It may appear tautological to refer to the social mission of
social entrepreneurs to distinguish them from their commer-
cial counterparts. However, Santos (2012) has argued that
all entrepreneurs face a trade-off between “value creation”
at the societal level and economic “value capture” at the unit
level because organizations can only maximize one of the two
dimensions in the same organizational unit (see also Mair &
Marti, 2006). This characteristic of social enterprises is re-
flected by the start-ups in this study, which all share a “clear
social purpose [as] the driving force for the inception of the
enterprise,” resulting in a “social mission that is integral, not
tangential to, the enterprise” (Wilson & Post, 2013, p. 723).

The centrality of this self-defined “social mission coupled
with a market-based method,” creates “a context of intention
pervading all other design decisions” of the nascent enter-
prise (Wilson & Post, 2013, p. 726) – with a direct impact on
its resource needs and the design of appropriate support pro-
grams. Consequently, this thesis employs a broad definition
of social start-ups as early-stage ventures that pursue social
value creation through innovative and market-oriented solu-
tions (adapted from Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013, p. 177).

The first part of the definition, “early-stage,” refers to the
development stage of ventures, rather than to their age. As
explained in the methods section, this study focused on start-
ups beyond the ideation stage, which have already validated
that their product or service fulfills a real societal need (so-
called proof of concept) but have not yet significantly in-
creased their headcount or revenue. As to the other parts
of the definition (“social value,” “innovative,” and “market-
oriented”), it is beyond the scope of this study to define them.
Rather, these concepts are illustrated empirically through a
case study of 10 nascent ventures that all target a societal or
environmental challenge with a novel product or service.

Regarding terminology, in the literature and public dis-
course, “social” and “impact” are often used interchangeably
to describe organizations of this kind. Given that “impact” is
an even broader term than “social,” this study refers to such
organizations as “social start-ups.”
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2.1.2. Scaling Social Start-Ups
All start-ups face challenging conditions in the first years

of their existence, causing them to fail at a higher rate than
incumbents (Triebel, Schikora, Graske, & Sopper, 2018). The
vulnerability of new organizations has been attributed to the
liability of newness (Stinchcombe, 1965) and the liability of
smallness (Aldrich, 1986). These challenges are especially
evident for social start-ups, which have been called “a very
peculiar and fragile breed of start-ups” (J. Hausberg & Kor-
reck, 2017, p. 2).

The resource needs of social start-ups (evaluated in
Section 4.2) become apparent when social entrepreneurs
attempt to scale. Although it can be argued that “maxi-
mum impact may best be achieved by staying small and
local” (Nicholls, 2006, p. 21), most social enterprises seek
to achieve impact on a wider scale. A poll of social en-
trepreneurs in Germany indicated that 87% intended to
scale, 9% were undecided, and only 3% wished to stay small
(DSEM, 2020, p. 43). However, only few social start-ups
manage to expand their operations, build their teams, and
raise the funds necessary to scale – a phenomenon called
the “pioneer gap” (Lall, Bowles, & Baird, 2013, p. 15) or
the “valley of death” (Branscomb & Auerswald, 2002, p.
36). Studies have identified multiple barriers to the growth
of social start-ups: The issues they seek to solve are often
systemic and wicked (Dorado & Ventresca, 2013, p. 69);
they work in resource-constrained environments and focus
on vulnerable target groups, reducing their customer base
(Pandey et al., 2017, p. 8). Social start-ups often lack ac-
cess to markets and capital because of their reduced earning
potential (Gianoncelli, Gaggiotti, Miguel, & Charro, 2020, p.
27).

In the face of these challenges, social start-ups benefit
from stakeholders – multilateral agencies, governments, or
foundations – that are resource-rich with the “potential to
sponsor and support social entrepreneurship” (Pandey et al.,
2017, p. 2). Consequently, new programs and institutions
have emerged to support social entrepreneurs in growing
their ventures, addressing the pioneer gap, and driving social
change worldwide (Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; Lall et al.,
2013; Miller & Stacey, 2014; Yang, Kher, & Newbert, 2020).

2.2. Incubators and Accelerators
Among the entities supporting social start-ups in Ger-

many, Austria, and Switzerland, incubators and accelerators
are the most prominent, according to a recent review of the
support landscape for social entrepreneurship (Leirich, 2020,
p. 48). To review the multifaceted research that has accom-
panied the emergence of incubators and accelerators, this
section focuses on three questions: What are incubators and
accelerators? Is distinguishing between them critical? What
do researchers know about those explicitly supporting social
start-ups?

2.2.1. The Emergence of Incubators and Accelerators
The establishment of the first incubator for technology

start-ups, the Stanford Research Park, took place in 1959 in

the United States (Galbraith, McAdam, & Cross, 2019), and
its first review was a 1985 study by Allen and Rahman. The
number of incubators has increased to around 7,000 world-
wide (Van Weele, van Rijnsoever, & Nauta, 2017). Business
incubators “have become an integral part of the modern en-
trepreneurial ecosystem” (J. P. Hausberg & Korreck, 2021, p.
152). Their popularity has sparked a rich research stream,
reviewed by Hackett and Dilts (2004) and more recently by
Mian, Lamine, and Fayolle (2016) and J. P. Hausberg and
Korreck (2021). A bibliometric analysis was conducted by
Albort-Morant and Ribeiro-Soriano (2016).

Incubators have evolved significantly since the 1950s.
Mian et al. (2016) have described three waves of incubation
models: Before 1980, science parks or technology gardens
aimed at economic restructuring and job creation. The sec-
ond wave in the 1980s and 1990s also offered value-adding
services such as mentoring or networking. The third wave,
since 2000, has seen the emergence of specialized incu-
bators, innovation centers, and accelerators. Owing to this
history, which aligns with the three generations of incubators
described by Bruneel, Ratinho, Clarysse, and Groen (2012),
older definitions often emphasize their physical collocation.
Hackett and Dilts (2004, p. 55) called them “enterprises that
facilitate the early-stage development of firms by providing
office space, shared services and business assistance”. More
recent definitions tend to reference their goals or behav-
iors, rather than their resources. J. P. Hausberg and Korreck
(2021, p. 163) have reconciled these views by defining them
as “organizations that support the establishment and growth
of new businesses with tangible and intangible resources
during a flexible period”.

A newer but no less popular incubation model emerged
as part of the third wave to support the rapid growth of start-
ups: the accelerator. Y Combinator, widely considered the
first accelerator for technology start-ups, launched in 2005
(www.ycombinator.com). Between 2009 and 2018, the num-
ber of accelerators grew fivefold from 560 to 2,616, accord-
ing to research by Roland Berger (Bioulac, Ditsche, & Du-
jacquier, 2019, p. 3). Hochberg (2016, p. 26) has provided
a comparable estimate of over 3,000 accelerator programs
worldwide.

The rise of accelerators has prompted a wealth of re-
search, reviewed by Colombo et al. (2018) and Crisan et
al. (2019). The majority of these studies fall into two cat-
egories: conceptual descriptions or empirical studies on the
impact on venture performance (Hochberg, 2016). Although
recent studies have indicated positive effects of accelerators
on ventures (C. S. R. Chan et al., 2020; Hallen, Cohen, &
Bingham, 2020), there is still no consensus definition of ac-
celerators, despite pioneering work by Cohen (2013) and Co-
hen and Hochberg (2014). Consequently, it is necessary to
ask whether incubators and accelerators are conceptually dif-
ferent entities.

2.2.2. Incubators and Accelerators – Same or Distinct?
Following the first definition of accelerators, or seed

accelerators (Adkins, 2011; Miller & Bound, 2011), schol-
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ars have argued that they constitute a distinct organiza-
tional form from incubators (Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright, &
Van Hove, 2016). The most common definition of an ac-
celerator, that by Cohen and Hochberg (2014, p. 4), lists
five features in which it differs from an incubator and other
models of entrepreneurial assistance, such as angel investors
and coworking environments. An accelerator is defined as
a “fixed-term, cohort-based program, including mentorship
and educational components, that culminates in a public
pitch event”.

Although most scholars now regard accelerators as a “dis-
tinct form of innovation intermediary” (Crisan et al., 2019, p.
10), this study follows Mian et al. (2016) and Sansone, An-
dreotti, Colombelli, and Landoni (2020) in treating them as a
form of incubator. This approach is justified on the following
four grounds:

First, both entities essentially pursue the same goal,
namely to “support rapid growth and rapid scaling up of en-
trepreneurial ventures” (Pandey et al., 2017, p. 18). Second,
the definition by Cohen and Hochberg is modeled narrowly
on U.S. technology accelerators such as Y Combinator and
TechStars. By contrast, accelerators working in the social
enterprise space “tend to work across a fairly wide spectrum
of enterprise development stages, perhaps reflecting the rel-
atively limited pipeline of firms” (Lall et al., 2013, p. 115).
Third, the distinction does not hold empirically. There is
“significant heterogeneity even among groups that meet the
formal definition” (Hochberg, 2016, p. 35), with entities
that could be defined as incubators referring to themselves
as accelerators, and vice versa. This observation is exempli-
fied by the research setting of this study, the Impact Factory,
which does not fit into either of the two categories, as Ta-
ble 3 in Section 3.2 shows. The final and most compelling
argument is that the predominant focus on the organiza-
tional form is a “constraint on advancements in [the] field,”
that would “benefit by moving the focus of study to the level
of the mechanism (i.e., acceleration)” (Shankar & Clausen,
2020, p. 102174). Likewise, Crisan et al. (2019, p. 20) have
focused on mechanisms to “open the accelerator’s black box”
and explain how accelerators “pursue different interventions
in different contexts”.

This discussion has two implications for this study. First,
the study incorporates the framework of organizational spon-
sorship in its research design to shed light on accelerator
mechanisms. Second, it does not distinguish between in-
cubators and accelerators. Rather, it refers to them inter-
changeably, or as “entrepreneurial support programs,” to
mean organizational entities aiming to support early-stage
entrepreneurial ventures through the provision of resources
or services. The current research on a particular type of ac-
celerator – with the aim of supporting social start-ups – is
presented in the following section.

2.2.3. The Acceleration of Social Start-Ups: What is Known
As the number of incubators and accelerators has ex-

panded, so have their specializations. These entities have

emerged in various organizational contexts, such as govern-
ments, corporations, and universities. Lall et al. (2020, p. 3)
have distinguished three subtypes of the accelerator model:
seed, corporate, and impact-oriented. Among these, the ac-
celeration of social start-ups has experienced particularly dy-
namic growth. According to a 2018 survey, 15% of incubators
and accelerators in Europe primarily targeted social start-
ups, and 42% partially targeted such start-ups (SIM, 2020).
The European Venture Philanthropy Association has counted
62 impact incubators and accelerators in Europe (Gianoncelli
et al., 2020). TechStars, one of the most prominent acceler-
ators in the world, has even announced a program for “for-
profit, mission-driven founders building technologies to solve
our most pressing social and environmental needs” (Shieber,
2017).

Considering the popularity of impact-oriented incubators,
there is a remarkable scarcity of academic studies on these
entities – even though “social incubators” were mentioned
for the first time over 15 years ago (Aernoudt, 2004). Even
in 2014, a study called social accelerators “quite rare” and
“experimental” (Dempwolf, Auer, & D’Ippolito, 2014, p. 25).
The review by Crisan et al. (2019, p. 14) included one study
(out of 81) about accelerators aiming to “support social en-
trepreneurship”, and the only review on social incubators to
date is a working paper by J. Hausberg and Korreck (2017).
The scholarly interest in this novel phenomenon has only
grown in recent years.

To categorize the extant literature on the incubation of
social start-ups, one can use the three categories suggested
by J. P. Hausberg and Korreck (2021) in their review of
conventional business incubators. Most publications have
provided “definitions and typologies,” including case stud-
ies (Nicolopoulou, Karataş-Özkan, Vas, & Nouman, 2017;
Sonne, 2012), surveys (Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; King et
al., 2015; Lall et al., 2013; Miller & Stacey, 2014), and con-
sultancy reports (Aspen Network, 2014; SIM, 2020). Stud-
ies on their “performance” have demonstrated that social-
impact-oriented accelerators also improve the revenues and
funding of the incubated ventures (Lall et al., 2020; Roberts
& Lall, 2018) and that they are as efficient as other types
of incubators (Sansone et al., 2020). By contrast, their “in-
cubation process” remains largely unexplored – except for a
study on the appeal of social accelerator benefits (Pandey et
al., 2017) and one on social accelerator selection (Yang et
al., 2020).

This lack of research makes it difficult to answer an im-
portant question raised by (J. Hausberg & Korreck, 2017,
p. 13): If social businesses face different challenges, do
they also require different support models? Recent empirical
evidence has indicated that impact-oriented incubators and
accelerators differ from their conventional counterparts. A
study of incubators in Italy has suggested, for instance, that
different types of incubators value different services: Busi-
ness incubators considered physical spaces more important
than social incubators, which in turn valued services linked
to social impact (Sansone et al., 2020, p. 132). Similarly, a
survey of incubators in Germany has found that 20% of all
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incubators and 33% of social incubators offered specific ser-
vices for ventures with significant social impact (SIM, 2020,
p. 51). However, both studies reflected the views of incuba-
tor managers, and not of start-ups. Moreover, they failed to
explain causality. The same applies to a quantitative study by
Pandey et al. (2017, p. 1), who conceded that “little is known
about how social entrepreneurs – the primary intended bene-
ficiaries – assess the value-proposition of social accelerators”.

Based on the above findings, do incubators and acceler-
ators supporting social start-ups need to tailor their services
to these ventures? Or can they rely on best practices learned
from the acceleration of conventional start-ups, as the sup-
port needs of social start-ups are comparable? To address
these questions, this study uses the framework of organiza-
tional sponsorship.

2.3. Organizational Sponsorship
One reason that this study does not differentiate between

incubators and accelerators based on their form is that this
factor indicates little about their functioning – and their ef-
fects. As Shankar and Clausen (2020, p. 2) have argued,
“knowledge about the form (accelerator) is incomplete with-
out knowledge about the mechanism (acceleration)”. Hence,
multiple authors have called for a better understanding of
the acceleration process (Colombo et al., 2018; Crisan et al.,
2019). However, attempts to do so are complicated by the
diversity and fragmentation of the entrepreneurial support
landscape.

The framework of organizational sponsorship helps
to overcome this hurdle and structure the study of en-
trepreneurial support. Although this study does not rely
on theory to develop and test hypotheses, employing a the-
oretical lens can still help with identifying and discussing
relevant issues. Therefore, organizational sponsorship is in-
troduced in three steps: by defining its original framework,
by extending it to the acceleration of social start-ups, and by
viewing incubators and accelerators as a type of organiza-
tional sponsor.

2.3.1. Original Framework
Combining perspectives from population ecology and re-

source dependence, Flynn (1993b, p. 51) originally defined
sponsorship as “the intervention by government agencies,
business firms, and/or universities to create an environ-
ment conducive to the birth and survival of organizations”.
Sponsors can strengthen nascent organizations by making
resources available to them in their early stages, when they
are most exposed to external liabilities (Stinchcombe, 1965).
Although Flynn (1993b, p. 51) already mentioned “univer-
sity and private industry sponsored business incubators” as
an example of sponsorship, his concept was popularized 20
years later by Amezcua et al. (2013, p. 1628), who de-
fined organizational sponsorship as “attempts to mediate the
relationship between new organizations and their environ-
ments by creating a resource-munificent context intended to
increase survival rates among those organizations”.

In their effort to “better understand why and how dif-
ferent attempts to assist new organizations might succeed
or fail”, Amezcua et al. (2013, p. 1628) found that “re-
source munificence is not necessarily predictive of organiza-
tional survival”, as the effect of sponsorship is contingent on
geographic-based founding density. Moreover, they argued
that sponsorship influences the survival of new organizations
through two mechanisms: buffering and bridging (p. 1629).
Buffering helps new organizations engage in formational and
developmental activities without being exposed to external
threats. Sponsors can also function as a bridge between or-
ganizations and their environment, and thereby provide le-
gitimacy and social capital to new ventures. Amezcua et al.
(2013, p. 1633) considered business incubators an ideal set-
ting to observe how providing resources, social connections,
and management advice supports the creation and growth of
new businesses.

2.3.2. Extended Framework
In a recent literature review, Breivik-Meyer (2020, p.

174) called organizational sponsorship “an emerging theory
that bridges the conversation between scholars of different
types of sponsorship”. Although the framework is suitable for
studying start-up acceleration, it has not been clearly defined
yet. Pandey et al. (2017, p. 8) have argued, for example,
that social accelerators also engage in “bolstering” mecha-
nisms by offering “mentoring, opportunities for additional
fundraising and adding to an early-stage social venture’s
credibility and awareness”. However, it remains unclear
how bolstering is conceptually different from building and
bridging, as Breivik-Meyer (2020, p. 182) has noted. A re-
cent study has proposed that business incubators engage in
“curating” by selectively directing entrepreneurs to the best
available provider of a given resource (Amezcua, Ratinho,
Plummer, & Jayamohan, 2020, p. 3). Yet, this mechanism
also appears redundant to the two original mechanisms, in
particular bridging.

Autio and Rannikko (2016, p. 43) noted that the con-
cept of sponsorship, “while informing survival, has paid less
attention to new venture growth”. They argued that spon-
sorship is not only about passively insulating new ventures
against market realities, but also about “boosting” their ca-
pacities to affect growth. Such policies may include “em-
phasizing strong growth motivations,” “controlling milestone
achievement,” and “promoting the exchange of experiential
insights”.

Adding the boosting mechanism to building and bridg-
ing to study the acceleration of social start-ups leads to the
framework presented in Table 1. Importantly, Table 1 omits
the activities and services associated with each sponsorship
mechanism. These are specified in the services portfolio in
the final part of this section. It is first necessary to summarize
what is – and is not – known about incubators and accelera-
tors as organizational sponsors.
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Table 1: The Extended Organizational Sponsorship Framework

Mechanisms of Organizational Sponsorship
Buffering Bridging Boosting

Entrepreneurial
resources

Focus on the development of in-
ternal resources

Focus on the acquisition of ex-
ternal resources

Focus on boosting the organiza-
tional capacities for growth

The role of spon-
sorship

Maintaining a protective envi-
ronment

Serving as a connective inter-
mediary

Formation and achievement of
milestones and serving as inter-
mediary between firms

The goal of spon-
sorship

Developing internal resources
while minimizing resource de-
pendencies

Acquiring social capital and le-
gitimacy to build sustainable
competitive advantage

Affecting the capacity for
growth

Note. Adapted from Breivik-Meyer (2020).

2.3.3. Incubators and Accelerators as Organizational Spon-
sors

Organizational sponsorship is still evolving as a theoret-
ical perspective. Most contributions using this framework
were published after 2016 (Breivik-Meyer, 2020, p. 176).
While these recent studies show promise for advancing the
study of start-up incubation, “the actual content of those
mechanisms is somewhat unclear and may differ across spon-
sorship phenomena” (Breivik-Meyer, 2020, p. 185). A com-
parison of five intermediaries underlined the importance of
different types of sponsors, suggesting that every support or-
ganization “leaves a fading yet indelible mark” on nascent
entrepreneurial firms (Clayton, Feldman, & Lowe, 2018, p.
117). Thus, this study focuses on sponsorship in the context
of incubators and accelerators.

Nevertheless, this process still requires further explo-
ration. For example, a study on incubators in Norway has
indicated that buffering and bridging can facilitate the de-
velopment of new firms by increasing their resource access
and capability development – but also that its quantitative
research design provided “little explanation as to why ten-
ant firms choose to use these services or why they do not”
(Breivik-Meyer, Arntzen-Nordqvist, & Alsos, 2019, p. 29).
The provision of resources by organizational sponsors can
even be counterproductive, as certain conditions can “in-
hibit or reverse the intended outcomes of organizational
sponsorship” (Amezcua et al., 2020, p. 3). A study of U.S.
accelerators has revealed that their design choices influ-
ence how new ventures process available information – they
can help new firms overcome issues of bounded rationality
by concentrating consultations, practicing disclosure, and
standardizing activities (Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019).
Incubators also struggle to determine which services sup-
ported companies need, as nascent entrepreneurs are often
unaware of their resource gaps (Van Weele et al., 2017).
Therefore, the incubator–incubatee interaction is essential
for the codevelopment of service offerings (Vanderstraeten,
van Witteloostuijn, & Matthyssens, 2020). Another factor is
the identity of their sponsor: While government-sponsored
incubators provide a combination of services, private, aca-
demic, and NGO-sponsored incubators tend to specialize in

certain services (Dutt et al., 2016).
In summary, the effectiveness of organizational sponsor-

ship by incubators seems to depend on a multitude of fac-
tors, including their design, their funder, and their interac-
tion with ventures. This study focuses on the process of sup-
porting social start-ups, which in their early stage are often
“devoid of markers of quality in the market, financial and
social resources to generate growth, and sustained compet-
itive advantages” (Amezcua et al., 2020, p. 3). Hence, this
study assesses the resource needs of social start-ups – and
how incubators and accelerators leverage the mechanisms of
buffering, bridging, and boosting to support them.

This study simultaneously considers the potential disad-
vantages of organizational sponsorship. Resource munifi-
cence can, for example, decrease survival rates among new
organizations (Amezcua et al., 2013). It can prevent the early
adaptation of new ventures (Cohen, 2013) and adversely af-
fect firm performance by hampering the incentivizing effects
of market exchanges (Jourdan & Kivleniece, 2017). Conse-
quently, this study also asks whether – and why – social start-
ups regard accelerator intervention as detrimental to their
development.

2.4. Compiling an Exemplary Services Portfolio
Reviewing the existing literature on incubators, accel-

erators, and organizational sponsorship has illustrated why
scholars from these fields have called for more studies on the
activities of incubators and accelerators. Particular areas of
further interest are the relationships between incubatees and
sponsors (J. P. Hausberg & Korreck, 2021, p. 170), the ser-
vices portfolio accelerators offer (Crisan et al., 2019, p. 2),
and how these services contribute to the development of ten-
ant firms (Breivik-Meyer et al., 2019, p. 7). These questions
are especially relevant for social accelerators, as “no large
sample studies” have examined their relationship with social
entrepreneurs (Pandey et al., 2017, p. 1).

Due to the lack of research on incubator and accelerator
activities, it is difficult to draw on existing studies to compile
an overview of their services portfolio. The following exam-
ples from widely cited studies on incubator activities demon-
strate this challenge: In a review, Hackett and Dilts (2004)
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mentioned “selection,” “monitoring and assistance,” and “re-
source infusion”, whereas Bergek and Norrman (2008) listed
“selection,” “business support,” and “mediation” as the com-
ponents of incubation. Additional examples include “men-
torship,” “connectivity,” and “brand enhancement” (Wise &
Valliere, 2014), along with “business support,” “infrastruc-
ture,” “access to networks,” and “access to external resources,
knowledge and legitimacy” (Bruneel et al., 2012).

This cursory list brings two conceptual issues to light: the
need to differentiate between activities and outcomes, and
arbitrariness in the selection of categories (e.g., the vague
term “business support”). To address the first point, this
study follows Crisan et al. (2019, pp. 16), who distinguished
among “interventions” (services and activities offered), “out-
comes” (achievements in specific contexts or bundles of ser-
vices), and “mechanisms” (processes that transform interven-
tions into outcomes). This study uses the framework of orga-
nizational sponsorship to address the second point and sys-
tematically analyze what incubators and accelerators do.

To apply this framework to the present research question,
an intermediary step is required: identifying the most rele-
vant services and activities of incubators and accelerators and
matching them to the mechanisms of organizational sponsor-
ship. To compile this exemplary services portfolio, this study
reviewed 26 studies in three categories: 1) 10 on social incu-
bators and accelerators, 2) seven on conventional incubators,
and 3) nine on conventional accelerators.

These studies were mostly peer-reviewed, although prac-
titioner and research reports had to be additionally consulted
for accelerators and social accelerators. The services or activ-
ities mentioned in these studies were subsequently grouped
and assigned to the mechanisms of organizational sponsor-
ship. Conceptually similar concepts were aggregated to iden-
tify the most prevalent services for each mechanism (see Ap-
pendix for the full results and the used sources).

The resulting portfolio in Table 2 contains nine services,
ranked by the frequency of their mentions in each category:
“education and training,” “internal mentoring,” “seed fund-
ing,” and “coworking space” for the buffering mechanism;
“external networking,” “access to external funding,” and “val-
idation and visibility” for bridging; and “peer support” and
“milestones and progress tracking” for boosting.

Importantly, the portfolio in Table 2 is based on statisti-
cal considerations but also theoretical salience. Table 2 indi-
cates that services associated with the boosting mechanism
were barely mentioned in the reviewed studies. However,
the boosting mechanism was still included to assess the rel-
evance for start-up acceleration as suggested by Autio and
Rannikko (2016).

Moreover, this exercise did not constitute a systematic
literature review, and the statistical results should be inter-
preted with caution. Regardless, Table 2 indicates the ser-
vices that were mentioned most frequently in the reviewed
literature, which helped to ensure that the most relevant ser-
vices of incubators and accelerators were addressed in the
interviews – in combination with open-ended questions to
allow novel concepts to emerge. Such “a priori specifica-

tion of constructs” can facilitate “the initial design of theory-
building research” and “permits researchers to measure con-
structs more accurately” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 536).

Regardless of its statistical validity, Table 2 offers interest-
ing observations. There is, for example, consistency regard-
ing the two most prominent services across the three cate-
gories (“education and training” and “external networking”),
while funding services (“seed funding” and “access to fund-
ing”) have a mid-level to low ranking. There is simultaneous
variation between the categories (e.g., the high prominence
of “coworking” in incubator studies or “internal mentoring”
in accelerator studies).

The most relevant comparison is between social incuba-
tors and accelerators, on the one hand, and their conven-
tional counterparts, on the other hand. Table 2 suggests
that their service offerings differ, for example, the higher
prominence of the bridging mechanism for social incubation.
Therefore, one primary question explored in this study is
whether social start-ups expect social incubators and accel-
erators to offer support services tailored to their needs.

3. Research Design

The previous section argued that recent research on in-
cubators and accelerators has advanced the understanding
of entrepreneurial support programs for nascent ventures.
However, it also maintained that researchers have not suf-
ficiently investigated the support for start-ups aiming to
achieve societal or environmental goals. For this reason, this
study utilizes the mechanisms of organizational sponsorship
to study the acceleration of social start-ups.

This research combines a study of multiple cases with an
inductive research approach to generate additional insights.
Following Eisenhardt (1989) roadmap for building theory
from case study research, this section introduces the case
study method, the research setting, the case selection, and
the approach for the collection and analysis of the data.

3.1. Case Study Method
A case study has been defined by Yin (2003, p. 13) as

an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phe-
nomenon within its real-life context, when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”.
It has a distinct advantage when three conditions are met:
a causal research question (how, why), no control of behav-
ioral events, and a focus on contemporary events. All these
conditions hold in the case of the present research question.

Using multiple cases, as opposed to a single case, typically
provides a more potent base for theory building (Yin, 2003,
p. 33). It permits a replication logic in which multiple cases
are considered experiments to replicate or contradict an ini-
tial set of propositions (Yin, 2003, p. 47). Multiple cases are
a “bridge from rich qualitative evidence to mainstream de-
ductive research” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25) and
allow to look for generalizability of constructs across cases,
helping to detect rational or causal patterns (Dooley, 2002,
p. 342).



N. Manhart / Junior Management Science 7(2) (2022) 289-337 297

Table 2: The Exemplary Services Portfolio

Category (# of sources)
Sponsorship
mechanism

Services
(prominence in %)

Social incubators
and accelerators (10)

Conventional
incubators (7)

Conventional
accelerators (9)

Buffering Education and training 100% 100% 90%
Internal mentoring 80% 0% 90%
Seed funding 60% 40% 40%
Coworking space 60% 90% 60%

Bridging External networking 90% 70% 70%
Validation and visibility 80% 60% 60%
Access to external funding 50% 30% 40%

Boosting Peer support 40% 0% 10%
Milestones and progress tracking 0% 0% 30%

Note. Based on a review of 26 sources in three categories. The "prominence" refers to the mentions in % (rounded)
in all sources in that category. see Appendix for the full table and all sources.

The novelty of social start-ups and social accelerators mo-
tivates an inductive approach – three-quarters of social en-
terprises in Germany were founded in 2014 or later (DSEM,
2020, p. 17). The paucity of existing research complicates
the use of a deductive methodology, i.e., using theories to for-
mulate hypotheses and evaluate them against empirical evi-
dence. Hackett and Dilts (2008, p. 440) cautioned that most
research on business incubation is anecdotal, fragmented,
and should be “used with caution”. Scholars have applied
theoretical lenses to the study of incubators only recently
(Mian et al., 2016). In such an under-theorized field of re-
search, an inductive approach is better suited to explore pat-
terns and causal relationships – especially in a complex sys-
tem such as an incubator, in which the interaction of multi-
ple stakeholders complicates the distinction between internal
and external factors.

3.2. Research Setting
The primary units of analysis of this study are social start-

ups associated with the Impact Factory, a program launched
in 2019 in Duisburg, Germany, to support the foundation and
growth of start-ups aiming to create positive social change.
The Impact Factory describes itself as a “unique program that
offers social entrepreneurs a collaborative space to develop
scalable innovations for solving complex social and environ-
mental challenges” (Impact Factory, 2020a).

According to the taxonomy by Cohen and Hochberg
(2014), the Impact Factory can be described as a hybrid
between an incubator and an accelerator. On the one hand,
Table 3 indicates that the Impact Factory resembles an incu-
bator by having a permanent location and not investing in
its tenants. On the other hand, it acts as an accelerator with
fixed cohorts, a limited duration, an education portfolio,
and regular demo days. Consequently, the Impact Factory
demonstrates the difficulty of separating incubators from ac-
celerators by their design features – one of the reasons why
this study treats the terms as interchangeable.

The Impact Factory has three main funders: two non-
profit foundations, the Beisheim Foundation and the KfW
Foundation, and the family-owned investment holding Franz
Haniel & Cie. GmbH, on whose premises it is located. A non-
profit organization called Anthropia gGmbH runs the Impact
Factory, accepting applications from for-profit, nonprofit, and
hybrid ventures without a specific industry or thematic focus.
The main requirement for a start-up is to pursue one of the
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Na-
tions. Start-ups can enter the program twice a year through a
selective application process that involves a two-day assess-
ment.

Between its launch in January 2019 and October 2020,
the Impact Factory accepted 65 social start-ups out of 240
applications, which amounted to an acceptance rate of 27%
(Impact Factory, 2020b). In each cohort, the selected start-
ups joined one of three programs, depending on their devel-
opment stage: “create-up,” “ramp-up” or “fellow.” Since these
three programs played a key role in the case selection, Sec-
tion 3.3 describes them in more detail. Once the start-ups
entered the create-up or ramp-up stage, they embarked on
a learning journey that included workshops, seminars, and
peer-to-peer formats, accompanied by regular mentoring and
coaching sessions. Both programs at the end culminated in a
pitching challenge in front of an expert jury.

Table 4 compares the Impact Factory with the average
German incubator or accelerator to provide more context
about the research setting. It is based the Social Innovation
Monitor 2020 that surveyed 51 German incubators and ac-
celerators in 2018. This comparison shows that the Impact
Factory largely corresponded to the benchmark, at least in
terms of mean values.

Overall, the Impact Factory seemed a suitable setting
for researching the acceleration of social start-ups due to its
broad program range, its exclusive focus on start-ups aiming
to achieve social impact, and its hybrid nature between an
incubator and an accelerator.
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Table 3: Impact Factory – Incubator or Accelerator?

Program features Incubator (I) Accelerator (A) Impact Factory (I or A)

Duration 1-5 years 3 months
5 months (create-ups and ramp-ups);
1 year (fellows) (I + A)

Cohorts No Yes Yes (A)
Business model Rent; nonprofit Investment; nonprofit Subsidised; nonprofit (Neither)
Selection frequency Non competitive Competitive, cyclical Competitive, cyclical (A)
Venture stage Early, or late Early Early (A)
Education offered Ad-hoc, HR/legal Seminars Ad-hoc and seminars (I + A)

Venture location On-site Usually on-site
Usually on-site, but remote
during Covid-19 (I + A)

Mentorship Minimal, tactical Intense, by self and others Intense (except for Fellows) (A)

Note. Taxonomy based on Cohen and Hochberg (2016, p. 9). Data for the Impact Factory from Impact Factory (2020a, 2020b)
and discussions of the author with the management of the Impact Factory.

Table 4: Benchmarking the Impact Factory

Incubator or accelerator in Germany The Impact Factory
(2018) (2019)

Full time employees 4.5 (mean) 3 (median) 4
Applications received 118 (mean) 50 (median) 117
Teams supported 23.8 (mean) 12 (median) 21*
Average incubation time 13.8 months (mean) 9.0 months (median) Ca. 5 months**

Fee requirement
Yes: 22.2%

No
No: 77.80%

Equity stake in tenants
Yes: 8%

No
No: 92.0%

Revenue sources
(top 3)

Subsidies (41.0%)
Rent (17.0%)
Services provided (12.7%)

Subsidies (100%)

Note. German averages from the SIM (2020). Data for the Impact Factory from Impact Factory (2020a, 2020b) and discussions
of the author with the Impact Factory management.
* Only the formal create-up and ramp-up programs are included. Fellows are excluded.
** Subject to change, as 2019 was the first full year of operations.

3.3. Case Selection
The purpose of a case study is to develop theory, not to

test it; consequently, theoretical sampling is appropriate, i.e.,
selecting cases because they are “particularly suitable for illu-
minating and extending relationships and logic among con-
structs” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27). While re-
searchers often select single cases for their uniqueness, mul-
tiple cases can yield better theory, including “to replicate pre-
vious cases or extend emergent theory” or “to fill theoretical
categories and provide examples of polar types” (Eisenhardt,
1989, p. 537). Importantly, the goal of the case selection
is not to produce a representative sample but to allow for
comparison while ensuring variation to improve the reliabil-
ity and generalizability of findings.

Consequently, the definition of the population is crucial,
as it “defines the set of entities from which the research sam-
ple is to be drawn” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). Restricting
the population of this study to the Impact Factory (2020a,

p. 537) controlled extraneous variation and set the limits for
generalizing its findings. The total population consisted of
65 social start-ups accepted by the Impact Factory in three
cohorts between July 2019 and October 2020. This study
applied the following four selection criteria to select the final
sample of 10 start-ups.

3.3.1. Selection Based on Development Stage
The Impact Factory accepted start-ups at distinct stages

of development, as Table 5 indicates – from create-ups in the
ideation phase with few available resources, to fellows look-
ing to scale their business and impact model. Given that the
support needs of start-ups at an early stage differ strongly
from more mature ventures (Isabelle, 2013), the inclusion
of all the stages would have created an excessive disparity
in support needs. Consequently, the 15 participants of the
create-up program were excluded from the total of 65 start-
ups, leaving 50 start-ups in the sample.
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3.3.2. Selection Based on Legal Structure
A crucial distinction between social start-ups is their legal

structure, which in turn influences their funding. Reflecting
the variety of funding models of social ventures (Nicholls,
2006, p. 12), the start-ups of the Impact Factory ranged
from nonprofits to self-funded social enterprises. This study
excluded nonprofit organizations for two reasons: First, be-
cause nonprofits, which in Germany rely primarily on dona-
tions and philanthropic grants, display vastly different sup-
port needs compared to for-profit start-ups. Second, because
less than 2% of organizations supported by incubators in Ger-
many had a nonprofit status (SIM, 2020, p. 39). Accordingly,
15 additional start-ups were removed, including all start-ups
that had not been legally established yet. This decision left a
sample of 35 start-ups with either a for-profit or hybrid (for-
profit and nonprofit) legal form, consisting of nine ramp-ups
and 26 fellows.

3.3.3. Selection Based on Theoretical Considerations
Due to time and capacity constraints, the maximum num-

ber of cases was set at 10. This decision was a compromise
between informative value and feasibility in the available
time frame. The 10 start-ups were not to be selected at ran-
dom, however. Instead, the first subgroup of five start-ups
was selected from the ramp-up program and the second sub-
group of five start-ups from the fellows program (see Table 5
for the three different programs of the Impact Factory).

Taking advantage of the different programs of the Impact
Factory for the case selection served three theoretical pur-
poses. First, the selection of five start-ups from different pro-
grams yielded enough cases to replicate observations within a
subgroup of start-ups at similar stages of development – sim-
ilar to conducting multiple experiments under the conditions
of the original experiment (Yin, 2003, p. 47). Second, choos-
ing cases that were alike and analyzing findings across simi-
lar cases enhanced “generalizability relative to a single case”
and demonstrated the issues “across a more varied range of
circumstances” (Chmiliar, 2010, p. 582).

Variation between subgroups strengthens the external va-
lidity of findings (Yin, 2003, p. 54) and maximizes opportu-
nities for developing hypotheses or theories (Bleijenbergh,
2010, p. 63). In the case of the Impact Factory, the two
subgroups based on the programs in Table 5 could be con-
sidered contrasting “polar types” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537).
While all ramp-ups took part in an intensive learning journey
that included workshops, seminars, and individual mentor-
ing, fellows did not participate in the educational program
or mentoring activities (Impact Factory, 2020b). Their af-
filiation to the program was more fluid, and their support
was restricted to outward-facing activities, such as network-
ing and increasing their visibility.

As a third consideration, the two subgroups fulfilled dis-
tinctive theoretical categories (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537)
based on the organizational sponsorship framework of
Amezcua et al. (2013): The program activities for ramp-
up start-ups focused on building internal capabilities and
helping their go-to-market, as captured by the buffering

mechanism; start-ups in the fellows program focused on
strengthening external relationships, aligned with the bridg-
ing mechanism.

3.3.4. Selection Based on Active Participation
The final criterion for selecting 10 cases out of the re-

maining 35 start-ups was active participation in the Impact
Factory. It made sense to choose cases “in which the process
of interest is observable,” i.e., likely to replicate or extend
emergent theory (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). Identifying ac-
tive participation was straightforward for the nine ramp-ups,
given that it was a requirement to stay in the program. Af-
ter discarding two start-ups that dropped out early, five of
the remaining seven ramp-ups were contacted in random or-
der. After one declined to participate, a sixth start-up was
successfully approached.

Establishing active participation was more difficult for the
26 fellows due to their larger number, but also because their
participation varied significantly, as the author observed on
multiple occasions on-site. Hence, the program managers of
the Impact Factory were asked to suggest founders who could
provide rich insights into the program. They recommended
nine teams, five of which were approached at random, as well
as a sixth after one fellow declined to participate.

Table 6 presents a list of the final 10 start-ups, as well as
key information about their stage, industry, commercial ac-
tivities, and social mission. To protect their anonymity, all
start-ups are only referred to by an acronym. Subsequent
sections provide further information, for instance regarding
their funding, educational background, and professional ex-
perience, together with relevant findings of the case studies.

Although the 10 start-ups operated in a broad range of in-
dustries, they all shared the definition of a social start-up es-
tablished in Section 2.1 by pursuing both a social mission and
an entrepreneurial activity. Digital platforms were prevalent,
as half the start-ups operated a platform business model. The
development stage ranged from those with a minimum viable
product (MVP) to those with a first customer base, although
three fellows were already seeking to grow their revenues.
The start-ups were all founded between 2018 and 2020, ex-
cept for two founded in 2015.

3.4. Data Collection
Consistent with most qualitative research, the primary

data sources of this study were semi-structured interviews
with the founders of 10 start-ups from the Impact Factory. In-
terviews are “a highly efficient way to gather rich, empirical
data, especially when the phenomenon of interest is highly
episodic and infrequent” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p.
28), such as the perception of entrepreneurial support pro-
grams by social ventures. In the case of multiple founders,
a single founder was interviewed depending on the team’s
availability.

The 10 interviews took place in November 2020, lasting
between 45 and 60 minutes each. Due to Covid-19 restric-
tions, the interviews were conducted remotely over video.
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Table 5: The Three Programs of the Impact Factory

Programs of the Impact Factory
Create-up Ramp-up Fellows

Average cohort size 5 start-ups 6 start-ups 12 start-ups

Entry requirement Valid idea Marketable product or service
Proof of concept and
early customer base

Program duration 5 months 5 months Flexible; up to 1 year

Program focus
Prototype development/
customer discovery

Go-to-market/
customer validation

Company building/
business model scaling

Frequency of interaction Every two weeks Every two weeks Occasional

Program participation Mandatory Mandatory
Voluntary (except to provide
personal input at least once)

Program goal Problem-solution fit
Product-market and
product-channel fit Organization-market fit

Note. Data for the Impact Factory from Impact Factory (2020a, 2020b) and discussions of the author with the management
of the Impact Factory.

The author recorded, transcribed, and translated the inter-
views from German into English to facilitate the coding pro-
cess. He used an interview guide containing four sections and
16 questions. The interview guide is attached as Appendix B.

The first section of the interview contained introductory
questions about the founders and their start-ups. The second
addressed their resource needs at different points in time and
their motivation for joining a support program. The third fo-
cused on the services and resources of incubators and accel-
erators – first with open questions, and then by addressing
the nine most relevant services identified a priori in the lit-
erature (as explained in Section 2.4) unless they had already
been addressed. The fourth section asked the founders to
evaluate how the support they received impacted the overall
development of their start-up.

Following the interviews, all founders were asked to rank
the nine most common incubator and accelerator services in
their order of importance for a social start-up – not for sta-
tistical purposes but to enrich their assessment of incubator
services. During the coding process, the founders were occa-
sionally contacted again for clarifications or follow-up ques-
tions – what Eisenhardt (1989, p. 538) described as an over-
lap of data collection and data analysis.

An important method to increase the credibility of case
study data is triangulation, or the use of multiple sources of
data (Tracy, 2010, p. 843). Triangulation can also mitigate
the bias inherent in interviews as the primary source of in-
formation (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 28).

Consequently, secondary data sources were also con-
sulted, such as the start-ups’ websites, as well as investor
presentations, pitch decks, public interviews, and additional
materials. The author also had the opportunity to visit
the Impact Factory several times since its launch in 2019
to gather observational data. In combination, these data
sources provided a rich picture of 10 social start-ups and
their experiences of entrepreneurial support programs.

3.5. Data Analysis
After completing the interviews and gathering the data, it

was necessary to analyze them by “focusing on some and dis-
regarding other parts of it” and “aggregating data into a small
number of themes” (Creswell, 2014, p. 245). This process in-
volved two steps. The first was a detailed study of each case
to look for inter-case similarities and differences. The pur-
pose of this so-called within-case analysis is to be “intimately
familiar with each case as a stand-alone entity” and to “allow
the unique patterns of each case to emerge before investi-
gators push to generalize patterns across cases” (Eisenhardt,
1989, p. 540).

The second step was a cross-case analysis, searching for
patterns and causal relations across cases in multiple rounds
of comparative analysis – first within the two subgroups of
ramp-ups and fellows, and then across the entire sample. In
keeping with the exploratory nature of the research, the cod-
ing process – i.e., the segmentation and labeling of data into
categories (Creswell, 2014, p. 248) – was inductive. So in-
stead of using pre-determined codes, the constructs emerged
from a close observation of the data during coding. This in-
ductive process was occasionally structured by assumptions
based on the theoretical framework to maximize coherence.

Following the approach recommended by Eisenhardt
(1989, p. 540), the cross-case analysis was preceded by the
selection of categories or dimensions “suggested by the re-
search problem or by existing literature”. The idea of using
such “structured and diverse lenses on the data” is to “go
beyond initial impressions,” to improve “close fit with the
data,” and to capture novel findings in the data.

The coding process was iterative, as it involved going
back and forth between the data, the emerging propositions,
and constant comparisons to relevant literature. The inter-
view data was split, merged, and narrowed down to develop
higher-level concepts, generating a smaller number of first-
order codes with representative quotes by the respondents
for each theoretical concept and emerging theme. These
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Table 6: Case Descriptions

Acro-
nym

Legal
form

Team
size

Year
founded Stage* Industry** Commercial activity Social mission

Start-ups of fellows program

F1
For-
profit 11 2019 Growth Health Services Develop AI-based soft-

ware for dynamic tour
management

Improve quality of outpa-
tient care with efficient
tour planning

F2
For-
profit 8 2018 Growth Commerce Import and sell sustain-

able home accessories
Foster appreciation and
fair prices for handmade
products

F3
For-
profit 8 2020 MVP Utilities Develop and distribute

solar home systems and
IoT software

Widen access to electric-
ity in rural Sub-Saharan
Africa

F4
For-
profit 2 2015 Growth Food and drink Import, process, and sell

sustainable cocoa, coffee
and chocolate

Protect biodiversity and
strengthen ecosystems in
Peru

F5
For-
profit 7 2018

Go-To-
Market Education Develop and market plat-

form to measure and
train digital skills

Promote social participa-
tion and reduce digital
skills gap

Start-ups of ramp-up program

R1
Hybrid
(for/non-
profit)

9 2015
Go-To-
Market Health Services Develop and operate

platform for recruiting
voluntary caregivers

Combat lack of specialist
caregivers for elderly liv-
ing at home

R2
Hybrid
(for/non-
profit)

1 +
volu-
nteers

2019
Go-To-
Market Food and drink Produce packaged foods

based on consumer sur-
veys

Improve animal welfare
and empower farmers
and consumers

R3 For-profit 5 2020 MVP Financial Services Develop platform for ef-
ficient B2B payment pro-
cessing

Give donations to social
projects with cashback
scheme

R4 For-profit 12 2020
Go-To-
Market Food and drink Develop and operate sys-

tem for reusable take-
away packaging

Reduce waste created by
disposable food packag-
ing

R5 For-profit 6 2020
Go-To-
Market Tourism Develop online platform

for eco-friendly travel
Raise funds for aid orga-
nizations by renting their
unused space

Note. All information as of the date of the interviews in November 2020.
*Stage taxonomy: Idea, Launch, Proof of Concept, MVP, Go-To-Market, Growth, Maturation.
**Based on the Industry and Sectors Taxonomy of the International Labour Organization (2020).

first-order codes were subsequently aggregated to identify
second-order codes for each theme.

This process produced the four thematic dimensions that
structure the results of this study. Three of these dimensions –
“founding motivations,” “resource needs,” and “sponsorship
mechanisms,” were specified a priori and addressed purpose-
fully in the interviews. A fourth dimension – “entrepreneurial
self-reliance” as an alternative to joining a start-up support

program – emerged during the coding process, just as “im-
pact acceleration” was identified as an additional support
mechanism for social start-ups. Figure 1 shows the result-
ing analytical model and the relationships between the four
dimensions, the support mechanisms, and the corresponding
interventions by an incubator or accelerator.

A separate table was created for each dimension and ser-
vice in accordance with the approach recommended by Miles
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& Huberman, 1994 for summarizing and presenting case ev-
idence. Such construct tables help to “indicate how the fo-
cal construct is ‘measured’, thus increasing the ‘testability’ of
the theory and creating a particularly strong bridge from the
qualitative evidence to theory-testing research” (Eisenhardt
& Graebner, 2007, p. 29). They were used to link the case
evidence from primary and secondary data to emerging the-
oretical concepts.

4. Results

After having introduced the theoretical framework and
research design, the following section presents the results
from the case interviews and relates them to the extant liter-
ature. As illustrated in Figure 1 in Section 3.5, the results are
structured in four dimensions: The social-mission focus and
founding motivations form the basis for the resource needs of
social start-ups. Building on these two dimensions, the third
part discusses the mechanisms of organizational sponsorship.
In addition to the three mechanisms of the extended frame-
work, it identifies a novel support mechanism – impact accel-
eration – that is highly beneficial to social start-ups. The final
dimension emphasizes a contrasting motive that emerged in
this study: Entrepreneurial self-reliance – or, put differently,
reasons for not joining a formal support program.

4.1. Social Mission and Founding Motivations
Founding motivations are at the heart of every en-

trepreneurial venture. They determine why founders em-
bark on the perilous journey of launching a start-up – after
all, 50% of companies fail in their first five years (Triebel et
al., 2018, p. 121). Founding motivations also affect how
founders pursue opportunities and acquire resources. Study-
ing the motives and backgrounds of their founders helps to
explore the support needs of social start-ups.

The purpose of this section is not, however, to provide
a full characterization of the personality and motivations of
social entrepreneurs, which have already been thoroughly
studied (Gupta et al., 2020; Zahra et al., 2009). Social en-
trepreneurs share many qualities with founders of conven-
tional start-ups, such as “leadership, vision, drive and oppor-
tunism” (Nicholls, 2006, p. 20), and it is difficult to identify
characteristics unique to them.

Nonetheless, this study maintains that a social-mission fo-
cus drives social entrepreneurs and “affects how [they] per-
ceive and assess opportunities” (Dees, 1998, p. 2). Addition-
ally, the literature suggests that founders of social start-ups
are motivated by other factors than founders of conventional
ventures (Germak & Robinson, 2014). For this reason, it is
helpful to explore what their social-mission focus means in
practice – and how it influences their receptiveness to and
perception of incubator and accelerator benefits.

Table 7 on the following two pages identifies six ways in
which the social start-ups in this study demonstrated a social-
mission focus. Or in other words: How they prioritized the
pursuit of a social mission. In addition, Table 7 presents infor-
mation about the educational background and professional

experience of the founders, given that these characteristics
strongly influence how social entrepreneurs approach their
enterprises (Germak & Robinson, 2014).

Overall, Table 7 shows six manifestations of the social-
mission focus that emerged in the interviews. “Sustainabil-
ity,” “independence,” “long-time thinking,” “hybridity,” “cred-
ible impact,” and “priority of purpose” all differ in the degree
to which they are unique to social start-ups. The most com-
mon among founders is an ambition to be independent. Sus-
tainability and long-time thinking are also significant for so-
cial as well as conventional entrepreneurs. By contrast, the
latter three themes are more specific to the social start-up
context.

Hybridity refers to aligning the social and economic logics
of a venture, such as using business efficiency to maximize
social impact (F1) or leveraging impact through additional
revenue streams (R4). Nine of the 10 start-ups pursued a
social mission through their key economic activities and not
as an add-on. The only exception (R3) was a fintech com-
pany that generated donations for social projects. However,
even R3, like R2, anchored its mission with a novel legal form
called steward-ownership that preserves its essential purpose
(Ventures, 2020).

With the concept of credible impact, the founders sig-
naled an intention to prove their impact in a trustworthy
and transparent way, for instance by including impact met-
rics in business monitoring (F3) or by influencing all steps
of the value chain (F4). Multiple respondents noted that re-
ferring to “impact” has become so prevalent among start-ups
that it has almost lost its meaning. Indeed, in a large poll
among U.S. internet start-ups, 68% of founders cited “im-
pact” as their main motivation, before “experience” at 27%
and “money” at 5% (Marmer et al., 2011, p. 59).

The priority of purpose supports Santos (2012) claim that
entrepreneurship involves a trade-off between societal value
generation and economic value capture, with most respon-
dents signaling that they were not driven by profit motives –
a motivation shared with 84% of social entrepreneurs in Ger-
many (DSEM, 2020, p. 39). This effect was not consistent
across the cases, but it did not appear to correlate with age.
Although experienced founders such as F4, F5, R1, and R2
expressed a stronger purpose motive than younger respon-
dents, the most inexperienced founder (F5) also claimed to
put their purpose ahead of other motivations.

The results of Table 7 show a clear intention to ques-
tion, if not reject (F2 and R2), the practices of conventional
business life. Interestingly, all ramp-ups and three fellows
had a background in business or management, but only two
founders had previously pursued a social mission – running
a bio-diversity consultancy (F4) and an education nonprofit
(F5). Moreover, Table 7 shows that most founders were ex-
perienced, up to the C level, with only two teams (F1 and
R5) launched by young professionals. The maturity of the
founders needs to be considered, given that “the organizing
behaviors and decision making of individuals is dependent
on their knowledge structures,” as well as on their work ex-
perience and background (Katre & Salipante, 2012, p. 972).



N. Manhart / Junior Management Science 7(2) (2022) 289-337 303
Ta

bl
e

7:
So

ci
al

-M
is

si
on

Fo
cu

s

Ed
uc

at
io

na
l

ba
ck

gr
ou

nd
Pr

of
es

si
on

al
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

M
an

if
es

ta
ti

on
s

of
th

e
so

ci
al

-m
is

si
on

fo
cu

s
R

ep
re

se
nt

at
iv

e
qu

ot
es

St
ar

t-
up

s
of

th
e

fe
llo

w
s

pr
og

ra
m

F1
M

at
he

m
at

ic
s

an
d

C
om

pu
te

r
Sc

ie
nc

e,
Ph

D

R
es

ea
rc

h,
4

ye
ar

s
1.

H
yb

ri
di

ty
Pe

op
le

ar
e

no
t

pa
ck

ag
es

.
W

e
ha

ve
to

co
ns

id
er

m
or

e
th

an
pu

re
bu

si
ne

ss
ef

fic
ie

nc
y.

A
t

th
e

sa
m

e
ti

m
e,

bu
si

ne
ss

ef
fic

ie
nc

y
pl

ay
s

a
m

aj
or

ro
le

.
Th

er
e

is
no

ot
he

r
w

ay
.

(I
)

2.
Su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y

Ib
el

ie
ve

th
os

e
w

ho
w

or
k

su
st

ai
na

bl
y

ha
ve

un
iv

er
sa

lly
hi

gh
er

su
cc

es
s

ra
te

s.
B

ut
Id

on
’t

re
al

ly
se

e
a

ne
ed

to
do

an
yt

hi
ng

di
ff

er
en

t
th

an
w

ha
t

a
no

rm
al

st
ar

t-
up

do
es

.
(I

)

F2
B

us
in

es
s

A
dm

in
is

tr
at

io
n

Ph
ar

m
ac

eu
ti

ca
ls

,
10

ye
ar

s

3.
In

de
pe

nd
en

ce
If

Iw
ou

ld
ev

en
th

in
k

ab
ou

tw
or

ki
ng

w
it

h
a

bu
si

ne
ss

an
ge

lo
r

w
it

h
an

ex
te

rn
al

in
ve

st
or

,t
he

n
on

ly
if

th
e

so
ci

al
im

pa
ct

co
m

po
ne

nt
is

sa
fe

gu
ar

de
d.

(I
)

4.
Pr

io
ri

ty
of

pu
rp

os
e

I
ha

ve
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

d
co

rp
or

at
e

lif
e

fo
r

to
o

lo
ng

.
I

ha
ve

al
w

ay
s

sa
id

I
do

n’
t

w
an

t
to

di
sc

us
s

pu
rc

ha
se

pr
ic

es
w

it
h

an
in

ve
st

or
.

Th
os

e
ar

e
th

e
co

rn
er

st
on

es
of

ou
r

bu
si

ne
ss

,
an

d
I

ca
n’

t
to

uc
h

th
em

.
(I

)
2.

Su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y
W

e
se

t
a

hi
gh

st
an

da
rd

of
so

ci
al

ly
an

d
ec

ol
og

ic
al

ly
su

st
ai

na
bl

e
co

op
er

at
io

n.
W

e
so

ur
ce

na
t-

ur
al

m
at

er
ia

ls
an

d
w

or
k

di
re

ct
ly

w
it

h
ou

r
pr

od
uc

er
s

to
pr

ot
ec

t
th

ei
r

tr
ad

it
io

ns
.

(W
)

F3
In

fo
rm

at
io

n
M

an
ag

em
en

t

IT
co

ns
ul

ti
ng

,
<

1
ye

ar

C
o-

fo
un

de
r:

So
la

r
en

er
gy

,
8

ye
ar

s

5.
Lo

ng
-t

im
e

th
in

ki
ng

In
ve

st
or

s
ar

e
ex

it
-d

ri
ve

n.
It

is
ab

ou
t

gr
ow

in
g

qu
ic

kl
y

an
d

th
en

se
lli

ng
.

W
e

ar
e

lo
ok

in
g

fo
r

so
m

eb
od

y
w

ho
w

an
ts

to
gi

ve
pa

ti
en

t
ca

pi
ta

la
nd

sh
ar

e
in

th
e

pr
ofi

ts
.

N
ot

ju
st

pu
t

m
on

ey
in

an
d

ba
ng

,a
w

ay
w

it
h

it
.

(I
)

6.
C

re
di

bl
e

im
pa

ct
W

e
w

an
t

to
in

cl
ud

e
im

pa
ct

K
PI

s
in

ou
r

ba
la

nc
ed

sc
or

ec
ar

d,
in

ou
r

m
on

it
or

in
g.

W
e

ha
ve

n’
t

do
ne

th
at

ye
t,

bu
t

as
so

on
as

th
is

lo
an

is
sa

fe
,i

t
w

ill
be

on
th

e
lis

t.
(I

)
2.

Su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y
W

e
de

ve
lo

p
pr

od
uc

ts
w

it
h

a
po

si
ti

ve
ca

rb
on

fo
ot

pr
in

tt
ha

ta
re

fu
n,

du
ra

bl
e,

lo
ca

lly
pr

od
uc

ed
,

an
d

re
pa

ir
ed

an
d

re
cy

cl
ed

lo
ca

lly
.

(P
)

F4
Tr

op
ic

al
B

io
lo

gy
,

Ph
D

R
es

ea
rc

he
r
/

Fo
un

de
r

of
a

co
ns

ul
ta

nc
y,

>
15

ye
ar

s

3.
In

de
pe

nd
en

ce
Th

e
va

st
m

aj
or

it
y

of
st

ar
t-

up
s

ar
e

lo
ok

in
g

fo
r

m
on

ey
.

W
e

ha
ve

be
en

as
ke

d
ti

m
e

an
d

ag
ai

n
by

in
ve

st
or

s
w

he
th

er
th

ey
co

ul
d

jo
in

us
.

A
nd

w
e

ha
ve

al
w

ay
s

re
fu

se
d.

(I
)

4.
Pr

io
ri

ty
of

pu
rp

os
e

O
ur

ai
m

is
no

tt
o

ac
hi

ev
e

th
e

fa
st

es
ta

nd
la

rg
es

tp
os

si
bl

e
m

on
et

ar
y

pr
ofi

t,
bu

tt
o

m
ak

e
a

go
od

bu
si

ne
ss

fo
r

ev
er

yo
ne

in
th

e
tr

ue
se

ns
e

of
th

e
w

or
d.

..(
W

)
6.

C
re

di
bl

e
im

pa
ct

Fr
om

cu
lt

iv
at

io
n

to
th

e
fin

is
he

d
pr

od
uc

t,
w

e
ar

e
di

re
ct

ly
in

vo
lv

ed
an

d
ca

n
in

flu
en

ce
al

lp
ro

-
du

ct
io

n
st

ep
s.

O
ur

in
te

rn
al

ru
le

s
ex

ce
ed

th
e

cr
it

er
ia

of
an

y
ce

rt
ifi

ca
ti

on
.

(W
)

2.
Su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y

Th
e

st
ar

t-
up

sc
en

e
is

do
m

in
at

ed
by

pe
op

le
w

ho
th

in
k

th
ey

ha
ve

a
re

al
ly

co
ol

id
ea

an
d

ne
ed

1.
5

m
ill

io
n.

O
ft

en
it

’s
ju

st
ho

t
ai

r
w

it
h

a
fa

nc
y

w
eb

si
te

.
To

be
ho

ne
st

,t
ha

t’s
a

bi
t

st
ra

ng
e

to
us

.
(I

)

F5
Ed

uc
at

io
n

C
o-

fo
un

de
r:

IT
,M

B
A

Ed
uc

at
io

n,
>

25
ye

ar
s

C
o-

fo
un

de
r:

IT
(C

Le
ve

l)
,

>
20

ye
ar

s

4.
Pr

io
ri

ty
of

pu
rp

os
e

Yo
u

ca
n

pr
es

en
t

w
ha

t
w

e
do

as
a

co
m

pa
ny

on
e

w
ay

or
an

ot
he

r.
It

w
ou

ld
be

ea
sy

to
ge

t
fin

an
ci

ng
.

Th
is

is
re

al
ly

a
go

od
st

or
y.

B
ut

w
e

di
dn

’t
w

an
tt

o
pl

ay
th

is
ca

rd
at

al
l.

N
o,

ac
tu

al
ly

w
e

ar
e

a
pu

rp
os

e
co

m
pa

ny
.

(I
)

6.
C

re
di

bl
e

im
pa

ct
W

it
h

so
ci

al
st

ar
t-

up
s,

yo
u

ha
ve

to
ha

ve
[i

m
pa

ct
m

ea
su

re
m

en
t]

,
th

at
’s

yo
ur

le
gi

ti
m

at
io

n
fo

r
sa

yi
ng

I
re

al
ly

w
an

t
to

ac
hi

ev
e

ou
tc

om
e

an
d

im
pa

ct
.

A
nd

I
am

qu
it

e
ri

go
ro

us
.

Yo
u

ha
ve

to
be

se
ri

ou
s

ab
ou

t
th

at
.

(I
)

(C
on

ti
nu

ed
)



N. Manhart / Junior Management Science 7(2) (2022) 289-337304
Table

7—
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Figure 1: Analytical Model for the Acceleration of Social Start-Ups

Finally, Table 7 signals no clear difference in social-mission
focus between ramp-ups and fellows, which suggests that the
advanced stage of fellows had not led to mission drift.

To explore the social-mission focus further, the founders
were asked why they started their ventures in the first place.
Table 8 groups their founding motivations into four common
themes.

In their study of social entrepreneurship motivations,
Germak and Robinson (2014, p. 18) found “a unique blend
of motivational components in nascent social entrepreneurs”.
Table 8 confirms that a combination of four factors motivated
the founders in this study.

Achieving societal impact seemed to be a prime motiva-
tion, with nine founders explicitly mentioning their impact
on direct or indirect beneficiaries, and six aiming to achieve
a systemic impact. This is not entirely surprising – in a poll
97% of German social entrepreneurs expressed a desire to
solve societal challenges, and only 3% a desire to “become
rich” (DSEM, 2020, p. 55).

The same survey, in line with Table 8, indicated that seek-
ing personal fulfillment is a strong motivator for social en-
trepreneurs. Germak and Robinson (2014, p. 13) also found
that the needs of social entrepreneurs are “at a higher level
of personal fulfillment” than seen with “necessity-based” en-
trepreneurs. Observing this factor more closely, the primary
sources of personal fulfillment in this study were seizing op-
portunities, tackling complexity, and achieving autonomy,
whereas no founder talked about material gains.

Nonetheless, accomplishing significant achievement is
also a strong motivator for social entrepreneurs, “not en-
tirely dissimilar from what one would expect of commercial
entrepreneurs” (Germak & Robinson, 2014, p. 16). In the
case of the start-ups in this study, this desire focused on devel-
oping innovative solutions through innovative technologies
and business practices but also by drawing on experiences
from other sectors or countries – reflecting their maturity
and diverse professional experiences.

A fourth motivational factor cited in the literature is per-
sonal closeness to a social problem (Germak & Robinson,
2014, p. 17). Katre and Salipante (2012, p. 977) even found
that starting with an “initial concept of social change based
on personal, family, or community experiences” and then de-
veloping an economic opportunity distinguished successful
from struggling social entrepreneurs. Accordingly, half the
founders reported being personally affected by a societal is-
sue. More surprising is another source of personal closeness:
Six out of 10 explicitly cited traveling or working abroad as
a personal motivation for founding their venture.

In combination, the findings of Table 7 and Table 8 con-
firm Nicholls (2006, p. 13) definition that social start-ups are
characterized by a “prime strategic focus on social impact”
and an innovative and entrepreneurial approach to achieving
it. For the start-ups in this study, the primary social purpose
“is not a difference in net profits, but a net difference in total
value creation” (Wilson & Post, 2013, p. 723) – regardless
of their development stage. Having established their motiva-
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Table 8: Founding Motivations

Second
order codes

First
order codes Representative quotes All mentions

Developing
innovative
solutions

new research It appeared on my desk and I thought how wonderful,
because my dissertation was on this area. (I) (F1)

F1, F4 R3

new technology You have to combine pedagogical thinking and sophisti-
cated technical skills and make it operational. (I) (F5)

F1, F3, F5

new business prac-
tices

The core of our innovation is that we have developed a
valid procedure to measure digital skills. (I) (F5)

F5 R3, R4

business experi-
ence

I decided to bring 20 years of logistics expertise and dig-
itization into the social sphere. (I) (R1)

F4, F5 R1, R2

replication We first tried our approach in Cambodia, and step by step
we added more and more countries. (M) (R5)

R2, R5

Seeking
personal
fulfillment

meaningful work The decisive factor for me was that I was looking for more
meaning. (I) (R2)

F2 R2

achieving auton-
omy

It started as a student organization and we decided to
spin it off as an impact start-up. (I) (R5)

R3, R4, R5

having fun It is very time-consuming, especially because none of us
earns anything from it, but it is simply fun. (M) (R5)

R5

tackling complex-
ity

Mathematical algorithms are incredibly diverse and
adaptable. This is what excites me about them. (M) (F1)

F1, F4, F5 R1

seizing opportuni-
ties

There was a call for tender by the EU to operationalize
this, but they couldn’t find anyone to do it. (I) (F5)

F1, F5 R4

Achieving
social
impact

on direct benefi-
ciaries

I don’t want to charge 35 euros per hour to look after a
poor mother, it has to be cheap. (I) (R1)

F1, F2, F3,
F4, F5 R1, R2

on indirect benefi-
ciaries

There are many NGOs/NPOs which lack the necessary
capital to keep their engines running. (W) (R3)

R3, R5

on economic
stakeholders

You as a consumer or as a a restaurant owner can make a
personal contribution to environmental relief. (W) (R4)

F2, F4, F5 R2, R3, R4

for everyone Our vision is to create a social and environmental impact
for millions of people and our planet. (P) (F3)

F1, F3 R1, R3, R4, R5

Personal
closeness

from being af-
fected

Nursing care and especially the current nursing emer-
gency affect us all, sooner or later. (W) (F1)

F1, F2 R1, R2, R4

from working
abroad

We discovered our passion for solar energy and African
culture during two years on the ground. (P) (F3)

F2, F3, F4

from travelling After six months of travelling and searching through
Southeast Asia, we opened our online store. (M) (F2)

F2, F3 R2, R3, R4, R5

Sources: (I)nterview with the author; (M)edia articles; (P)itch decks or (P)resentations; (W)ebsite of the start-up. All German
quotes translated by the author.

tional drivers, the following section explores which resources
social start-ups require to pursue a double bottom line – and
how incubators and accelerators can best support them.

4.2. Resource Needs
One way to conceptualize the relationship between incu-

bators and social start-ups is the resource-based view of the
firm (RBV). This theory is used “to investigate how the de-
ployment of key resources,” such as business and social sup-
port, “changes during the lifecycle development of the small
entrepreneurial firm” (McAdam & McAdam, 2008, p. 278).
According to the RBV, organizations require unique resources

and capabilities, both tangible and intangible, to create a sus-
tained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991;
Wernerfelt, 1984). Strategic resources are defined as basic
inputs owned or controlled by the firm that are valuable, rare,
hard to imitate, and difficult to substitute (Barney, 1991, pp.
105-106), while capabilities involve “complex patterns of co-
ordination between people and between people and other
resources” (Grant, 1991, p. 122). When it comes to acquir-
ing resources, the entrepreneurship literature has primarily
focused on the ability of firms to leverage them internally
(Dacin et al., 2010, p. 48).

However, young organizations facing the liabilities of
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newness (Stinchcombe, 1965) and smallness (Aldrich, 1986)
find it difficult to control and expand their internal resource
base. The RBV suggests that creating a resource-rich en-
vironment can address these liabilities. Incubators, for ex-
ample, can support start-ups by providing a flow of tangi-
ble and intangible resources (Carayannis & Von Zedtwitz,
2005; McAdam & McAdam, 2008; Rothaermel & Thursby,
2005). The literature on sponsorship describes this process
as deliberately increasing the level of resources available to
new firms (Flynn, 1993b, p. 57) and mediating the rela-
tionship between resources and their founding environment
(Amezcua et al., 2013, p. 1632).

Yet, studies have also shown that the provision of re-
sources is not a unilateral process. Placing resources at the
disposal of start-ups is not sufficient to support their growth.
Cultural incompatibility or difficulty to absorb intangible
resources can complicate resource acquisition (Becker &
Gassmann, 2006). Rice (2002) called the process of busi-
ness assistance in incubators a coproduction, whereas Van
Weele et al. (2017) found that entrepreneurs fail to take full
advantage of incubator resources when they are unaware of
resource gaps. In short, it makes sense to explore how social
start-ups define their resource needs before exploring the
support mechanisms.

To do this in a structured way, this study used the classi-
fication by Van Weele et al. (2017, p. 19), who distinguish
between two tangible resources (“physical and financial cap-
ital”) and three intangible ones (“knowledge,” “social cap-
ital,” and “legitimacy”). Based on the interview results, the
classification was adapted by adding “training” to the “knowl-
edge” category, as well as “personal support” as an intangi-
ble resource to include coaching and critical sparring. “Le-
gitimacy,” which was not mentioned in the interviews, was
dropped as a second-order code.

Two further explanations regarding Table 9: First, the in-
terview question specifically addressed the support expected
by an incubator (see Appendix B), not the overall resource
needs of a start-up. Second, only ramp-ups were asked how
their resource needs changed after the end of the program
since fellows enjoyed a fluid relation to the accelerator with
no definite end date.

To lay the foundation for the detailed assessment of spon-
sorship mechanisms in the following section, four aspects of
Table 9 are discussed: within-group commonalities, reliabil-
ity, longitudinal variation, and receptiveness to external sup-
port.

The first aspect are the shared characteristics of the start-
ups in this study, which presumably affected their resource
needs: a for-profit legal form, a social mission combined
with commercial activities, and in most cases an experienced
founding team with a business background. Hence, it was
of interest to examine how the resource needs expressed in
Table 9 compared to the wider start-up population. In fact,
the two intangible resources most frequently mentioned in
Table 9 – “knowledge and training” and “social capital” – are
also often mentioned in studies on start-up resource needs:
Van Weele et al. (2017) have found that business knowledge

is one of the most significant resources provided by an in-
cubator. Similarly, relational assets, or “social capital,” are
highly relevant resources for social ventures (Dacin et al.,
2010; Mair & Marti, 2006). Within the “knowledge” cate-
gory in Table 9, the resource needs were heterogeneous, ex-
cept “marketing and sales” with six mentions. This was not
surprising: Three-quarters of accelerator companies claim
that “not understanding their target market” and “difficul-
ties reaching their customers” are the greatest obstacles for
a new venture, next to funding (Radojevich-Kelley & Hoff-
man, 2012, p. 64). Surprisingly, the founders mentioned
“financial capital” and “physical capital” less frequently. By
contrast, German social entrepreneurs named funding as a
key resource constraint in a recent survey (DSEM, 2020, p.
65), just as other studies have identified accessing tangible
resources as the most important reason for joining an incu-
bator (McAdam & McAdam, 2008; Van Weele et al., 2017).
Rather than indicating overall resource needs, it appears that
Table 9 signals the resources expected from a support pro-
gram. Furthermore, this result may reflect a broader trend
in the incubator landscape, given that their value proposition
is shifting from tangible resources to networks, knowledge,
and legitimacy (Bruneel et al., 2012).

The discrepancies between Table 9 and other studies lead
to a second aspect: How reliable are the views of founders
in determining the value of support mechanisms? Start-ups
sometimes struggle to determine their resource needs, which
can reduce the effectiveness of incubator programs. They are
“hesitant to step out of their comfort zone” (Van Weele et al.,
2017, p. 26) and tend to experience problems of bounded
rationality, such as incomplete and inaccurate information,
while their decision making can be affected by cognitive bi-
ases (Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019). These factors may
explain why the resource needs articulated in Table 9 di-
verged from the assessment of incubator and accelerator ser-
vices presented subsequently in Section 4.3.1.

Third, there was longitudinal variation between the re-
source needs expressed by the ramp-ups after the formal pro-
gram (except for R1, who decided not to pursue the venture
he entered the program with) compared to their responses
at the start. Tables 9 indicates a need for more specialized
support as start-ups mature, for example regarding interna-
tional expansion (R4) or employment laws (R5). Similarly,
R2 and R3 expressed a desire for more targeted network-
ing. These responses suggest a change in resource needs
over the duration of the program (five months) – a find-
ing echoed by Casasnovas and Bruno (2013) and Drori and
Wright (2018), who have noted that support needs of social
start-ups progress with their stage of development.

The final aspect is the relation between the resource
needs of social start-ups and their receptiveness to external
support. In theory, the combination of resource constraints
and the complexity required to pursue a social and economic
mission in parallel should make the founders of social start-
ups “likely to be receptive to assistance from external parties
such as social accelerators” (Pandey et al., 2017, p. 8). But
although ramp-ups and fellows displayed similar resource
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Table 9: Resource Needs

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes All mentions

At the beginning of the program

Knowledge
and
training

business model We hoped to receive constructive feedback on our busi-
ness model. (F1)

F1 R3, R5

founding What all three of us haven’t done yet is to set up our own
company.

R4

legal issues (setting up) For us there were many questions at the time, such as cor-
porate law issues and which legal form to choose. (R5)

F4 R3, R5

marketing and sales We looked at a different market when we went into the
Impact Factory, but we validated the market and came to
a pivot. (R3)

F1, F3, F4 R1, R3, R5

operations We plan to develop cloud services in the sales and after-
sales area.

F3

product We want an app to make our service more user-friendly.
(R3)

R3, R5

strategy We hope for new ideas for the strategic direction of our
start-up.

F4

Personal
support

coaching We hope that coaching will give us valuable advice. (R5) F3 R4, R5
critical sparring I am often on my own. I need sparring partners, I need

people who make me want to get better. (R2)
F2, F5 R2, R3

Social capital
networking The biggest need at the beginning was actually to find

contacts, contacts and contacts. (F1)
F1, F2, F3, F5 R1, R2, R4

partnerships The establishment of sustainable partnerships of mutual
benefit is desirable for us, especially from a sales perspec-
tive. (F3)

F2, F3, F4 R1, R5

peer exchange We would like to use the Impact Factory ecosystem to
meet like-minded people and learn from the experiences
of others. (F5)

F2, F3 R3, R5

Financial capital seed financing The number one topic is financing. How do I get in touch
with investors? Door-knocking won’t be sufficient. (F3)

F1, F3 R1, R3

Physical capital office space We need places to work. F1

At the end of the program (ramp-ups only)

Knowledge
and
training

international expansion We need an accelerator that is active in various markets,
because our entire business model is built on expanding
relatively quickly.

R4

industry updates I would be interested in being kept up to date, more than
in a larger program in which perhaps a third of the con-
tent is duplicated. (R2)

R2, R3, R4

legal issues (tax, labor) We face new issues such as tax law or labor law. You just
develop further and these matters become more pressing.

R5

Social capital targeted networking Today the network is much more important to us, but
we also know how to get intros ourselves or get in touch
with other founders. (R3)

R2, R3

Financial capital growth financing We also know that growth capital plays an important role
in our platform model. (R4)

R3, R4, R5

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author. Second order codes adapted from
Van Weele et al. (2017).

needs, the first group decided to join a formal program,
whereas the second chose an affiliation that provided them
with a fraction of incubator benefits.

The observation that some start-ups opt for an en-
trepreneurial support program (or multiple ones), while
others with comparable resource needs prefer to go it alone,
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is further underlined by Table 10, which shows no clear pat-
tern even within the two subgroups. Among the different
factors affecting a start-up’s decision to join an incubator,
such as venture stage, mission fit, selection policies, services
provided, and the partner network (Chmiliar, 2010), this
study focused on one aspect in particular – the services pro-
vided. Consequently, the upcoming section explores how
the mechanisms of sponsorship address the resource needs
of social start-ups shown in Table 9. The trade-off between
organizational sponsorship and entrepreneurial self-reliance
is examined subsequently in Section 4.4.

4.3. Organizational Sponsorship Mechanisms
As illustrated in the analytical model for the acceleration

of social start-ups (Figure 1 in Section 3.5), this study first
presented the social-mission focus and founding motivations
of 10 social start-ups. It then explored the resource needs
required to pursue their social missions and concurrent eco-
nomic activities. The following section now discusses how
incubators and accelerators address the resource needs of so-
cial start-ups.

In addition to the three mechanisms of organizational
sponsorship and their underlying interventions, this study
suggests that a fourth mechanism, impact acceleration, is
particularly relevant to social start-ups. Before studying the
individual mechanisms, this section explores how social start-
ups rank the benefits of incubator support services.

4.3.1. Ranking of Sponsorship Interventions
This study aims to create a better understanding of in-

cubator and accelerator interventions, in particular from the
perspective of social start-ups. Therefore, it compiled an ex-
emplary services portfolio based on studies of conventional
incubators and accelerators and their social counterparts (Ta-
ble 2 in Section 2.4; see Appendix for the full table). The
resulting list of nine services was used in the interviews to
discuss the activities of incubators and accelerators. The bulk
of the interviews used open-ended questions to explore how
specific services were perceived. Yet, the founders were also
asked to rank the services according to their overall impor-
tance for social start-ups. Due to the small size of the sam-
ple and its selection based on theoretical considerations, the
purpose of this exercise was not to provide a quantitative
assessment of sponsorship services. Rather, the aim was to
highlight how the founders in this sample perceived and pri-
oritized them.

As Table 11 reveals, the resulting ranking looked surpris-
ingly similar for both subgroups. “Access to external net-
works” was rated as the most valuable service by ramp-ups
and fellows alike. “Internal mentoring” and “peer network-
ing” were also ranked highly across the sample, whereas
“milestones and progress tracking” ended in the bottom
ranks. In accordance with the resource needs expressed in
Table 9, the three services related to tangible resources –
“access to external funding,” “coworking space,” and “seed
funding” –, scored lower than the ones providing intangible
resources.

The largest discrepancy between the two subgroups was
observed for “validation and visibility,” which ranked second
for fellows and last for ramp-ups. By contrast, ramp-ups at-
tributed greater value to “education and training” than fel-
lows. In their assessment of these two services, the two sub-
groups reflected the different priorities and contents of the
ramp-up and fellows programs of the Impact Factory.

Regarding the mechanisms of organizational sponsor-
ship, Table 11 suggests a slight preference of fellows for
the bridging mechanism, with two outward-facing interven-
tions in the top three. Ramp-ups, perhaps owing to their
reduced internal resource base, rated the buffering mecha-
nism slightly higher. Overall, the mechanisms look evenly
distributed. The most striking result concerns the provision
of tangible and intangible resources.

Comparing the results in Table 11 to the extant literature
is challenging for three reasons already mentioned in Sec-
tion 2: Studies on incubators and accelerators usually focus
on their definitions and effects, and only rarely on their activ-
ities. If they do, they often take the perspective of incubator
managers, and not of start-ups. Moreover, there have been
few attempts to generalize the activities of incubation and
acceleration beyond individual case studies.

Studies that do attempt to study incubator services usu-
ally employ a rough classification, as three widely cited arti-
cles demonstrate: A study on the effect of accelerator services
on venture performance compared “basic services of fund-
ing and coworking space” with “entrepreneurial schooling”
(Gonzalez-Uribe & Leatherbee, 2018). Research by Bruneel
et al. (2012) showed that the usage of “business support”
increased in recent incubator generations, while Bergek and
Norrman (2008) distinguished between “strong interven-
tion” and a “laissez-faire regime”.

The broadness of these terms reflects the empirical diver-
sity of incubators and accelerators. The review by Crisan et
al. (2019, p. 12) counted 45 “typical interventions” and 36
“extended interventions,” the latter referring to “additional
services based on participants’ needs”. These interventions
were aggregated into five outcomes (p. 13): “Funding” was
mentioned most frequently (in 52% of the reviewed stud-
ies), followed by “validation” (40%), “product development”
(37%), “network” (33%), and “knowledge” (32%). While
these figures refer to prevalence, and not to their value for
start-ups, it is interesting that the literature mentions tan-
gible resources such as “funding” more frequently than the
respondents in this study.

In contrast, Crisan et al. confirmed the importance of
“networking,” which the respondents ranked as the most
valuable service – in line with a study of five U.S. accelera-
tors that cited “networking” as their most significant benefit
(Radojevich-Kelley & Hoffman, 2012). A study of 88 Italian
incubators also found that “networking,” with “managerial
support” and “physical spaces,” was among the most im-
portant incubator and accelerator services (Sansone et al.,
2020). Another relevant data set confirmed the importance
of networking: The application data of 23,368 early-stage
ventures suggested that entrepreneurs placed the highest
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Table 10: Experience with Additional Support Programs

Ramp-ups Program(s) Fellows Program(s)

R1 None F1 Fraunhofer accelerator; two technology acceler-
ators; EU incubator with IT focus

R2 Food-specific accelerator F2 None
R3 Technology accelerator F3 Start-up competitions; university start-up pro-

gram; regional founders network
R4 None F4 Early support by a start-up center, but no formal

program
R5 Start-up competitions; university start-up pro-

gram; two accelerators
F5 None

Note. The results refer to support programs prior or in parallel to the Impact Factory.

Table 11: Ranking of Sponsorship Interventions

Rank 1 2 2 4 4 6 7 8 9

Inter-
vention

Access to
external
networks

Validation
and
visibility

Internal
men-
toring

Peer net-
working

Education
and
training

Access to
external
funding

Co-working
space

Milestones
and progress
tracking

Seed
funding

Start-ups of the fellows program
F1 1 4 3 5 2 8 7 9 6
F2 2 5 4 1 3 7 8 6 9
F3 1 6 4 7 5 2 3 9 8
F4 2 1 3 4 5 9 8 6 7
F5 1 2 4 3 5 8 9 6 7
Ø 1.4 3.6 3.6 4 4 6.8 7 7.2 7.4
Mecha-
nism Bridging Bridging Buffering Boosting Buffering Bridging Buffering Boosting Buffering

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Inter-
vention

Access to
external
networks

Education
and
training

Internal
mentoring

Peer net-
working

Access to
external
funding

Seed
funding

Co-working
space

Milestones
and progress
tracking

Validation
and
visibility

Start-ups of the ramp-up program
R1 3 4 2 6 1 n/a n/a 7 5
R2 1 2 3 4 6 8 7 5 9
R3 1 2 3 5 4 8 7 9 6
R4 2 4 6 1 5 3 8 7 9
R5 1 4 3 2 7 6 5 8 9
Ø 1.6 3.2 3.4 3.6 4.6 6.25 6.75 7.2 7.6
Mecha-
nism Bridging Buffering Buffering Boosting Bridging Buffering Buffering Boosting Bridging

Note. After the interview, founders were asked to rank nine interventions from 1 (most relevant for social start-ups) to 9 (least
relevant for social start-ups). R1 decided not to rate two interventions (given as n/a).

priority on building external relationships, including “con-
nections to funders” and “mentorship” (Global Accelerator
Learning Initiative, 2020). The data set by GALI also indi-
cated that “awareness and credibility” and “access to like-
minded entrepreneurs” ranked lowest among potential ben-
efits – unlike the views expressed in this study, especially by
fellows. A similar discrepancy to Table 11 could be observed
in a survey of 14 European impact-oriented incubators: “Rev-

enue strategy,” “financial management,” and “fundraising”
were considered the most important types of support after
“strategic support” (Gianoncelli et al., 2020). Finally, a sur-
vey of 52 impact-focused accelerators found that the three
most significant accelerator benefits were “mentorship,” “ac-
cess to potential investors,” and “network” (Lall et al., 2013,
p. 118).

Summing up these results, the following trends emerge:
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“Networking” and “mentoring” were consistently ranked
among the most important services in this study – and in the
wider literature. The picture was less clear for “education
and training” and “peer networking,” which ranked higher
in Table 11 compared to other surveys. However, the largest
discrepancy was registered in relation to the provision of
tangible resources such as “funding” and “coworking.” These
activities scored surprisingly low in Table 11, despite their
prominence in the literature.

4.3.2. Buffering Mechanism
The framework of organizational sponsorship defines the

buffering mechanism as the provision of external resources
to young organizations that are “understood to lack control
over vital resources” (Amezcua et al., 2013, p. 1632). Incu-
bators and accelerators help new organizations build internal
resources until they can mobilize them from their environ-
ment (Amezcua et al., 2013, p. 1632). The buffering mech-
anism originally focused on material support, such as office
space or consulting services (Breivik-Meyer et al., 2019, p.
8). This study extended the mechanism to include “mentor-
ing,” in addition to three services typically used to increase
the internal resource base of start-ups: “education and train-
ing,” “seed funding,” and “coworking space.” The following
section explores how the founders assessed the value of these
four services.

Education and Training. The provision of education and
training is one of the most prevalent activities of incubators
and accelerators. In contrast to mentoring, this activity aims
to impart knowledge and skills to start-ups. It can be offered
internally, with the help of external experts, and through
various formats such as workshops, lectures, and individual
training. It can cover various topics, from business skills to
legal, operational, and financial issues, either with a stan-
dardized curriculum or tailored to the needs of founders.

In the exemplary services portfolio compiled for this
study, 25 of 26 studies mentioned activities related to edu-
cation and training (see Appendix). Moreover, the start-ups
in this study mentioned knowledge and training as the most
relevant resource need (Table 9 in Section 4.2). Yet, de-
spite this prominence, they did not consider education and
training the most important service provided by incubators,
as Table 11 shows: Ramp-ups ranked this service in second
place, below the access to external networks. Fellows placed
it fourth, on the same level as peer networking – not entirely
surprising, given their more advanced development stage.

Studying the resource needs in Table 9 leads to two inter-
esting observations regarding education and training: First,
the knowledge interests of social start-ups were rather broad,
with most topics mentioned only by one or two start-ups.
Second, their education needs evolved as the start-ups ad-
vanced in their development. How can incubators and accel-
erators succeed in providing an education and training pro-
gram that fulfills these diverse requirements?

To answer this question, Table 12 divides the responses
of the social start-ups into four categories: what (the de-
sired content), how (the preferred methods), why (the added

value), and why not (the limitations). Although all founders
were asked about this activity, the latter two categories re-
lied primarily on the views of ramp-ups who, unlike fellows,
participated in the formal education program of the Impact
Factory.

The topic that was mentioned least frequently was the
content of education and training – presumably because the
founders had already addressed their knowledge gaps in
terms of their resource needs (Table 9). However, half the
respondents mentioned one specific area: providing legal
advice. Multiple founders said that choosing the legal form
is a major decision for a social start-up that can incorporate
as a for- or nonprofit entity. Two start-ups (R2 and R3) even
changed their legal structure to a “purpose company” on the
advice of the Impact Factory.

There was mostly consensus regarding the preferred
method of learning in an incubator or accelerator. First,
four founders said that the education program needed to
be tailored to their specific needs. Second, the education
program should be practice-oriented, so replicating or even
solving genuine business challenges. Third, outside experts
should be included in the education offering. Apart from
that, the founders expressed no strong views on whether the
education should be provided individually or in groups.

How can an incubator or accelerator then add value
through its education and training program? According to
the respondents, three activities are key: structuring and
speeding up learning processes, solving concrete business
challenges, and relating theoretical knowledge, such as ac-
counting practices or financial planning, to the realities of
running a start-up. Furthermore, an incubator should ensure
that the knowledge it provides represents the state of the art,
which even experienced founders such as R1 regarded as
helpful.

Simultaneously, all five ramp-ups mentioned limitations.
Education and training activities can be useless, if not detri-
mental, when they are too basic, generic, or theoretical – a
logical reversion of the learning preferences expressed in Ta-
ble 12. They also repeatedly mentioned the time invested as
a crucial factor in deciding whether education and training
were beneficial.

Summing up these results, three aspects are noteworthy.
First, the founders considered education and training help-
ful overall – in line with the finding that entrepreneurship
schooling leads to “significantly higher new venture perfor-
mance” of accelerator companies (Gonzalez-Uribe & Leather-
bee, 2018, p. 1595). Second, human capital – skills, knowl-
edge, and experience – play a key role in how founders ap-
preciate training benefits, as Pandey et al. (2017) have pre-
viously shown. In this study, the founders were mostly ex-
perienced, with a strong background in business but limited
prior knowledge of starting a social-mission venture. Hence,
their training needs primarily centered on catalyzing internal
learning processes, rather than on receiving business educa-
tion. Third, these results reflected the views of founders who
might have suffered from biases and bounded rationality. For
example, it has been found that tailoring accelerator activi-
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ties can lead to lower venture performance than standardized
offerings (Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019).

Internal Mentoring. Connecting founders with experi-
enced mentors, often over extended periods, is one of the
most significant activities for supporting start-ups (Miller &
Stacey, 2014, p. 26). Today, mentoring is mostly associated
with accelerators. Pauwels et al. (2016, p. 17) go as far as
calling it the service that “most differentiates the accelerator
from previous generation incubation models”. Indeed, men-
toring featured in over 80% of the studies on accelerators
and social incubators/accelerators in the exemplary services
portfolio (see Appendix). By contrast, none of the studies on
incubators mentioned mentoring activities.

Admittedly, the difference between mentoring and re-
lated activities, such as coaching and business support, is not
clear-cut. In this study, mentoring comprises activities that
do not aim to impart technical or business knowledge, but
seek to provide “feedback, advice and social support” (Co-
hen, Fehder, Hochberg, & Murray, 2019, p. 1791). Mentor-
ing is “internally” delivered – formally and regularly – within
the accelerator, as opposed to external networking activities.

The social start-ups in this study considered mentoring
one of the key accelerator benefits. Seven of the 10 founders
identified personal support as a crucial resource need in Ta-
ble 9. Ramp-ups and fellows ranked internal mentoring as
the second and third most important service in Table 11, re-
spectively. Therefore, Table 13 summarizes their views on
internal mentoring.

As far as the profile of mentors was concerned, the re-
spondents had clear preferences: Mentors should be expe-
rienced, preferably having successfully founded a start-up
themselves, and knowledgeable about the industry the start-
up planned to enter. R5 explicitly cautioned against mentors
for whom “the needs of start-ups are just too far away.”

The expectations for the mentoring relationship focused
on three aspects. The most frequently mentioned was re-
flection. Interestingly, the three oldest founders (F4, F5, and
R1) primarily expected the mentor to ask the right questions,
whereas two younger founders (R3 and R5) would like a
mentor to accelerate their growth by setting goals and key
milestones. The importance of acceleration is explored fur-
ther as part of the boosting mechanism, which includes “mile-
stone setting.” Besides, mentors should provide emotional
support, as R3 mentioned.

Considering that the view of internal mentoring is quite
positive both in this study and in the literature (Casasno-
vas & Bruno, 2013; Cohen, Fehder, et al., 2019; Radojevich-
Kelley & Hoffman, 2012), it is worth studying risk factors
for mentoring relationships. For instance, R4 said that men-
tors might not follow the development of a start-up closely
enough, while R3 saw a gap between the growing sophisti-
cation of their support needs and generalist mentors. More
surprising were the views of two fellows who had declined to
join a formal program: F4 observed that experts from other
sectors rarely added value due to the complexity of F4’s activ-
ities. F2 signaled a reluctance to be challenged too early by
a mentor. In their cases, even a popular service such as inter-

nal mentoring failed to add value. However, except F2 and
F4, all founders in this study appreciated internal mentoring
as highly beneficial.

Coworking Space. Offering coworking spaces at reduced
costs to entrepreneurs has been a key feature of business
incubators since their emergence in the 1950s (Cohen, Fe-
hder, et al., 2019, p. 1792). Although recent incubator gen-
erations have shifted from providing infrastructure to net-
works, learning processes, services, and capital (Bruneel et
al., 2012), subsidized workspaces remain prevalent in en-
trepreneurial support programs. Accordingly, 90% of studies
on incubators and 60% of studies on accelerators and social
incubators/accelerators mentioned this service in the exem-
plary services portfolio (see Appendix).

Despite the prevalence of coworking spaces, the find-
ings on their benefits are mixed at best. Gonzalez-Uribe and
Leatherbee (2018, p. 1569) have seen “no evidence that ba-
sic accelerator services of cash and coworking space have a
treatment effect on fundraising, scale, or survival”. Another
study has found that workspace provision is “associated with
lower performance in terms of maximum valuation” (Cohen,
Fehder, et al., 2019, p. 1795). Y Combinator intentionally
declined to provide space to avoid unhealthy codependen-
cies and encourage independence (Cohen, Fehder, et al.,
2019, p. 1792). However, studies have also highlighted
the benefits of shared spaces for peer exchange (Miller &
Stacey, 2014, p. 29) and overcoming the loneliness related
to entrepreneurship (Duff, 1994, p. 17).

For the social start-ups in this study, the provision of
coworking space did not appear to play a significant role.
They mentioned it only once as a resource need in Table 9.
In the ranking of sponsorship services (Table 11), both ramp-
ups and fellows ranked coworking space seventh out of nine.
However, it should be noted that the Impact Factory in 2020
had to offer most services virtually due to Covid-19. Before
the pandemic, on-site activities were scheduled in bi-weekly
blocks to allow start-ups from all over Germany to attend.

As a result, none of the start-ups used the coworking
space offered by the Impact Factory, although half signaled
an intention to use it if distance or time allowed, as Table 14
shows. Contrary to a study that found rental subsidies to
be the main attraction of incubator programs (K. Chan &
Lau, 2005), only two founders mentioned cost considera-
tions. The primary motivations for co-locating were imma-
terial, such as collaboration, creativity, and the shared expe-
rience, or as F1 put it: “Being together, suffering together,
but also celebrating together.”

Coincidentally, the only start-ups that expressed an out-
right negative view of coworking, F4 and R1, were both
founded in 2015, so three years before the other start-ups
in this study. This observation suggests that the maturity of
a start-up affects its perception of coworking benefits.

Seed Funding. Securing financial resources to launch
and grow is one of the most vital tasks for a start-up founder.
Incubators and accelerators can help by offering two types of
funding: Directly, through seed funding in the form of grants,
debt, equity, and hybrid instruments, and indirectly, by pro-
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Table 13: Buffering 2 - Internal Mentoring

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Desired
mentor profile

experienced For me, mentors are similar to professors. They have done it all before. (F1, also men-
tioned by R1 and R5)

knowledgeable It’s important to have a contact person who can guide you with industry knowledge. (F3,
also mentioned by R4)

Expectations

ask questions Ask critical questions (F4) / Ask good questions (F5) / Ask uncomfortable questions (R1)
reflection Help prioritize and provide outside view (F2) / Serve as reality-check (F1)
acceleration Define KPIs (R3) / Set goals (R5)

support
Point out risks (R2)
Address the emotional level and absorb shocks (R3)

Risk
factors

lack of closeness Things developed so fast in our start-up and the mentors also have different things on
their mind. And you don’t meet them every day. (R4)

lack of knowhow Asking the right questions is not always so easy. (F4)
increased
expectations Talking about general topics is more important at the beginning. Then the intervals at

which you meet become greater because you become better at it. (F3)
reluctance to be
challenged I ask myself: when will the point come when I need to enter an incubator program?

When do I need a sparring partner to challenge my business idea? Otherwise, it can
make sense to simply pursue an idea and develop it if it works. (F2)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author. Some quotes are summarized when
the full quote added no necessary context.

Table 14: Buffering 3 – Coworking Space

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Potential
benefits

collaboration It’s great if you have a space where you can go, where you can work together. (R3, also
mentioned by F1 and R5)

creativity Just sitting together, brainstorming something new, to challenge ourselves and even get a
bloody nose sometimes. (F1, also R2)

cost savings It’s very difficult to get coworking places. Sometimes they cost a fortune. (R5, also R2)
shared
experience Start-ups live from being together, from suffering together, but also from celebrating together.

(F1, also mentioned by F3)

Reasons
against

distance I was barely there, because Duisburg is two and a half hours from my home. (R2, also R3,
R4 and R5)

time I was a bit jealous of the start-ups in the Impact Factory. I would love to do that but maybe I
don’t have the time anymore. (F1)

no added value We are often offered shared office space to exchange ideas with, for example, people who
make websites. But that never helped us. (F4)

preference for
own facilities We are simply too well equipped in that respect already. And even in the initial phase, I had

my own rooms at home. (R1)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

viding access to external investors such as business angels or
VCs. As part of the internal buffering mechanism, this sec-
tion now focuses on the former, while connecting the start-
ups with external investors is explored subsequently as part
of the bridging mechanism.

Although the provision of financing has been identified
as a primary motivation for joining an incubator (SIM, 2020;

Van Weele et al., 2017), it is not that common. Less than
a third of impact-oriented accelerators in Europe offer fund-
ing in the pre-acceleration phase (Gianoncelli et al., 2020,
p. 22). 8% of German incubators and accelerators take an
equity stake in their ventures (SIM, 2020, p. 44). In the ex-
emplary services portfolio, 40% of studies on conventional
incubators and accelerators mentioned direct funding (see
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Appendix).
The low prevalence of seed funding offered by incubators

may explain why only four founders named seed financing as
a resource need to be addressed by an incubator (Table 9).
Moreover, fellows ranked seed financing ninth out of nine
and ramp-ups sixth out of nine in the ranking of sponsor-
ship services (Table 11) – in line with the finding by Miller
and Bound (2011, p. 26) that “the money that accelerator
programs offer is a valuable part of the package. . . but it was
rarely rated the most important consideration”. Yu (2020)
has even argued that the cost of dilution leads founders with
the best ideas not to apply to accelerators.

If social entrepreneurs do not consider incubators and ac-
celerators a primary source of funding – how do they finance
their seed phase? Table 15 shows that for eight founders in
this study, the answer was bootstrapping, i.e., drawing on
their savings or reinvesting their first revenues. Only two
founders worked with external investors: F5 could rely on
business angels from the start and R4 after six months. The
other founders used a diverse array of funding sources, in-
cluding grants, personal loans, donations, and start-up com-
petitions.

Considering that social start-ups “often rely heavily upon
a range of funding sources” (Austin et al., 2012, p. 377),
these results are not surprising. A survey of social en-
trepreneurs in Germany has found that 73% tap into their
savings, 31% rely on friends and family, and 23% on public
funds; only 9% receive funding from business angels and
8% from incubators or accelerators – a far lower share than
conventional start-ups (DSEM, 2020, p. 46).

The responses of the founders in this study suggest that
the low take-up of external seed funding by social start-ups
may not only be related to supply but also to demand. Bear-
ing in mind that the Impact Factory did not provide direct
funding to its ventures, Table 16 shows that the founders
had a balanced (R4), if not critical (R3) view regarding this
source of financing.

More importantly, Table 16 illustrates how the social-
mission focus influenced their perspectives on seed funding
in general. As discussed in Table 7, most founders signaled
a “priority of purpose,” meaning that social purpose takes
priority over economic goals. Table 16 provides concrete ex-
amples of how the founders financed the launch and growth
of their start-ups: They worked for low (or no) salary – some-
times for years. The founders had additional jobs, used sav-
ings from previous careers, and asked for the help of friends.
Together, these views show the resilience and creativity of
social entrepreneurs in gathering seed funding – irrespective
of any funding support by an incubator or accelerator.

4.3.3. Bridging Mechanism
Incubators and accelerators do not only help start-ups

expand their internal resource base through buffering –
they also facilitate inter-organizational relationships through
bridging, “establishing a conduit through which essential re-
sources can flow more efficiently between external resource
providers and new organizations” (Amezcua et al., 2013, p.

1633). From this perspective, the environment is not seen
as a threat but as a source of resources and knowledge for
improving “the competitive positions and survival chances”
of nascent organizations (Amezcua et al., 2013, p. 1633).
Sponsors such as incubators and accelerators can serve as
connective intermediaries to strengthen a start-up’s external
relationships – and increase not only its social capital and
legitimacy but also its financial resources (Breivik-Meyer,
2020). This section presents three incubator and accelera-
tor benefits aimed at achieving these outcomes: “access to
external networks,” “validation and visibility,” and “access to
external funding.”

Access to External Networks. The provision of social cap-
ital, defined as “the aggregate of resources embedded within,
available through, and derived from the network of relation-
ships possessed by an individual or organisation” (Inkpen
& Tsang, 2005, pp. 150-151), has been identified as a key
benefit of organizational sponsorship since its first formula-
tion (Flynn, 1993b). Relational resources “provide opportu-
nities to exchange information, leverage interpersonal rela-
tionships, and realize objectives” (Dacin et al., 2010, p. 50).
This, in turn, requires incubation programs to “be linked into
the right types of networks” (Miller & Stacey, 2014, p. 28).

The exemplary services portfolio confirmed the signif-
icance of networking, since “networking” emerged as the
most prevalent bridging intervention (see Appendix). Inter-
estingly, studies on social incubators and accelerators men-
tioned “networking” more often (90%) than studies on their
conventional counterparts (70%) – perhaps an indication
that social start-ups, operating in a resource-constrained en-
vironment and seeking to achieve systemic change, are more
dependent on social capital than other start-ups. Indeed,
a study has suggested that social ventures use relational re-
sources differently than conventional entrepreneurs – not “to
set up competitive barriers,” but in a “cooperative fashion”
(Dacin et al., 2010, p. 50).

Among the social start-ups in this study, there was con-
sensus that networking is crucial – and that incubators had
a key role in supporting it. Accordingly, “networking” was
identified as the single most valuable resource need with
seven mentions (Table 9), as well as five mentions of “part-
nerships.” In the ranking of sponsorship services, “access to
external networking” topped the list for both ramp-ups and
fellows (Table 11), with nine of the 10 start-ups naming it
as their first or second priority. But what are social start-ups
aiming to gain from this intervention?

The results in Table 17 suggest that the Impact Factory
helped start-ups connect with a multitude of external stake-
holders – from other companies, as partners or customers for
B2B start-ups, to industry experts and service providers, such
as marketing agencies. Four respondents also considered the
program an effective bridge into the nonprofit sector. The
funders of the Impact Factory were themselves seen as cru-
cial networking targets.

Moreover, the respondents named a wide range of bene-
fits of networking. Incubators can support start-ups by help-
ing them enter new markets and industries, build new rela-
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Table 15: Buffering 4.1 – Experiences with Seed Funding

Boot-
strapped

Additional
funding

Boot-
strapped

Additional
funding

F1 Yes Research grant R1 Yes Donations
F2 Yes No R2 Yes No
F3 No Local and national public grants; grant from the Federal

Employment Agency
R3 Yes No; seeking seed investment

F4 Yes Personal loan from a friend R4 Yes Business angels
F5 No Business angels (personal friends); seeking seed invest-

ment from VC
R5 Yes Small start-up competitions

Note. All information taken from the interviews. "Additional funding" refers to the acquisition of outside funding in the first
12 months of the start-up’s operations (personal savings are not included).

Table 16: Buffering 4.2 – Perspectives on Seed Funding

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Seed funding
(by accelerators)

positive view You would strengthen the tie between the start-up and the incubator, because the
start-up also says: Okay, I’m going to get more involved. (R4)

negative view
I always find that difficult, because especially at this early stage you might not even
want to think about giving away shares. (R3)
It is almost too late now. It could be a problem and a reason not to go into the accel-
erator because we already have a high valuation. (R4)

Seed funding
(by investors)

business angels We have started a convertible loan round with business angels and have started to
work with business angels and finance ourselves through them. (R4)

business angels
(friends) We founded F5 with our own money, but very quickly we took three business angels

on board who were all basically our friends. (F5)

Seed funding
(other sources)

personal loan We have no external support, only a personal loan from a friend of ours. (F4)
private savings I financed the starting capital myself, through my savings. I do not want any depen-

dence because of capital. (R2, also R1 and R3)
grants Foundation grants (R1); public grants (F3); research grant. (F1)
supplementary
income We have financed it from our own resources. I always work on the side, I do 2 or 3

freelance jobs from time to time to earn a little bit. (R3, also R5)
voluntary salary
waiver We did it for free for a year and a half, and even back then we said to ourselves: The

impact must always come first. If that means that we can’t pay out a cent for the first
two or three years, then that’s perfectly fine. (R5, also R1 and R3)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

tionships, and generate new business. The results indicated
that the aim of this intervention is not simply to provide re-
sources, but to empower start-ups to build up their required
resources internally, as reflected in the benefits “accelerate
new learning” and “provide targeted introductions.”

Not surprisingly, given their uniformly positive views of
networking, the founders named only two external limita-
tions to this activity: Covid-19 and strong reservations in a
particular sector. However, the resource needs presented in
Table 9 also suggest that social start-ups become more selec-
tive in their networking needs as their development advances
– in line with the finding that successful social entrepreneurs
differ from struggling ones by “proactively planning for, and
being alert to, expanding personal networks” (Katre & Sali-

pante, 2012, p. 980).
Validation and Visibility. Legitimacy, defined as “a gen-

eralized perception or assumption that the actions of an en-
tity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some so-
cially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and def-
initions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574), is a crucial resource for
the survival and growth of new ventures lacking a track-
record or established networks (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002).
Acquiring and increasing social capital and legitimacy are,
therefore, central concepts in the organizational sponsorship
framework (Breivik-Meyer, 2020).

Consequently, the literature on incubators and accelera-
tors recognizes the importance of strengthening the legiti-
macy of start-ups for attracting external resources. Bruneel
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Table 17: Bridging 1 – Access to External Networks

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

With whom:
stakeholders

large companies
(F1, F5, R3)

B2B customers
(F1, R4)

experts
(R4, R5)

incubator funders
(F1, F3, F5, R2)

non-profit sector
(F1, F3, F5, R2)

service providers
(F5, R2, R4)

Why:
benefits

accelerate new learning They put us in touch with an agency who showed us how to set up low-touch
marketing. That was very valuable for us. (F5, also mentioned by R3)

build new relationships We can talk to mentors who always give us an intro to someone else. They
were super helpful to get ahead. (R3, also mentioned by F3, R5)

enter new markets The Impact Factory convinced us because the Ruhr area is very exciting for
us. It is one of the largest urban areas in Germany. (R4)

enter new industries If you operate in a wide range of industries like us with our versatile plat-
form, you need the right contacts in the right places. (F1, also F4)

generate new business Networking has a positive effect in business terms. (F1)
provide targeted introductions Once you have spoken to them, you have a direct contact. But intros to

gatekeepers or key persons were very helpful. (R3, also F5 and R5)
Why not:
limitations

Covid-19 Due to the digital offering, networking is being neglected. They tried to say:
Hey, stay a little longer after the session. But nobody wants to do that. (R5)

sectoral reservations I still hope the social economy will wake up at some point. The Impact
Factory tried to play their contacts. But you always encounter fears. (R1)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author. Quotes in the "stakeholders"
category have been shortened for clarity.

et al. (2012, p. 112) have described how a “third wave” of
incubators since the 1990s focused on “facilitating access to
external resources, knowledge and legitimacy”. In the exem-
plary services portfolio (see Appendix), half the studies men-
tioned incubator and accelerator activities that contributed to
the legitimacy of new ventures, such as brand enhancement,
media exposure, and public graduations – summarized in this
study as the provision of “validation and visibility.”

Considering the prominence of “legitimacy” in the liter-
ature, including in the resource classification Table 9 was
based on (Van Weele et al., 2017), it is notable that the so-
cial start-ups in this study did not mention it at all as a re-
source need (Table 9). In addition, “validation and visibility”
showed the largest discrepancy of all nine interventions in
the ranking of sponsorship services (Table 11): While fellows
ranked it second, it placed last with ramp-ups.

To analyze this result, Table 18 distinguishes two related
but distinct concepts – “providing validation,” i.e., intangi-
ble effects on a start-up’s legitimacy, and “creating visibility”
through incubator activities, such as pitch training or demo
days. In line with the priorities expressed in Table 11, the
positive views on validation – such as signaling credibility,
reputation, and trust – were mentioned almost exclusively by
fellows. Among fellows, F3 appeared particularly receptive
to this intervention, as most factors conducive to validation
were expressed by F3. In contrast, the negative views, in-
cluding the difficulty to measure validation effects, the lack
of brand recognition, and timing issues, were mostly high-
lighted by ramp-ups.

To a degree, these views could be attributed to the char-
acteristics of the two subgroups. Whereas ramp-ups partici-
pated in a full incubation program, which included mentor-
ing, training, and coaching, fellows deliberately opted for a
loser relationship that put a stronger emphasis on validation.
The development stage of the start-ups might also play a role.
While ramp-ups were still mostly developing their product,
fellows were already active on the market. A third expla-
nation might be the novelty of the Impact Factory, which
launched in 2019. The reputation of an accelerator influ-
ences its ability to increase a start-up’s legitimacy (Drori &
Wright, 2018, p. 13) – or as R5 said: “The accelerator is not
really known – it’s something else when you have Y Com-
binator on there, right?” Being selected by a well-regarded
program is a potent validation signal (Miller & Bound, 2011,
p. 27).

There are, however, factors that go beyond the reputation
of the Impact Factory. The strong mission focus identified in
Table 7 could be regarded as a source of legitimacy, which
social entrepreneurs can “leverage with internal as well as
external constituencies” (Dacin et al., 2010, p. 50). Thus, so-
cial entrepreneurs might find garnering access to external re-
sources easier than conventional entrepreneurs. Another fac-
tor are the low customer acquisition costs for the digital plat-
form models that characterized most ramp-ups in this study
– thereby reducing the need for external resources to reach
customers and increase market share (Miller & Bound, 2011,
p. 22). In sum, Table 7 shows that the views on “validation
and visibility” were mixed – and that its perceived value for
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start-ups depends on the reputation and prominence of the
organizational sponsor.

Access to External Funding. The opportunity to connect
with external investors during demo days is one of the main
attractions of accelerator programs (Cohen, 2013, p. 24).
Indeed, most accelerators “measure themselves on the pro-
portion of their companies that go on to raise further invest-
ment” (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 27). Studies have shown
that accelerator-backed start-ups receive follow-up financ-
ing sooner (S. Smith, Hannigan, & Gasiorowski, 2013), raise
more external funding post-graduation, and achieve higher
valuations (Cohen, Fehder, et al., 2019).

Considering these findings, it may be surprising that the
start-ups in this study appeared to put less faith in the incuba-
tor to provide them with tangible resources than with intan-
gible ones (Table 9), even though three ramp-ups indicated
a greater need for growth capital at the end of the program
than at the beginning. In the ranking of sponsorship services
(Table 11), the social start-ups also regarded the provision of
external funding by an incubator as not highly relevant, with
ramp-ups and fellows ranking it in sixth and fifth place out
of nine, respectively.

To explore these observations, Table 19 first presents the
start-ups’ experiences with external funding. As far as their
willingness to acquire external funding is concerned, Ta-
ble 19 presents a divided picture: Five founders showed no
interest in taking on external investors – for now (F2, R1, R2,
and R5) but also ruling it out categorically (F4). The other
five had already received external investments (F1, F5, and
R4) or were planning to (F3 and R3). Yet, when it came to
the Impact Factory, the opinion of ramp-ups was unanimous:
None of them regarded it beneficial for accessing external
funding, while fellows expressed no opinion on this activity.

Table 19 shows that the experiences of the social start-ups
with external funding varied – similar to their experiences
with seed funding previously presented in Table 15. Regard-
less of their willingness to raise external funding, ramp-ups
considered the support of the Impact Factory unhelpful for
accessing external funding.

These results can be viewed from different perspectives.
Partly, they can be attributed to the nature of the research set-
ting described in earlier sections, such as its novelty. More-
over, the Impact Factory accepted start-ups at an early stage,
potentially reducing its value for more advanced ventures.
That seven of the 10 start-ups in the sample operated a digital
platform model should also be noted, as “cheaper technology
costs, easier routes to customer acquisition, and better forms
of direct monetization” reduce the initial costs of growing a
start-up (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 21). What all the start-
ups had in common, however, was their pursuit of a social
mission. How did this affect their approach to fundraising?
Table 20 explores the external barriers and internal delibera-
tions social start-ups experience before raising external cap-
ital.

Many challenges for social start-ups relate to their hy-
brid nature: Pursuing both a social and economic mission in-
volves significant trade-offs and higher complexity (Austin et

al., 2012; Wilson & Post, 2013). The tensions resulting from
competing social and financial goals influence their ability to
mobilize external resources. Looking specifically at financial
resources, Doherty et al. (2014, p. 424) identified two fac-
tors. On the one hand, social enterprises tend to generate
less profit since they internalize social costs, making them
less attractive to VCs. This was exemplified by R1, who re-
fused to pass on the return expectations of an investor to the
vulnerable beneficiaries of his services. On the other hand,
funders find it challenging to fit the products and services of
social start-ups into their categories. R2 was told by his bank:
“What you have in mind does not fit into our spreadsheet.”
This barrier is particularly pronounced for social tech ven-
tures aiming to pitch to commercial investors (Arena, Bengo,
Calderini, & Chiodo, 2018, p. 157). In addition to finan-
cial and cultural issues, R3 highlighted legal barriers – in line
with a survey by the EU Commission that showed regulations
can pose a barrier for social enterprises seeking investments,
for example, through limits on profit distribution (Wilkinson,
2015, p. 56).

Even though the social start-ups in this study confirmed
the existence of these external barriers, they spoke about
their internal deliberations in greater detail. Far from seizing
every opportunity to raise external capital, Table 20 indicates
that founders prefer “a deliberate and careful approach to
both their capital and governance structures,” which includes
“selecting highly value-aligned investors” to “avoid philo-
sophical or strategic conflicts,” as Wilson and Post (2013,
p. 729) have phrased it. To safeguard their strong social-
mission focus, the respondents remained careful in select-
ing potential investors, attributing a higher significance to
impact commitment, long-term perspectives, and mission
alignment than to beneficial financing terms. By aligning
their mission and method with their capital and governance
structure, social start-ups “aim to avoid the distortion often
imposed by the public capital markets, or traditional ven-
ture capitalists and private equity investors” (Wilson & Post,
2013, p. 729).

Furthermore, social start-ups carefully weigh the rewards
against the risks of taking on external investments. While
R2 and F2 acknowledged that an infusion of external capital
could accelerate the pursuit of their social mission, there was
a stronger emphasis on potential risks, such as internal con-
flict, loss of control, mission drift, and wrong incentives. Af-
ter experiencing corporate life for 10 years, F2 refused “to sit
at a table with an investor at the end of a day and discuss pur-
chase prices from my manufacturers. I just don’t want that,
because those are the foundations of our business, and I can’t
touch them.” This statement demonstrates the reluctance of
social entrepreneurs to give up control or undermine their
mission (Arena et al., 2018) – making it more challenging
for an incubator or accelerator to bridge the gap to providers
of external capital.

4.3.4. Boosting Mechanism
The services of incubators and accelerators assessed so

far relate to buffering and bridging – the two mechanisms
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Table 18: Bridging 2 – Validation and Visibility

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Providing validation

Validation:
positive views

association effect We really want to show that we are part of this network. (F5)
credibility To show our business model works, incubators are a tremendous help. (F1)
public reach We took part in a social media campaign. That was definitely good for our

reach. (F3)
reputation Our reputation may be enhanced by being connected to the Impact Factory. (F4)
seal of approval To have a seal from an accelerator has helped in a conversation with business

angels. This was really an advantage. (R4, also F1, F4 and R3)
trust It’s important for a lot of start-ups: you need things that inspire trust. (F1, also

F4)

Validation:
negative views

hard to measure I doubt this really has a measurable effect or will bring a return. (F2, also F5)
low brand recognition Maybe this has an effect subconsciously, but the accelerator is not really known.

I wouldn’t say that there is significant validation. (R5, also R1 and R4)
wrong timing The Impact Factory may have been too late - we opened a lot of doors ourselves.

(R2)

Validation:
conducive

branding With the Factory, the name speaks for itself. (F3)
popularity The better known the incubator, the better for the start-up. (F3)
reciprocity We took part in a social media campaign of the Impact Factory. That was defi-

nitely good for our reach, but also the other way round. (F3)
scale effects In a start-up there is always a certain amount of marketing that you have to do,

and the more partner logos you have, the better it is. (R3)
Creating visibility

Creating visibility:
conducive

public events What helped us the most were public events, where investors attended. (R3,
also F1)

storytelling help We realized bringing it across is incredibly complicated. We should have worked
on that, explaining it simply with storytelling. (F3).

Creating visibility:
detrimental

forced rankings We pitched a lot at the beginning with rankings. I was at the bottom of the list,
and that always pulled me down. I don’t have any benefit from that. (R2)

social distancing We had bad luck, because of Corona we couldn’t pitch. (R1)
superficiality You should not put much effort into making everything look great, and if some-

one asks 2 or 3 questions, the whole thing collapses. (F4)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

of the original framework of organizational sponsorship pro-
posed by Amezcua et al. (2013). While buffering aims to in-
sulate new organizations against external threats and market
pressures, bridging enhances their chances of survival by fa-
cilitating access to external resources, promoting knowledge
spillovers, and increasing their legitimacy.

This study, however, follows Breivik-Meyer (2020, p.
181) in extending the original framework with a third mech-
anism, boosting, to understand how sponsorship can “not
only promote survival, but also increase the growth of new
firms”. Originally proposed by Autio and Rannikko (2016),
this mechanism comprises two activities of organizational
sponsors aimed at boosting the capacity for growth of new
ventures: setting and controlling milestone achievement,
and promoting networking among peers.

Milestones and Progress Tracking. The first interven-
tion of the boosting mechanism refers to setting and control-
ling milestones to accelerate the development of new ven-

tures. Unlike the other interventions discussed so far, this ac-
tivity has been rarely mentioned in the reviewed literature, at
least by this name. The exemplary services portfolio (see Ap-
pendix) included only three activities that could be subsumed
under this intervention: “pressure and discipline” (Miller &
Bound, 2011), “ongoing proof of concept” (Dempwolf et al.,
2014), and “counseling services to track progress” (Pauwels
et al., 2016).

Admittedly, incubators and accelerators can accelerate
their ventures through other activities, like mentoring and
coaching. By organizing a demo day at the end of their pro-
gram, for example, accelerators can set ambitious deadlines.
Regardless, it is worth exploring how social start-ups assess
this service. Can – and should – organizational sponsors
accelerate the development of new start-ups by setting and
tracking concrete milestones?

When asked directly whether incubators or accelera-
tors add value by setting milestones, the social start-ups
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Table 19: Bridging 3.1 – Experiences with External Funding

Willingness to take on external investment

F1 Yes Early research grant from a tech fund R1 No No suitable match yet
F2 No Repeatedly approached, but always refused so far R2 No No interest in outside capital yet
F3 Yes Financing round planned R3 Yes First financing round ongoing
F4 No No interest in outside capital R4 Yes Working with business angels
F5 Yes Business angels from the start, VC financing planned R5 No No suitable match yet

Negative views of the incubator’s support

R1 I realized quickly that the Impact Factory can’t help me find any investors who are ready to finance the branches at
conditions where I can repay them.

R2 A workshop on funding, where all kinds of sources were described, left me disappointed. I need someone who finally
listens to what I need.

R3 When I look at the investors we are talking with right now, there was no direct contact through the network of the
accelerator. But of course, it helps if you get an intro.

R4 The business angels we are working with did not come through the Impact Factory. We would have liked to focus more
on this and a little bit earlier.

R5 With the Impact Factory, the focus is not so clearly on financing.

Note. All quotes and information are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

Table 20: Bridging 3.2 – Perspectives on External Funding

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Access
barriers

cultural I talked to banks and I asked for 35,000 euros, which is peanuts. And the risk is
nothing. Yet they said: What you have in mind does not fit into our spreadsheet.
(R2)

financial Investors want a share, eight percent would probably be cheap. But we simply lack
this profit motive. We have built the company completely differently. (R1, also R3)

legal We are a company in steward ownership. We have committed to reinvesting all
profits and donating the rest. This is not yet established in the financing landscape.
(R3)

Investor
selection
criteria

impact commitment If I would even think about working with a business angel or bring in an external
investor, then only if the social impact component is safeguarded. (F2)

long-term perspective We are looking for somebody who wants to give patient capital and share in the
profits. Not just put money in and bang, away with it. (F3)

mission alignment We didn’t want to take the classic start-up path of directly taking on investor who is
not 100 percent committed to the development and the impact idea. (R5)

Rewards of
external
funding

accelerate growth I don’t want to depend on external people. But if you spend a little money, it goes
faster, and in the end, it may be more efficient. (R2)

increase resources Investments are something every founder thinks about. You ask yourself: Does it
make sense to raise capital somewhere else, because your resources are always lim-
ited. (F2)

Risks of
external
funding

internal conflict I would end up sitting at the table with an investor who may not have the same goal
as me, which could lead to major conflicts about how to run the company. (F2)

loss of control You have to be careful not to let people take too many shares. There are many traps.
It can get a bit ugly. (F3)

mission drift You could get investors with return expectations, but in the end you don’t solve the
problem. I don’t want to charge 35 euros per hour to look after a poor mother. (R1)

wrong incentives They say: If you grow 15x in the first few years and we increase our money fivefold,
than that’s cool, but the impact is not the main focus. That is a pity. (R5, also F3)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.
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seemed indifferent. In the ranking of sponsorship activities
(Table 11), both ramp-ups and fellows ranked milestone set-
ting eighth out of nine. A more nuanced picture emerged
when they discussed the Impact Factory’s role in accelerating
their growth. Table 21 shows that two founders benefited
from regular milestones set by the Impact Factory, whereas
the other founders described no effect. Interestingly, this
response suggested a clear demographic divide: The two
positive views were expressed by very experienced founders
(R1 and R2), whereas the four youngest respondents in the
sample were also the least convinced of the benefits of mile-
stones set by an accelerator.

Nevertheless, even the skeptical founders mentioned ac-
tivities that incubators and accelerators can use to accelerate
their growth, such as setting tight deadlines, providing fo-
cus and structure, monitoring progress, and flagging blind
spots. The importance of speed was repeatedly highlighted
– in line with recent findings that “time-compressed scaling”
is a distinguishing feature of successful start-up acceleration
(Shankar & Clausen, 2020, p. 102174). Accelerators also re-
solve uncertainty faster (Yu, 2020) and shorten learning cy-
cles by providing intensive consultation and rapid feedback
(Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019).

By contrast, there is no consensus in the literature on the
value of setting ambitious goals, which R3 argued for. While
some founders welcome forced progress (Miller & Bound,
2011, p. 28), others perceive too much intervention by in-
cubators as an interference (Patton, Warren, & Bream, 2009,
p. 629). The perception of this activity appears to depend
on the motivation and drive of the founders. Two founders
(F2 and R3) even suggested that an accelerator should help
founders slow down, rather than accelerate, by providing bal-
ance and emotional support. In this sense, Table 21 reflects
that all start-ups in this study (except R1) had completed
the program successfully and developed, or even launched,
a product or service. As a highly driven group, their social-
mission focus provided a sufficient boost without the need
for external milestone setting.

Peer Networking. The value of external networking was
addressed as part of the bridging mechanism. Nonetheless,
peer networking is discussed separately here for its poten-
tial effect on the “rapid organizational growth” of start-ups
through the “exchange of experiential insights” (Autio & Ran-
nikko, 2016, p. 44). Organizational sponsors can boost the
acceleration of start-ups by serving as connective intermedi-
aries between them (Breivik-Meyer, 2020, p. 181).

The conceptual uniqueness of peer networking as an incu-
bator service was confirmed partially by the literature. 40%
of the studies on social incubators and accelerators in the
exemplary services portfolio (see Appendix) mentioned net-
working with like-minded entrepreneurs or peers. Studies on
conventional incubators and accelerators named this activity
only once (Miller & Bound, 2011). However, this must be
qualified to the extent that accelerator studies frequently de-
scribe how ventures “enter and exit the programs in groups,
known as cohorts or batches” (Cohen, 2013, p. 22) – and the
effect these activities have on them.

Accelerators regularly foster collaboration between their
start-ups through explicit and implicit activities, such as
common working spaces and specialized sessions (Drori &
Wright, 2018, p. 11). Encouraging peer support between
start-ups can take some of the burden off the accelerator
management team, allowing it to “focus on bringing in out-
side expertise” (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 10). The Impact
Factory, for example, hosted regular sessions for peer ex-
change.

For the founders in this study, peer networking was a mo-
tive for joining the incubator in the first place: Four founders
named “peer exchange” as a resource need to be addressed
in the program (Table 9), while “networking” received seven
mentions. The ranking of sponsorship services indicated sim-
ilar priorities: Ramp-ups and fellows ranked “peer network-
ing” fourth out of nine, below “access to external networks”
(Table 11). This mid-table result was surprising, consider-
ing how enthusiastic the founders responded when asked di-
rectly about their assessment of peer networking. As Table 22
shows, almost all the founders praised their exchanges with
other start-ups in the Impact Factory – even those, like F1,
F3, and R3, who ranked it only in fifth or sixth place in the
ranking of services.

The positive assessment in Table 22 presents a stark con-
trast to a survey of 4,000 social entrepreneurs who, in ap-
plying for accelerator programs, considered peer networking
“unimportant to their venture success” and “the least impor-
tant benefit” (Pandey et al., 2017, p. 19). Another study
of start-ups in a technology incubator in Hong Kong deliv-
ered an even bleaker verdict on peer networking, reporting
that all firms “shut the door, work alone and never chat on
product, market and business-related topics” – with tenants
going as far as competing, rather than cooperating (K. Chan
& Lau, 2005, p. 1226). The results in Table 22 suggest that
the Impact Factory was a rather different environment. The
founders highlighted the positive effects of peer networking,
including joint learning, exchanging ideas, and mutual sup-
port. Four founders emphasized the importance of helping
less experienced peers. These views confirmed Cohen (2013,
p. 22) observation that the cohort experience “fosters un-
commonly strong bonds and communal identity between the
founders”.

The respondents also named success factors for peer net-
working. First, cohort selection is key: The founders agreed
that peer effects are strongest when peers share values and
norms but are not too closely matched (S. Smith, Hannigan,
& Gasiorowski, 2015, p. 27). A lack of direct competition fos-
ters transparency and information sharing, which can boost
performance (Cohen, Bingham, & Hallen, 2019). Second,
building a strong alumni network, which is an asset of promi-
nent accelerator programs (Miller & Bound, 2011). Third,
enabling physical co-location, although the views here were
mixed. R5 agreed with Duff (1994) that proximity was cru-
cial, while R4 welcomed the remote exchange despite the
forced Covid-19 restrictions. In sum, peer networking was
mostly seen as beneficial. Interestingly, the emotional value
of peer exchange was assessed more positively than its prac-
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Table 21: Boosting 1 – Milestones and Progress Tracking

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Did growth
accelerate?

yes You set priorities in a relatively short time frame, talk them through and see if they are
possible or not. That was actually the good part for me. (R1, also R2)

maybe You can always look back and say: maybe we could have gotten further. (F2)
no I don’t think it had any impact on our development. We are simply very market driven

and our competitors pushed the envelope. (R4, also F3, R3 and R5)

How to
accelerate

ambitious goals The Impact Factory is an impact bubble. Other accelerators have more of an economic
focus and a tougher approach. This mixture is essential if you have a hybrid form. (R3)

flag blind spots That definitely accelerated things, because I simply didn’t have certain topics on my
radar, for example the question of my legal form. (R2, also R4).

focus and structure Gut feeling always plays a role in founding, but structure is also very important. Focus,
prioritization and structure are the most important drivers. (F2, also R5).

regular monitoring I think the exchange with mentors, and also having a check-up on a regular basis, can
help a lot. I think it increases accountability. (R5, also R3)

tight deadlines It would have been more helpful if we had done the whole thing in less time. Make it
compact at the start and less frequent as we develop. (R4, also R1).

How to
slow down

emotional support Managing a company tests your limits every day. I believe an incubator can help you see
the lightness of the whole thing and say: hey, it’s not so bad. (F2)

balance The founder who talks about his 70 hours a week also needs balance. You often see it
portrayed in the media. And that’s just wrong. Accelerators can have a big influence and
invite people to speak about how you can create balance. (R3)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

tical benefit compared to other incubator interventions.

4.3.5. Impact Acceleration
The three sponsorship mechanisms presented so far,

while helpful for understanding the perception of incubator
and accelerator support, are not unique to social start-ups but
applicable to various types of organizational support. Yet,
this study seeks to address the question raised by J. Haus-
berg and Korreck (2017, p. 13): If social businesses face
different challenges, do they also require a different kind of
assistance? Therefore, this thesis asks whether – and how
– incubators and accelerators need to tailor their services
portfolio to social start-ups.

During the coding process, two incubator benefits emerged
that particularly suited the needs of social start-ups: “demon-
strating social impact” and “delivering the social mission.”
Together, they can be regarded as a novel support mecha-
nism called impact acceleration, in addition to the buffering,
bridging, and boosting mechanisms already discussed.

The Uniqueness of Accelerating Social Start-Ups. So-
cial and conventional start-ups share the aim of developing
innovative and market-oriented solutions. However, the pur-
suit of social value creation also characterizes social start-ups.
Table 7 presented six manifestations of this social-mission
focus: Three shared with conventional start-ups (indepen-
dence, sustainability, and long-term thinking), and three that
primarily relate to social start-ups (priority of purpose, cred-
ible impact, and hybridity). The study of nine incubator
and accelerator services in Section 4.3 highlighted where the

needs and perceptions of social start-ups differ from conven-
tional start-ups, for instance regarding funding, networking,
and training.

Nonetheless, this study has yet to address explicitly what
is specific about the acceleration of social start-ups. Do these
ventures require support activities beyond the support tradi-
tionally offered by incubators and accelerators, i.e., the three
mechanisms of the organizational sponsorship framework?
Answering this question is not straightforward – and the ex-
tant literature provides no consensus view, to the extent it
has addressed this question at all.

Even though this study did not include a control group
for a systematic comparison, it sought to answer this ques-
tion according to social start-ups. As Table 23 shows, the
respondents identified similarities in support needs, includ-
ing finding a marketable product or service, solving a real
need, and building a successful business model around it. As
F5 said, “the initial challenges are the same for all start-ups.”
Yet, the founders also named differences in support needs
– from legal know-how to finding employees and investors
with the right motivation for social start-ups. But even if
these needs are specific to social start-ups, incubators and
accelerators should fulfill them with the mechanisms of or-
ganizational sponsorship – for example, by providing legal
training or matching start-ups with impact-driven investors.

This is not the case, however, for the two support needs
most frequently mentioned in Table 23: “demonstrating so-
cial impact” and “delivering the social mission,” which were
both raised by five founders. In the case of these two activi-
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Table 22: Boosting 2 – Peer Networking

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Assessment
positive Super essential. (F1) / Very, very good. (F2) / Simply exciting and fun. (F3) / Always great. (F4)

/ Awesome. (F5) / Very good overall. (R2) / It worked well. (R3) / Brilliant and very helpful.
(R4) / One of the best things about the Impact Factory. (R5)

mixed Yes, we used that. With one team we might cooperate in future. You just have to see. (R1)

Positive
effects

learning
from peers I think you can learn best from each other. You don’t have to make the same mistakes again and

again - unless you have an eternity to learn. (F1, also mentioned by F3 and F4)
exchanging
ideas The exchange was very open, very transparent. There was a lot of trust and the exchange itself

worked very well despite the physical distance. (R4, also R3)
giving
back Everyone asks for help. I have always agreed and said: now’s the time to give back a little, even

if I don’t have the time. It’s support for the right people. (R2, also F1, F5 and R1)
mutual
support Building a start-up is a sinus curve. You’re always super motivated and then super depressed. In

these phases the exchange with other start-ups is super valuable. (R3, also R5)
social
contacts As a founder you tend to stay in your bubble, immersed in your business. The greatest value for

me is the contact with other founders. Being a founder is a bit lonely. (F2, also R3, R5)

Success
factors

alumni
community When a program ends, the contact disappears very quickly, and that’s a real pity. How could you

somehow create a better alumni management? (R5, also F5 and R3)
cohort
diversity If you look at the founder profiles, we are all very different. There are people who had a life

before, and others are younger. I think the mixture actually works pretty well. (R2, also F3)
physical
colocation We can see it with accelerators that took place digitally. The networking was practically zero.

You don’t have a really lasting exchange and that’s a great, great pity. (R5)
value
alignment I don’t come from an entrepreneurial family. Suddenly you find like-minded people and realize

you’re not the only crazy person - there are others who tick like you. (F2, also R4, R5)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author. Quotes for the "positive" assessment
were shortened as the full quote provided no further context.

ties, which emerged in the interviews, social start-ups expect
an incubator or accelerator to provide benefits that go beyond
the support activities discussed so far. Thus, it is of interest
to analyze these two activities in more detail.

Demonstrating Social Impact. Noting that social start-
ups expect their social impact to be included in the acceler-
ation process may seem self-explanatory. However, this ac-
tivity is far less prevalent than might be assumed. A study of
impact accelerators has found that frequently “developing so-
cial impact models was not a core offering” (King et al., 2015,
p. 13). This is reflected by the exemplary services portfolio
(see Appendix), as only three out of 10 studies on social incu-
bators and accelerators mentioned activities related to mea-
suring and improving social impact. A quantitative study of
83 Italian incubator managers has found that they “gave little
importance to social impact measurement services” (Sansone
et al., 2020, p. 7); surprisingly, even among social incubators
less than half (44%) had social impact metrics for their ten-
ants (p. 8).

The low prevalence of impact measurement services in
the service portfolio of incubators and accelerators stands in

contrast to the needs of social start-ups. In a survey of Ger-
man social entrepreneurs, 71% reported having established
impact goals and 23% were planning to do so (DSEM, 2020,
p. 40), just as the social start-ups in this study mentioned
“demonstrating credible impact” as one of their motives in
Table 7. F5 summarized this view: As a social start-up, “you
have to have [impact measurement], that’s your legitima-
tion for saying I really want to achieve outcome and impact.
And I am quite rigorous. You have to be serious about that.”
However, even when the impact is at the core of a social en-
trepreneur’s mission, as for F5, there are barriers to demon-
strating the impact effectively that an incubator or accelera-
tor can help overcome.

Table 24 explores four reasons why incubators and accel-
erators, in the view of social start-ups, should support them
in demonstrating their impact. The first two relate to the
ubiquity of the term impact and related concepts such as sus-
tainability. For entrepreneurs who take their social or envi-
ronmental impact seriously, it is difficult to stand out from
the myriad of companies seeking to benefit from this trend.
This challenge is exacerbated at an early stage, when a ven-
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Table 23: Comparing the Support Needs of Social and Conventional Start-Ups

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Similarities
build a successful
business model

Normal accelerators show you how to build a business model and quickly validate it on
the market. You need the same in an impact accelerator. (R3, also F3, R4)

find a marketable
product

The initial challenges are the same for all start-ups. At the beginning you need a product
that is marketable. That core challenge is really the same for everyone. (F5)

solve a real need You have to be passionate about your product, you have to see a social or a purely eco-
nomic need, or maybe a market-driven need, which is the same in the end. (F1)

Differences

storytelling Maybe marketing and storytelling is also different for impact start-ups. You can commu-
nicate the story more forcefully. (R5, also mentioned by F3)

find the right in-
vestors

I think especially for social start-ups, a different group of investors might be interesting,
or an additional group of investors. (F3, also R3)

find the right legal
form

But also questions such as the structure of a social business and its legal form. (R3, also
F1 and R5)

hire and retain the
right talent

In a classic start-up you have to motivate people with money. But how do you motivate a
team if it doesn’t necessarily have to be monetary? (R5, also R2)

deliver the social
mission

The difference, in our view, is that no matter whether you talk about profit or not, you
always take the idea of impact into account. (R4, also F4, F5, R2 and R3)

demonstrate social
impact

Impact measurement is certainly very relevant for us. I think this is something that is very
specific for impact start-ups. (R5, also mentioned by F3, F5, R3 and R4)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

ture’s impact is hypothetical or small, and the way to mea-
sure it “may change with scale” (Miller & Stacey, 2014, p.
27). At the same time, F4 argued that conventional start-ups
tend to benefit from a positive bias for start-ups, even when
their social impact is negligible – or even negative. F5 added
that larger companies are still reluctant to engage with social
start-ups to increase their impact.

Table 24 also shows that incubators or accelerators can
support social start-ups in a multitude of ways to address the
challenge of demonstrating social impact. First, by helping to
develop concrete and measurable impact metrics. Originally
associated with international development, social impact can
be defined as “significant or lasting changes in people’s lives,
brought about by a given action or series of actions” (Roche,
1999, p. 21). Beyond this widely accepted definition, the
term remains contested, referring alternatively to effects at
the individual, organizational, and societal level (Ebrahim
& Rangan, 2014; Gupta et al., 2020). The lack of credible
indicators and metrics for social impact remains a develop-
ment barrier for social ventures (Arena et al., 2018, p. 161).
A survey by the EU has identified “common mechanisms for
measuring and demonstrating impact” as a key factor for the
visibility of social enterprises (Wilkinson, 2015, p. 99).

While the standardization of impact metrics is beyond the
scope of any single institution, an incubator can still support
social start-ups by educating them about established frame-
works, such as the Theory of Change or Social Return on
Investment. Indeed, a survey of 20,000 social ventures has
shown that lack of awareness was a key reason for the low
adoption rate (25%) of established impact measurement sys-
tems (Global Accelerator Learning Initiative, 2020, p. 9). In

contrast, training and peer interaction in an accelerator were
strongly related to the adoption of social performance mea-
surement (Lall, 2017, p. 2649).

Additionally, Table 24 suggests incubators can help start-
ups to apply impact metrics at the operational level and relate
them to frameworks such as the SDGs. Thus, incubators can
support social start-ups by focusing on substance, rather than
presentation, when it comes to social impact. As F4 put it:
“You should not put so much effort into making everything
look great on the surface – and if someone asks two or three
questions, the whole thing collapses like a house of cards.”

Delivering the Social Mission. The results in Table 23
show that incubators and accelerators not only have a role
in helping social start-ups to quantify and demonstrate their
social impact. They can also support them in achieving it.
While this phenomenon has not been studied extensively to
date, there are indications that incubators and accelerators
can provide added value by improving social start-ups’ “abil-
ity and readiness to deliver predictable and consistent social
impact,” as a survey of impact-oriented incubators and ac-
celerators in Europe has suggested (Gianoncelli et al., 2020,
p. 25). To explore what the added value of an incubator
or accelerator in delivering the social mission might entail,
Table 25 categorizes the views of social start-ups into three
activities: nurturing a culture of humility, authenticity, and
sustainability; selecting an impact-driven community, ideas,
and values; and supporting social start-ups to navigate im-
pact and profit, manage hybridity, and safeguard their emo-
tional wellbeing.

The expectations expressed in Table 25 suggest that an
incubator’s role is not only to provide social start-ups with
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Table 24: Impact Acceleration 1 – Demonstrating Social Impact

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes

Why an incubator
should help

sustainability hype I would say everyone is doing it by now. Even normal start-ups. It is simply very
much desired by society. Sustainability is much more relevant than five years ago.
(F1)

green washing I’m surrounded by advertising now where big companies write: Sustainability is
not a luxury. And this is true. But I still have to be able to differentiate myself.
(F2)

positive bias for
start-ups

Just because it’s a start-up, people are already applauding. Monsanto was a start-
up once. Just because you’re a start-up doesn’t make you a good company. (F4)

reluctance by large
companies

When I tell companies about the impact chain, you can actually apply it to them
quite well. But it is still completely foreign to them and nobody expects or de-
mands it. (F5)

How an incubator
can help

develop concrete
impact metrics

The most important point for me: how do you make impact really understandable
and measurable with concrete metrics. This is where incubators can really help.
(F2)

include KPIs at op-
erational level

We want to include impact KPIs in our balanced scorecard, in our monitoring. We
haven’t done that yet, but it is on our list. (F3)

connect to global
goals

We wanted to do something for people without electricity. We stumbled upon the
SDGs and realized there are global goals. How can we link them to what we are
doing? (F3)

be an impact spar-
ring partner

It is very important in such an incubator to check out the motivation. Everyone
can say: Hey, we are a social start-up. But what kind of impact do we actually
want to have? (F4)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

resources, skills, and contacts to survive in competitive mar-
kets – the traditional goals of organizational sponsorship. It
should also create an environment of trust and mutual sup-
port to sustain social entrepreneurs in fulfilling their social
mission.

This finding is backed up by the Schwab Foundation for
Social Entrepreneurship, which has found that fear of failure
is more pronounced among social than conventional enter-
prises, since “fail fast” for them is often not an option (Zim-
mer & Pearson, 2019, July). Also, social entrepreneurs feel
a strong affective commitment to the beneficiaries of their
causes (Renko, 2013, p. 1047). As a result, “too many
founders feel the weight of the world on their shoulders and
don’t find a way of sharing it around” (Miller & Stacey, 2014,
p. 11). Beyond accelerating their growth, incubators and ac-
celerators can play a pivotal role in taking an emotional – and
material – load off the shoulders of social entrepreneurs.

4.4. Motives for Entrepreneurial Self-Reliance
The previous Section 4.3 explored how social start-ups

perceive the benefits of different sponsorship mechanisms.
However, the sponsorship literature has observed that re-
source munificence is not universally beneficial but contin-
gent on boundary conditions (Amezcua et al., 2013; Flynn,
1993b; Jourdan & Kivleniece, 2017). Therefore, “new ven-
tures ought to evaluate carefully the potential impact of ac-
cepting such benefits” (Amezcua et al., 2013, p. 1645).

Nascent entrepreneurs in Germany seem to heed this ad-
vice, considering that only 50% of them seek professional
assistance, although “professional consultancy for potential
entrepreneurs is highly subsidized and inexpensive” (Brixy,
Sternberg, & Stüber, 2013, p. 157). This observation also ap-
plies to social entrepreneurs, as 51% of them have benefited
from a support program (DSEM, 2020, p. 50). Yet, the same
survey has also pointed out that of the 49% who did seek sup-
port, 37% participated in at least two programs. This is con-
sistent with a global survey of 20,000 social enterprises who
applied for an accelerator program, in which around a third
had prior accelerator experience (Global Accelerator Learn-
ing Initiative, 2020, p. 8). Overall, a dichotomy appears: ev-
ery second founder prefers to go it alone, while one in three
uses multiple programs.

The views of the 10 start-ups in this study were similarly
polarized. As Table 10 showed earlier, three founders (F2,
F4, and F5) decided not to participate in any program beyond
the fellow status of the Impact Factory, which came with min-
imal participation requirements. By contrast, five teams took
part in multiple programs – in two (R2), three (R3 and F3),
and more than five (R5 and F1), depending on the definition
of a support program.

Understanding the factors driving these decisions would
be highly beneficial for the design of entrepreneurial sup-
port programs. However, no clear pattern emerged between
the decision to join a program and the characteristics of the
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Table 25: Impact Acceleration 2 – Delivering the Social Mission

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes

Nurture
humility I like the climate, the exchange, the fact that nobody feels superior. There are no

people with big egos who are there only to show off or to just put on an act. (R2)
authenticity How can you build a company that is not only green on the outside, but also treats

employees and resources sensibly internally? (R3)
sustainability What we liked very much was, of course, simply this mindset of sustainability, which

is taken very seriously there. (R4)

Select
the right community We could identify with it right away because it was a program specifically designed

for social start-ups. The feeling was that there was obviously a community. (F2)
the right ideas Incubators are often too business driven, although they have to be. What convinced

me about the Impact Factory was that they go for sustainable start-up ideas. (F1)
the right values It is important that the values of an investor or incubator match with a social start-

up. It is the foundation that someone who comes into this company has the same
values. (F2)

Support
to navigate impact and
profit

You have to add an additional component. What is the social impact of your start-up,
what is the social dimension of your legal form or how you deal with profits? (R3)

to manage hybridity You move in a strong field of tension. You have to be heard on the market, otherwise
you will go down brutally. But you must not overdo it and stray from your values.
(F2)

to safeguard wellbeing Funding an impact enterprise is a bit different. You put your heart into it and there is
the danger you do too much, because your work is multiplied for the good of others.
(R5)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

founders, such as industry, age, and professional background.
Hence, this study inquired about the motives for not joining a
support program. The motivation that emerged from the in-
terviews, called entrepreneurial self-reliance, did not amount
to an outright rejection of external support, at least for most
founders. Rather, it indicated a deliberate consideration of
the advantages and disadvantages of seeking support.

Before discussing these findings, a note of caution. The
decision of a social start-up to join a support program is
driven by various factors, ranging from the availability of
suitable programs to physical proximity, resource considera-
tions, and venture stage (Chmiliar, 2010). It was beyond the
scope of this study to analyze these factors in detail. Instead,
this section aims to present common motives that, from the
point of view of social start-ups, reduce the subjective value
of participating in entrepreneurial support programs. By tak-
ing them into consideration, incubators and accelerators can
increase their attractiveness for these ventures.

As Table 26 indicates, the motives for entrepreneurial
self-reliance expressed by the founders in this study can be
summarized in three categories: resource trade-offs, previ-
ous experiences, and concerns about a negative impact on a
start-up’s development.

Among these motives, resource trade-offs were the most
prominent, given that seven out of 10 founders regard “time”
as their main concern – an indication that participating in a
support program comes with significant opportunity costs. In
a way, time can be considered a reverse proxy for the overall

value of a program. As the previous sections have shown, an
incubator or accelerator can also speed up developments and
save time when its services are considered beneficial. This
trade-off is captured by F1: “Of course, some things repeat
themselves. You lose time participating in multiple programs.
But if you don’t do it, there are lot of things you miss out on.”

Financial resources were not mentioned as a factor, prob-
ably because the Impact Factory was a subsidized program
that did not charge fees or provide funding. The start-ups
also failed to address a resource trade-off frequently cited in
the sponsorship literature, namely the risk of an incubating
environment “artificially inflated with resources” that could
make an organization vulnerable in the long run (Flynn,
1993b, p. 56) – a phenomenon also known as the “life-
support incubation trap” (Clarysse, Wright, & Van Hove,
2015, p. 19).

The second motive was previous experiences. While the
results did not show a clear demographic divide, trends still
became visible. The three founders who decided not to join
formal support programs (F2, F4, and F5) all had more than
10 years of professional experience (see Table 7). Moreover,
F4 and F5 were the only founders who had already launched
a social-purpose organization before their current venture –
in line with a study that found that serial entrepreneurs were
less likely to seek professional assistance (Brixy et al., 2013,
p. 158). More experienced founders “tend to view a large
part of the educational program as redundant and a waste
of time” (Drori & Wright, 2018, p. 8). In contrast, three of
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Table 26: Motives for Entrepreneurial Self-Reliance

Second
order code

First
order code Representative quotes and further mentions

Concerns
need for autonomy Attendance lists like at university would be negative, because the needs of each start-up

are individual. You have to maintain a certain openness. (F2)
information over-
load

There are strong distractors. It’s important to believe in your idea, even though others
may not see it that way. Incubators can be great sources of knowledge, but it is impor-
tant to find the balance between what is brought in from outside and what you decide
yourself. (F2)

fear of rejection When you do something new, you always have to explain and defend yourself, especially
in Germany where everybody is critical of what you do. You have to learn this is abso-
lutely normal and take critical feedback on board without taking everything to heart.
(R3)

Previous
experiences

as founders Did we consciously decide against it? Yes, I would say so. We were both very experienced
founders, both over 50. (F5)

with incubators We have gone through five incubator programs with different emphasis. That is perhaps
the disadvantage, that they are too similar. (R5, also mentioned by F1)

Resource
trade-offs

surrendering eq-
uity

I always find that difficult, because especially at this early stage you might not even want
to think about giving away shares. (R3, also R4)

time investment It was an investment in time, just going to Duisburg at the beginning, that was quite a
distance. We are limited in terms of our resources. (R4, also F1, F4, F5, R1, R2, R5)

travel expenses Well, we invested our time and paid for our travel expenses. (R1, also R4)

Note. All quotes are taken from the interviews and translated from German by the author.

the four teams who took part in more than three programs
(F1, F3, R3, and R5) founded their ventures after finishing
university, which indicated a greater willingness to seek ex-
ternal support. However, even younger founders such as R5
became more selective over time, carefully weighing whether
the program justified the time invested.

Finally, the broadest motive was concerns about a pos-
sible negative impact on a start-up’s development. While
these concerns might appear counterintuitive, considering
the mostly positive assessment of incubator and accelerator
services by the founders, they have also been observed in the
literature. In particular, the founders voiced three concerns.

First, the need for autonomy highlighted by F2. McAdam
and McAdam (2008, p. 288) have also argued that young
firms grow reluctant of incubator support as it could be asso-
ciated with “newness, vulnerability and inexperience”. This
might be one reason why, in a study of 52 impact-focused
accelerators worldwide, 75% worked with ventures at a pro-
totype stage and only 23% at a growth stage (Lall et al., 2013,
p. 114).

A second concern was information overload. F2 stressed
the importance of following your instincts and having the
freedom to experiment – which might be constrained by a
rigid program. The importance of flexibility has been high-
lighted by Shankar and Clausen (2020, p. 102174), who ar-
gued that early-stage start-ups are not an ideal target group
for an acceleration program that leaves limited room for piv-
ots. However, this concern could also be a sign of cognitive
biases such as overconfidence or confirmation bias (Cohen,
Bingham, & Hallen, 2019). F2 admitted as much by asking:

“You can always look back and ask – would we be further
ahead if we had gotten support early on? Maybe yes, but
maybe we would have ended up in a very different place.”

A third concern, fear of rejection, was named by R3, who
described the risk of receiving negative feedback early on
when the start-up still rests on a brittle foundation. Miller
and Stacey called this effect “mentor whiplash” – when teams
“find themselves getting conflicting advice and are confused
about which direction to take” (Miller & Stacey, 2014, p. 38).
Together, these motives show that social start-ups critically
weigh the benefits of a support program before joining it.

5. Discussion

The purpose of the present thesis is to improve the under-
standing of a novel phenomenon – the acceleration of start-
ups aiming to tackle societal or environmental challenges.
With the aid of an inductive study of multiple cases, the
study explored how social start-ups perceived the activities
of incubators and accelerators. The results indicate that the
social-mission focus of these ventures led to significant differ-
ences in how they perceived incubator benefits as compared
to commercial ventures. Consequently, this thesis argues that
incubators and accelerators should adapt their services to so-
cial start-ups. Moreover, it presents a systematic assessment
of the mechanisms of organizational sponsorship from the
perspective of social start-ups. As its main theoretical con-
tribution, this study extends the organizational sponsorship
framework by proposing a novel support mechanism: impact
acceleration. Finally, this study explored how social start-
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ups decide between joining a formal support program and
depending on entrepreneurial self-reliance.

The following section discusses the relevance of these
findings in three stages. After clarifying their theoretical con-
tributions, it addresses their practical implications for design-
ing and running entrepreneurial support programs. It closes
by addressing the limitations of the present research and by
highlighting promising avenues for future inquiries.

5.1. Theoretical Contributions
Evaluating existing theory with a deductive approach was

not the aim of this study. Rather, it sought to identify com-
mon patterns and develop theoretical constructs to link quali-
tative evidence with deductive research (Eisenhardt & Graeb-
ner, 2007). In light of sparse prior research, this study drew
on three emerging strands of research: social start-ups, in-
cubators and accelerators, and organizational sponsorship.
This section discusses the findings’ contribution to these three
literature streams.

5.1.1. Contributions to the Literature on Social Start-Ups
There is a widely held view that hybridity – the pursuit

of financial goals and social purpose – defines social enter-
prises (Dacin et al., 2010; Doherty et al., 2014; Gupta et al.,
2020). However, how the “primacy of the social mission,”
as Nicholls (2006, p. 20) has called it, shapes their percep-
tion of entrepreneurial support remains unclear. To investi-
gate this question, this study adopted the perspective of so-
cial start-ups – unlike most research on entrepreneurial sup-
port, which has focused on the views of incubators. Thanks
to this approach, this study offers two contributions to the
literature on social start-ups: 1) how the social-mission fo-
cus influences key strategic and operational decisions and 2)
how it affects the way that social start-ups acquire external
resources.

The Social-Mission Focus in Practice. The first insight
is that founders of social start-ups, consistent with the liter-
ature, do prioritize the pursuit of a social mission over com-
mercial motives. The interviews highlighted the emphasis
on achieving societal or environmental goals – often at the
expense of growth or revenue targets. Social entrepreneurs
value their autonomy, pay great attention to sustainability,
and aim to achieve a credible impact. Yet, they are also aware
of the competing and sometimes conflicting demands that
come with hybridity, such as avoiding mission drift or having
to raise external funding. Founders with a corporate back-
ground appeared particularly keen to distance themselves
from their previous experiences in business.

The second insight relates to how the social-mission focus
“affects how social entrepreneurs perceive and assess oppor-
tunities” (Dees, 1998, p. 2). The results of this study confirm
that the social mission influences key design and operational
decisions of a social start-up (Wilson & Post, 2013) – starting
with its resource needs. The respondents regarded knowl-
edge, personal support, and social capital as more pressing
needs than the provision of financial or physical capital. A

similar picture emerged in the assessment of sponsorship ser-
vices, as the provision of funding ranked consistently lower
than relational benefits, education, and validation. Intending
to maximize social value, the founders expressed little inter-
est in material gains and appeared selective when it came
to seed funding or external investors. They sacrificed poten-
tial returns, sought to anchor their social impact at all opera-
tional levels, and in two cases (R2 and R3) chose a legal form
that prevented them from distributing profits even though it
reduced their appeal for investors.

Additionally, the results illustrate that pursuing a social
mission is not a binary decision but manifests itself to varying
degrees, as some founders prioritized the mission more than
others. In a way, this mirrored their founding motivations,
which indicated a broad spectrum of motives – in line with
Germak and Robinson (2014, p. 18) observation that the
motivations of social entrepreneurs are not one-dimensional
but a “unique blend of motivational components”. For the
founders in this study, tackling societal challenges was an
important but not exclusive motivation. Seeking fulfillment
and developing innovative solutions were also major motiva-
tional drivers. In that respect, the founders showed signifi-
cant overlap with founders of conventional start-ups.

It would be interesting to determine why the social-
mission focus varied in intensity among the founders, as
the motivation of social entrepreneurs has frequently been
studied in the context of their personality traits or demo-
graphic factors (Gupta et al., 2020). However, owing to the
research design and the relative homogeneity of the sample,
this study could not observe a causal link between founder
characteristics and the degree to which founders emphasized
the social-mission focus. This focus was equally evident for
both younger founders and more experienced entrepreneurs
who enjoyed greater material security after successful prior
careers.

Acquiring External Resources. Building on the social-
mission focus and founding motivations, this study also ex-
plored how social start-ups acquire external resources. This
is a key step for studying the acceleration process. Accord-
ing to the resource-based view, which underpins the theory
of organizational sponsorship, incubators and accelerators
provide nascent ventures with tangible and intangible re-
sources to support their survival and growth (Carayannis &
Von Zedtwitz, 2005; McAdam & McAdam, 2008; Rothaermel
& Thursby, 2005).

The literature on social entrepreneurship features two
main arguments regarding the resource needs of social start-
ups. First, they require resource inputs broadly similar to
those that conventional entrepreneurs need (Austin et al.,
2012; Dacin et al., 2010). Second, they face challenges in at-
tracting the resources necessary to scale (Austin et al., 2012;
Lall et al., 2013). Hence, the resource-constrained environ-
ment in which social start-ups operate should make them re-
ceptive to external assistance to support their survival and
growth (Pandey et al., 2017, p. 8).

The first argument is only partially confirmed by the re-
sults. Like most nascent ventures, the social start-ups in this
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study expected an incubator or accelerator to provide knowl-
edge and training, particularly about marketing and sales,
as well as social capital and personal support. Surprisingly,
however, the founders considered tangible resources such as
funding and office space as less important than intangible
ones – contrary to studies that identified access to tangible re-
sources as a key benefit of an incubator (McAdam & McAdam,
2008; Van Weele et al., 2017).

To a certain degree, this result is contingent on the indi-
vidual circumstances of the start-ups, including the maturity
of most founders, the Impact Factory’s decision not to provide
seed funding, and the virtual delivery of most services due to
Covid-19. Nonetheless, this finding illustrates how social en-
trepreneurs deal with resource needs. Far from representing
a “fragile breed of startups” (J. Hausberg & Korreck, 2017,
p. 2), the founders showed resilience and inventiveness in
overcoming resource constraints. Faced with environmental
barriers in attracting resources, the founders developed cre-
ative mechanisms to circumvent them (Dacin et al., 2010, p.
49).

This finding contradicts the linear way in which the
resource-based view envisages the role of incubators or accel-
erators (Becker & Gassmann, 2006; Rothaermel & Thursby,
2005). Rather than relying on sponsors as primary resource
providers, social start-ups leverage their relations with var-
ious stakeholders to overcome “institutional voids,” as Do-
herty et al. (2014, p. 424) have observed. Their human
capital requirements focus more on versatility and rapid
knowledge acquisition to overcome resource barriers than
is the case for conventional ventures (Harris & Kor, 2013).
The growth process of social start-ups should, therefore, not
be viewed as a consistent acquisition of resources, but rather
as the development of dynamic capabilities – the ability to
react to and capitalize on growth opportunities (Brown &
Mawson, 2016, p. 820).

5.1.2. Contributions to the Literature on Incubators and Ac-
celerators

Although the popularity of incubators and accelerators
is growing, many researchers still treat them as a black box
(Hackett & Dilts, 2008) by focusing on their organizational
features or their impact on venture performance. Conse-
quently, there have been recent calls to study the process
(Crisan et al., 2019) or mechanisms of acceleration (Shankar
& Clausen, 2020). In response to these calls, the present
study offers three contributions in the context of social start-
ups.

First, it clarified the portfolio of services that accelera-
tors offer (Crisan et al., 2019, p. 2) by compiling an ex-
emplary services portfolio (see Appendix), which describes
and systematizes their most prominent activities based on 26
studies. Second, it explored how social start-ups “assess the
value-proposition of social accelerators” (Pandey et al., 2017,
p. 1) by evaluating these activities from the perspective of so-
cial start-ups. Third, it put “accelerators’ heterogeneity at the
core of the analysis” (Colombo et al., 2018, p. 193) by identi-
fying how the acceleration of social start-ups is different from

support for start-ups without a social-mission focus.
The Services Portfolio of Incubators and Accelerators.

The services portfolio of incubators and accelerators – or in
other words, how these programs support their ventures –
has received surprisingly little attention. Existing studies
of incubator and accelerator activities are mostly conceptual
or specific to limited cases, as recent reviews on incubators
(J. P. Hausberg & Korreck, 2021) and accelerators (Crisan et
al., 2019) have illustrated. The lack of clarity on the support
offerings of incubators and accelerators can be attributed to
the novelty of the phenomenon, definitional challenges, and
the empirical diversity of these programs.

This study contributes to the understanding of incubator
and accelerator activities by compiling an exemplary services
portfolio. Although the resulting table, based on 26 studies
and reports, did not amount to a systematic review, it still
offers an indication of the most prominent activities of in-
cubators and accelerators. The informative value of the ser-
vices portfolio was increased by using consistent terminol-
ogy; differentiating between services and interventions (ac-
tual activities) and mechanisms (processes transforming ac-
tivities into outcomes) following Crisan et al. (2019, p. 16);
and summarizing the studies in three categories: conven-
tional incubators, conventional accelerators, and social in-
cubators/accelerators.

The exemplary portfolio of nine incubator and accelerator
services (see Appendix and summarized as in Table 2 in Sec-
tion 2.4) leads to the following observations. First, two ser-
vices – “education and training” and “external networking”
– were mentioned in almost all the reviewed studies, which
emphasizes their prominence in the literature. Second, the
activities of conventional incubators and accelerators feature
remarkable overlap – aside from “coworking space” and “in-
ternal mentoring,” which were most strongly associated with
incubators and accelerators, respectively. The prominence
of all other activities associated with the bridging or buffer-
ing mechanism in Table 2 was equal or within a range of
10%. This finding validates this study’s decision, explained
in Section 2.2.2, to treat incubators and accelerators as con-
ceptually similar entities. Third, it suggests greater varia-
tion between conventional incubators/accelerators and those
focused on social start-ups. For example, “peer support”
and “access to external funding” seemed more prominent
among social incubators/accelerators than among their con-
ventional counterparts.

This last finding, however, also indicates the limitations
of the services portfolio. While helpful in bringing clarity to
a fragmented research area, it is still based on a small sample
of studies and has little value in explaining causality. More-
over, it was compiled not only on statistical grounds but also
to reflect potential theoretical salience (e.g., the inclusion of
the boosting mechanism). It cannot account for novel sup-
port requirements of social start-ups left unaddressed in the
reviewed studies. Consequently, the services portfolio pri-
marily served as a research device to explore the acceleration
of social start-ups in interviews with their founders.

The Value Proposition of Incubators and Accelerators.
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The value of incubator and accelerator support for nascent
ventures remains disputed. While some studies have re-
ported lower chances of start-up survival (Schwartz, 2013)
and achieving key milestones (Yu, 2020), others have found
positive effects on exit financing (S. Smith et al., 2015), ven-
ture performance (C. S. R. Chan et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Uribe
& Leatherbee, 2018), and funding and employee growth
(Hallen et al., 2020). That said, studies claiming positive
effects have faced selection problems and issues of limited
generalizability (Stokan, Thompson, & Mahu, 2015).

Due to its exploratory research design, this study could
not contribute to the debate on the quantifiable impact of
incubators or accelerators on venture performance. It could,
however, study how the beneficiaries of the acceleration
process perceive the value of incubators or accelerators.
This approach was motivated by recent calls to study in-
cubators and accelerators from the perspective of start-ups
(Colombo et al., 2018; Pauwels et al., 2016). To date, the
only peer-reviewed study to explicitly explore what social en-
trepreneurs value in an accelerator is Pandey et al. (2017).
That study reported that founding teams’ human capital
influences their perceptions of social accelerator benefits.
The authors concluded their study of 4,000 social ventures
by calling for a “fine-grained qualitative examination” (19),
which the present study set out to achieve through the rank-
ing of sponsorship services (Table 11) in combination with
an in-depth exploration of nine incubator and accelerator
activities.

Together, these findings represent one of the first in-depth
assessments of incubator and accelerator benefits by social
start-ups. While the results have been thoroughly discussed
in Section 4.3, it is worth noting how forming two subgroups
allowed the comparison of start-ups that participated in a full
support program (ramp-ups) with those that enjoyed a lim-
ited interaction (fellows). Ultimately, aside from “validation
and visibility” and “education and training,” the cross-case
analysis showed remarkable similarity in the value percep-
tions of both groups.

Social Start-Up Acceleration. There is great interest in
“examining a wide range of organizational contexts in which
accelerators operate” (Crisan et al., 2019, p. 20). However,
despite the popularity of studies on accelerators run by cor-
porations or the public sector, support for social enterprises
has received less scholarly scrutiny (J. Hausberg & Korreck,
2017). Beneath this research gap lies a question of theoret-
ical and practical importance: Is the acceleration of social
start-ups a unique organizational context? Or, phrased from
the perspective of the beneficiaries, do social start-ups “re-
quire a different kind of assistance” (J. Hausberg & Korreck,
2017, p. 13)?

Recent studies on this issue, referenced in Section 2.2.3,
have indicated empirical differences between social incu-
bators and their conventional counterparts (Sansone et al.,
2020; SIM, 2020). The exemplary services portfolio (see
Appendix) also indicates variation in service offerings. Con-
sistent with these results, the present study provides a strong
indication that social start-ups have unique support needs

that cannot be met by conventional incubator and accel-
erator benefits. Consequently, this study proposes a novel
support mechanism for start-ups aiming to solve societal or
environmental issues: impact acceleration.

Importantly, the suggestion of a novel mechanism does
not imply that the original sponsorship mechanisms are in-
effective for accelerating social start-ups. On the contrary,
there was significant overlap in the support needs of con-
ventional and social start-ups. However, this study identifies
two services – demonstrating social impact and delivering the
social mission – that are not traditionally offered by incuba-
tors and accelerators. According to the interviewed founders,
these activities differentiate the acceleration of social start-
ups from supporting other ventures.

The benefits of incubator specialization have already
been highlighted by multiple studies. Graduating from an
incubator with a focus on the SDGs helps social start-ups to
communicate their impact (Gianoncelli et al., 2020). Align-
ment between the service portfolio of incubators and accel-
erators and their tenant profiles increases the impact of their
interventions (Bruneel et al., 2012). The key in increasing
customer value for tenants with a specialist stance is differ-
entiation through the selection process and service offerings
(Vanderstraeten et al., 2020). These findings reinforce this
study’s claim that social start-ups are best served by special-
ized programs.

5.1.3. Contributions to the Literature on Organizational
Sponsorship

Following the observation that “knowledge about the
form (accelerator) is incomplete without knowledge about
the mechanism (acceleration)” (Shankar & Clausen, 2020,
p. 2), this study used the framework of organizational spon-
sorship to explore social start-up acceleration. In doing so, it
had to contend with the facts that organizational sponsorship
is far from an established theory and that its mechanisms are
still “somewhat unclear” and “may differ across sponsorship
phenomena” (Breivik-Meyer, 2020, p. 185). However, the
novelty of the framework provided fertile ground for ex-
ploring social start-ups’ perceptions of different sponsorship
mechanisms.

This research yielded two main contributions to the litera-
ture on organizational sponsorship. First, it clarified how so-
cial start-ups perceive the sponsorship mechanisms of buffer-
ing, bridging, and boosting. Second, it reflected the trade-off
between the benefits of sponsorship and its disadvantages.

The Mechanisms of Organizational Sponsorship. Ow-
ing to their novelty, the mechanisms of organizational spon-
sorship remain undefined. While most authors accept the
mechanisms of buffering and bridging proposed by Amezcua
et al. (2013), others have suggested that sponsors should en-
gage in bolstering (Pandey et al., 2017), curating (Amezcua
et al., 2020), sheltering (Breivik-Meyer et al., 2019), and
boosting (Autio & Rannikko, 2016). This theoretical frag-
mentation sparked two questions about incubators and ac-
celerators: Which activities correspond to these mechanisms,
and how do start-ups value them?
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This study took two steps to clarify this debate. The first
step was to disregard all mechanisms that appeared insuf-
ficiently distinct from the two original mechanisms (i.e., all
but boosting); the second was to match the nine exemplary
interventions to the three remaining mechanisms to assess
how social start-ups perceive their value. This process gen-
erated two main insights into how social start-ups view the
mechanisms of organizational sponsorship.

First, the focus of the early sponsorship literature on
increasing venture survival (Amezcua et al., 2013; Flynn,
1993b) does not reflect the reality of social start-ups. Rather
than relying on an organizational sponsor to shield them
from market pressures – the idea at the core of the buffering
mechanism – social start-ups appear to be sufficiently re-
silient and inventive to build up their resource base on their
own. A number of the activities associated with buffering,
such as education and training and internal mentoring, were
highly valued by the founders – but primarily to accelerate
their learning, not to ensure their survival. By contrast, they
rated the provision of material resources – buffering in a lit-
eral sense – as far less important than networking, a benefit
related to bridging. This result is consistent with Pandey
et al. (2017, p. 19) early indication that social accelera-
tors “engage in less buffering and more bridging”. Because
of their strong external orientation, social start-ups also
seemed unaffected by the risks of resource munificence often
associated with the buffering mechanism, such as missing
important early feedback (Cohen, 2013) or facing the “life
support incubation trap” (Clarysse et al., 2015, p. 19).

The second insight is that the social start-ups only par-
tially valued the boosting mechanism proposed by Autio and
Rannikko (2016). The founders welcomed incubator support
in boosting their capacity for growth – but not in controlling
milestones. In fact, only two founders expressed a favorable
opinion of milestones set by an incubator. Most founders ap-
peared sufficiently driven without the need for external in-
tervention. Some even suggested an incubator could help
founders slow down and find stability, rather than bringing
even more speed into the process. In that respect, impact
acceleration seems to differ from the “time-compressed scal-
ing” that characterizes support from conventional accelera-
tors (Shankar & Clausen, 2020).

The Trade-Off Between Sponsorship and Self-Reliance.
One major contribution of Amezcua et al. was to challenge
the notion that resource munificence is universally beneficial
for nascent ventures (2013). Instead of supporting a one-
size-fits-all approach, the authors argued for a contingent
approach that accounts for the heterogeneity of ventures
and environmental conditions. Similarly, Jourdan and Kivle-
niece (2017) found that the positive effects of sponsorship
can be overshadowed by a loss of incentives and internal
discipline beyond a certain level.

Despite their largely positive assessment of incubator sup-
port, the founders in this study confirmed that seeking exter-
nal support is a deliberate trade-off. The founders displayed
a strikingly broad range of attitudes towards formal support
programs. While some refused to participate in any formal

program, others took advantage of five or more support pro-
grams.

Yet, in explaining their reasons for joining or not joining
an incubator, the founders rarely mentioned the risks of re-
source munificence that the sponsorship literature has high-
lighted. Rather, the founders were concerned an incubator
might jeopardize their autonomy or be a source of rejection.
The motives for entrepreneurial self-reliance confirmed Pat-
ton et al. (2009) observation that sharing ownership and con-
trol of a new business in an incubator can be a “significant
source of anxiety” (p. 628), with a “fine line between inter-
ference and support” (p. 633).

Even though founders valued an incubator’s help in re-
ducing uncertainty and providing validation (Carayannis &
Von Zedtwitz, 2005), they also appeared highly selective in
weighing the potential benefits and disadvantages of an incu-
bation program – and the time required. Hence, the follow-
ing section discusses how funders and managers of support
programs can ensure that their offerings provide the most
value and relevance for social start-ups.

5.2. Practical Implications
Substantial resources are currently being invested in the

incubation of early-stage social ventures. Governments, cor-
porations, and private foundations view social start-ups as
a promising solution to tackling societal and environmen-
tal challenges. However, there is still considerable uncer-
tainty about the optimal design of entrepreneurial support
activities. Nonetheless, precisely because of the ongoing de-
bate about the impact of incubators and accelerators on ven-
ture performance, there is “great value in understanding the
mechanisms that make sponsorship more effective” (Breivik-
Meyer, 2020, p. 185). To realize this ambition, this study
describes practical implications for three stakeholder groups
that would benefit from maximizing the value of social start-
up acceleration: funders, incubator and accelerator man-
agers, and social entrepreneurs.

5.2.1. Funders of Incubators and Accelerators
How accelerators structure and run their programs is

“largely determined by the objectives of their key sharehold-
ers” (Pauwels et al., 2016, p. 22), the influence of whom
stems mostly from their financial contributions. In Germany,
much of the revenue of incubators and accelerators depends
on grants or subsidies – on average, 50% (SIM, 2020, p. 48).
The reliance on external funding is exacerbated by a focus
on social start-ups, which promise limited financial returns.
As a result, funders have a crucial role in shaping support
programs.

The essential takeaway of this study for funders is that the
right support can, according to social start-ups themselves,
have a positive effect on their development. Provided incu-
bators and accelerators consider the unique characteristics
of social enterprises, starting from their social-mission focus
and resource needs, they can effectively support these orga-
nizations’ growth. To put this into practice, funders should
consider the following recommendations:
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• Fund dedicated programs: The complexity of support-
ing social start-ups entails higher costs. Social start-
ups require specialized knowledge on impact measure-
ment, hybrid legal structures, and double-bottom-line
financing that is not as readily available as expertise
about conventional business incubation. Regardless,
funders would benefit from tailoring their programs,
for example, by offering dedicated services for impact
acceleration.

• Readjust financial expectations: The hybrid nature of
social start-ups means that the venture capital model of
many accelerators is inapplicable. Instead of planning
for a quick exit, social start-ups think long-term and re-
nounce profits to aid their mission. Even if the impact
of social start-ups is harder to quantify, their accelera-
tion holds the promise of generating significant societal
and environmental returns. Funders should be patient
– and shift their return expectations accordingly.

• Evaluate and adapt continuously: The value that in-
cubators and accelerators create for social start-ups
depends on many external factors, from shifts in the
political landscape to changes in target markets and
founder demographics. Funders should continuously
evaluate – and adapt – the programs they offer based
on changing circumstances, in the same way that start-
ups weigh the advantages and disadvantages of sup-
port programs.

• Put values into practice: Incubators and accelerators
can be a source of emotional support and stability
during a precarious and highly stressful period for
founders. However, building a culture of trust and
humility requires funders to set the right example and
put these values into practice. How funders set goals,
recruit staff, and allocate resources determines how so-
cial start-ups experience their time within an incubator
or accelerator.

5.2.2. Managers of Incubators and Accelerators
The managers of incubators and accelerators play a vi-

tal role in the acceleration of start-ups. Experienced incuba-
tor managers reduce the risk of start-up failures (Wise & Val-
liere, 2014). The duration, intensity, and range of their inter-
ventions strongly affect the business assistance that start-ups
receive (Rice, 2002). To increase the effectiveness of their
support for social start-ups, incubator managers could, there-
fore, consider the following recommendations:

• Select the right teams: Value alignment within cohorts
is crucial to leverage peer effects.

• Customize education and training activities: Start-ups
appreciate when their practical needs are addressed –
especially regarding legal issues and raising external
funding.

• Build a wide and relevant network: Social capital is
potentially the main incubator benefit. Incubator man-
agers need to invest significant resources in expanding
their network.

• Nurture personal relations: Experienced mentors and
coaches can be highly effective in helping founders
keep their focus, deal with complex challenges, and
avoid mission drift.

• Avoid dependencies: Social start-ups need to stand in-
dependently – or fail – quickly.

• Invest in the brand: Only well-known incubators pro-
vide strong validation signals.

• Ensure the social impact: Measuring, demonstrating,
and delivering impact is a key benefit of incubators
and accelerators, especially for founders with corpo-
rate background.

5.2.3. Founders of Social Start-ups
Far from being passive recipients of incubator services,

start-up founders actively shape the incubation process –
an effect called coproduction (Rice, 2002) and codevelop-
ment (Vanderstraeten et al., 2020). An accelerator’s impact
is driven by the accelerator and its applicants “in ways that
are difficult to untangle” (Cohen, Fehder, et al., 2019, p.
1783). As a result, founders of social start-ups should heed
the following recommendations:

• Allocate sufficient resources: To reap the benefits of a
support program, social start-ups first need to critically
reflect on the time and resources that active participa-
tion requires.

• Determine the right fit: Specialized programs may be
more effective, but they also place greater burden on
the selection process to maximize fit between incuba-
tors and start-ups.

• Stay open-minded: Once they are part of a program,
founders need to accept their cognitive biases, recog-
nize their knowledge gaps, and remain open to being
challenged.

• Practice self-care: Social entrepreneurs are at risk of
burnout and overworking. To solve complex societal
challenges, funders must first preserve their personal
well-being.

• Give back: A key benefit of an incubator or accelera-
tor is peer networking. Social start-ups should invest
sufficient time into learning from other start-ups.

• Focus on the social mission: Pursuing a double-bottom
line forces social entrepreneurs to juggle a myriad of
demands. An incubator can assist them in focusing on
the core mission.
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5.3. Limitations and Future Research
As an exploratory case study within the research setting

of a single incubator, this study’s research design had lim-
itations. In a novel and rapidly evolving field such as the
acceleration of social start-ups, these issues also constitute
research opportunities. The following section outlines five of
these limitations and how they might spark further research.

First, the interview method could have led to possible
bias. To improve internal and external validity, a standard-
ized questionnaire was combined with further secondary
sources. Regardless, the subjective views of the intervie-
wees, the presence of the interviewer, or a poor recollection
of past events may have affected the data collection. More-
over, nascent entrepreneurs are not always aware of their
knowledge gaps (Vanderstraeten et al., 2020). These limita-
tions could be addressed by increasing the sample size and
interviewing multiple team members. Human capital factors
also warrant further examination. How does the background
and profile of social entrepreneurs influence their perception
of incubator benefits? A quantitative study on the support
services identified in this thesis could validate its qualitative
results.

The second limitation concerns the units of analysis (i.e.,
social start-ups). There were valid reasons for adopting the
perspective of the beneficiaries of incubator services. How-
ever, the robustness and reliability of the results could be
strengthened by extending the analysis to managers of in-
cubators and other stakeholders who engage in the acceler-
ation process, such as coaches, mentors, and investors. This
approach would reflect the interdependencies of these actors.

The third limitation pertains to the generalizability of the
findings due to the lack of comparative data. It would be
fruitful to compare social start-ups with a control group of
conventional start-ups (i.e., without a social mission), either
within the same incubation environment or across different
support programs. Doing so could confirm that impact accel-
eration is a unique sponsorship mechanism not sufficiently
provided by traditional sponsorship mechanisms. It would
also be interesting to compare the support needs of for-profit
ventures with those of nonprofit organizations, which are
likely to display different acceleration needs. A longitudi-
nal assessment could help validate the observation that the
acceleration needs of social start-ups quickly evolve. Further
research could compare incubators or accelerators in other
locations to confirm whether observations in a high-income
country such as Germany are transferable to other regional
contexts.

The fourth limitation relates to the effect that acceleration
has on the societal or environmental challenges that start-ups
seek to address. Questions remain regarding whether incu-
bator interventions make a measurable difference to achiev-
ing a social mission and how this impact could be increased
through appropriate support activities. Tracking established
impact metrics and economic performance indicators, such as
revenue growth, increased headcount, or raised funds, could
help evaluate the effect of entrepreneurial support programs
on both bottom lines of social start-ups.

The final limitation revolves around the effects of Covid-
19, which the World Health Organization declared a global
pandemic in March 2020. As a result, the Impact Factory had
to move the delivery of its program to an all-virtual setting
for a significant part of the analyzed period, which ran from
June 2019 to October 2020. Surprisingly, the respondents
reported that the pandemic had a limited impact on their
program experience, for example in regard to the coworking
space and the lack of on-site networking opportunities. Nev-
ertheless, one should assume that the unique circumstances
of Covid-19 had a considerable effect on the results of this
study. It would be interesting to compare the views expressed
in this study with a post-Covid-19 incubator experience, for
example in terms of meeting face-to-face for networking or
mentoring.

6. Conclusion

Social start-ups differ from other entrepreneurial ven-
tures in how they combine commercial activities and a so-
cial mission. Increasing access to electricity in Sub-Saharan
Africa, protecting biodiversity in Peru, and reducing waste
created by disposable food packaging are just three exam-
ples of how the start-ups in this study are tackling societal
and environmental problems. Although these ventures have
the potential to achieve an impact on a global scale, they also
face distinct challenges in acquiring the resources required to
grow their business and impact models.

Incubators and accelerators have emerged as one of the
most popular support models for early-stage social ventures.
By providing tangible and intangible resources, these support
programs can help social entrepreneurs to develop and grow
their ventures. However, there is still insufficient understand-
ing of how social start-ups perceive the value proposition of
incubators and accelerators – and of whether social start-ups
have unique support requirements.

This study explored the acceleration of social start-ups
through an inductive case study of 10 social start-ups in an
impact-oriented incubator. It found that their strong social-
mission focus affected their resource needs. Social start-ups
are resilient, creative, and independent. They are primarily
interested in expanding their networks and acquiring new
knowledge, and they are highly selective when it comes to
sharing control and raising capital from external investors.

To improve their value proposition for social start-ups,
incubators and accelerators should adapt their service offer-
ings accordingly. Relying on the mechanisms of organiza-
tional sponsorship – buffering, bridging, and boosting – is
insufficient. Therefore, this study proposed the new sup-
port mechanism of impact acceleration. By helping social
start-ups demonstrate their impact and deliver on their mis-
sion, incubator and accelerators can overcome the “pioneer
gap” and support high-impact ventures in their most critical
phases (Lall et al., 2013).

This study showed that social start-ups are cautious in
how they allocate their time – but also appreciative of the
right support at the right moment. According to R2, “If
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you’re a founder, the only thing you’re looking for is prob-
lem solvers. . . And if you have one, you don’t let them go.” A
successful incubator or accelerator can be more than the sum
of its parts. It can create a community of changemakers who
assist, motivate, and inspire each other every day. As F1 said,
“Start-ups live from being together, from suffering together,
but also from celebrating together.”

To understand the support needs of social start-ups, fur-
ther research is required. Hopefully, the findings of this study
will facilitate further study of this emerging – and exciting –
phenomenon. Understanding how incubators and accelera-
tors can optimize their support for social start-ups would not
only benefit funders and the managers of these organizations,
but also ventures seeking to solve some of the world’s most
urgent problems by putting their mission first.
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Nicolopoulou, K., Karataş-Özkan, M., Vas, C., & Nouman, M. (2017). An in-
cubation perspective on social innovation: the London Hub–a social

https://www.send-ev.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/DSEM2019.pdf
https://www.send-ev.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/DSEM2019.pdf
http://docplayer.net/18929817-Best-practice-business-incubator-management-andrew-duff.html
http://docplayer.net/18929817-Best-practice-business-incubator-management-andrew-duff.html
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Studien/herausforderungen-bei-der-gruendung-und-skalierung-von-sozialunternehmen.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=13
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Studien/herausforderungen-bei-der-gruendung-und-skalierung-von-sozialunternehmen.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=13
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Studien/herausforderungen-bei-der-gruendung-und-skalierung-von-sozialunternehmen.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=13
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Studien/herausforderungen-bei-der-gruendung-und-skalierung-von-sozialunternehmen.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=13
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Studien/herausforderungen-bei-der-gruendung-und-skalierung-von-sozialunternehmen.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=13
https://evpa.eu.com/uploads/publications/EVPA_MAZE-Enablers_of_Impact_report_2020.pdf
https://evpa.eu.com/uploads/publications/EVPA_MAZE-Enablers_of_Impact_report_2020.pdf
https://www.galidata.org/publications/the-entrepreneurship-database-program-2019-data-summary/
https://www.galidata.org/publications/the-entrepreneurship-database-program-2019-data-summary/
https://www.galidata.org/publications/the-entrepreneurship-database-program-2019-data-summary/
https://impact-factory.de/
https://impact-factory.de/
https://www.ilo.org/sector/sectors-covered/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/sector/sectors-covered/lang--en/index.htm
https://matthewkingphd.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Impact-Accelerators_Strategic_Options_for_Development_and_Implementation_12_30_15.pdf
https://matthewkingphd.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Impact-Accelerators_Strategic_Options_for_Development_and_Implementation_12_30_15.pdf
https://matthewkingphd.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Impact-Accelerators_Strategic_Options_for_Development_and_Implementation_12_30_15.pdf
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/opus45-ubtr/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/1466/file/DissertationLilliLeirich.pdf
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/opus45-ubtr/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/1466/file/DissertationLilliLeirich.pdf
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/opus45-ubtr/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/1466/file/DissertationLilliLeirich.pdf
https://integral-entrepreneurship.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Startup-Genome-Premature-Scaling.pdf
https://integral-entrepreneurship.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Startup-Genome-Premature-Scaling.pdf
https://integral-entrepreneurship.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Startup-Genome-Premature-Scaling.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-startup-factories/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-startup-factories/
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/good_incubation_wv.pdf
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/good_incubation_wv.pdf


N. Manhart / Junior Management Science 7(2) (2022) 289-337 337

incubator. R&D Management, 47(3), 368–384.
Pandey, S., Lall, S. A., Pandey, S. K., & Ahlawat, S. (2017). The appeal of

social accelerators: What do social entrepreneurs value? Journal of
Social Entrepreneurship, 8(1), 88–109.

Patton, D., Warren, L., & Bream, D. (2009). Elements that underpin high-
tech business incubation processes. The Journal of Technology Trans-
fer, 34(6), 621–636.

Pauwels, C., Clarysse, B., Wright, M., & Van Hove, J. (2016). Understanding
a new generation incubation model: The accelerator. Technovation,
50, 13–24.

Perrini, F., & Vurro, C. (2006). Social entrepreneurship: Innovation and
social change across theory and practice. In Social Entrepreneurship
(pp. 57–85). Springer.

Radojevich-Kelley, N., & Hoffman, D. L. (2012). Analysis of accelerator
companies: An exploratory case study of their programs, processes,
and early results. Small Business Institute Journal, 8(2), 54–70.

Renko, M. (2013). Early challenges of nascent social entrepreneurs. En-
trepreneurship Theory and Practice, 37(5), 1045-1069.

Rice, M. P. (2002). Co-production of business assistance in business incu-
bators: An exploratory study. Journal of Business Venturing, 17(2),
163–187.

Roberts, P. W., & Lall, S. A. (2018). Observing Acceleration: Uncovering the
Effects of Accelerators on Impact-Oriented Entrepreneurs. Springer.

Roche, C. J. (1999). Impact Assessment for Development Agencies: Learning
to Value Change. Oxfam.

Rothaermel, F. T., & Thursby, M. (2005). University–incubator firm knowl-
edge flows: Assessing their impact on incubator firm performance.
Research Policy, 34(4), 305–320.

Sansone, G., Andreotti, P., Colombelli, A., & Landoni, P. (2020). Are so-
cial incubators different from other incubators? Evidence from Italy.
Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 158, 120132.

Santos, F. M. (2012). A positive theory of social entrepreneurship. Journal
of Business Ethics, 111(3), 335–351.

Schwartz, M. (2013). A control group study of incubators’ impact to promote
firm survival. The Journal of Technology Transfer, 38(3), 302–331.

Shankar, R. K., & Clausen, T. H. (2020). Scale quickly or fail fast: An
inductive study of acceleration. Technovation, 98, 102174.

Shieber, J. (2017). Techstars launches an impact accelerator for companies
focused on social and environmental impact. TechCrunch. Re-
trieved from https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/18/techstars
-launches-an-impact-accelerator-for-companies-focused
-on-social-and-environmental-impact/?guccounter=2

SIM. (2020). Social Innovation Monitor - Full Report on Incuba-
tors and Accelerators in Germany. Retrieved from https://
socialinnovationmonitor.com/en/report-incubators/

Smith, S., Hannigan, T., & Gasiorowski, L. (2013). Accelerators and crowd-
funding: Complementarity, competition, or convergence in the ear-
liest stages of financing new ventures? In Paper presented at the Uni-
versity of Colorado-Kauffman Foundation Crowd-Funding Conference,
Boulder, CO.

Smith, S., Hannigan, T., & Gasiorowski, L. (2015). Peering inside: How
do peer effects impact entrepreneurial outcomes in accelerators. In
Paper presented at the Academy of Management Proceedings.

Smith, W. K., & Lewis, M. W. (2011). Toward a theory of paradox: A dynamic
equilibrium model of organizing. Academy of Management Review,
36(2), 381–403.

Sonne, L. (2012). Innovative initiatives supporting inclusive innovation in
India: Social business incubation and micro venture capital. Techno-
logical Forecasting and Social Change, 79(4), 638–647.

Stinchcombe, A. L. (1965). Organizations and Social Structure. In J. March
(Ed.), Handbook of Organizations (pp. 153–193). Rand McNally.

Stokan, E., Thompson, L., & Mahu, R. J. (2015). Testing the differential
effect of business incubators on firm growth. Economic Development
Quarterly, 29(4), 317–327.

Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional
approaches. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 571–610.

Tracy, S. J. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight “big-tent” criteria for excellent
qualitative research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10), 837–851.

Triebel, C., Schikora, C., Graske, R., & Sopper, S. (2018). Failure in startup
companies: why failure is a part of founding. In Strategies in Failure
Management. Springer.

Van Weele, M., van Rijnsoever, F. J., & Nauta, F. (2017). You can’t always
get what you want: How entrepreneur’s perceived resource needs
affect the incubator’s assertiveness. Technovation, 59, 18–33.

Vanderstraeten, J., van Witteloostuijn, A., & Matthyssens, P. (2020). Orga-
nizational sponsorship and service co-development: A contingency
view on service co-development directiveness of business incubators.
Technovation, 98, 102154.

Ventures, P. (2020). What is Steward-Ownership? Retrieved from https://
purpose-economy.org/en/whats-steward-ownership/

Wernerfelt, B. (1984). A resource-based view of the firm. Strategic Manage-
ment Journal, 5(2), 171–180.

Wilkinson, C. (2015). A Map of Social Enterprises and Their
Eco-Systems in Europe - Synthesis Report. Retrieved
from http://apfse.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/
5.Synthesis-report-FINAL.pdf

Wilson, F., & Post, J. E. (2013). Business models for people, planet (&
profits): Exploring the phenomena of social business, a market-based
approach to social value creation. Small Business Economics, 40(3),
715–737.

Wise, S., & Valliere, D. (2014). The impact on management experience
on the performance of start-ups within accelerators. The Journal of
Private Equity, 18(1), 9–19.

Yang, S., Kher, R., & Newbert, S. L. (2020). What signals matter for so-
cial startups? it depends: The influence of gender role congruity
on social impact accelerator selection decisions. Journal of Business
Venturing, 35(2), 105932.

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods. SAGE Publica-
tions.

Yu, S. (2020). How do accelerators impact the performance of high-
technology ventures? Management Science, 66(2).

Zahra, S. A., Gedajlovic, E., Neubaum, D. O., & Shulman, J. M. (2009).
A typology of social entrepreneurs: Motives, search processes and
ethical challenges. Journal of Business Venturing, 24(5), 519–532.

Zimmer, K., & Pearson, K. (2019). This is what is still hold-
ing social entrepreneurs back. Retrieved from https://
www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/07/this-is-what-holds
-social-entrepreneurs-back/

Zimmerman, M. A., & Zeitz, G. J. (2002). Beyond survival: Achieving new
venture growth by building legitimacy. Academy of Management Re-
view, 27(3), 414–431.

https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/18/techstars-launches-an-impact-accelerator-for-companies-focused-on-social-and-environmental-impact/?guccounter=2
https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/18/techstars-launches-an-impact-accelerator-for-companies-focused-on-social-and-environmental-impact/?guccounter=2
https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/18/techstars-launches-an-impact-accelerator-for-companies-focused-on-social-and-environmental-impact/?guccounter=2
https://socialinnovationmonitor.com/en/report-incubators/
https://socialinnovationmonitor.com/en/report-incubators/
https://purpose-economy.org/en/whats-steward-ownership/
https://purpose-economy.org/en/whats-steward-ownership/
http://apfse.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/5.Synthesis-report-FINAL.pdf
http://apfse.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/5.Synthesis-report-FINAL.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/07/this-is-what-holds-social-entrepreneurs-back/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/07/this-is-what-holds-social-entrepreneurs-back/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/07/this-is-what-holds-social-entrepreneurs-back/

	Introduction
	Theoretical Background
	Social Start-Ups
	Defining Social Start-Ups
	Scaling Social Start-Ups

	Incubators and Accelerators
	The Emergence of Incubators and Accelerators
	Incubators and Accelerators – Same or Distinct?
	The Acceleration of Social Start-Ups: What is Known

	Organizational Sponsorship
	Original Framework
	Extended Framework
	Incubators and Accelerators as Organizational Sponsors

	Compiling an Exemplary Services Portfolio

	Research Design
	Case Study Method
	Research Setting
	Case Selection
	Selection Based on Development Stage
	Selection Based on Legal Structure
	Selection Based on Theoretical Considerations
	Selection Based on Active Participation

	Data Collection
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Social Mission and Founding Motivations
	Resource Needs
	Organizational Sponsorship Mechanisms
	Ranking of Sponsorship Interventions
	Buffering Mechanism
	Bridging Mechanism
	Boosting Mechanism
	Impact Acceleration

	Motives for Entrepreneurial Self-Reliance

	Discussion
	Theoretical Contributions
	Contributions to the Literature on Social Start-Ups
	Contributions to the Literature on Incubators and Accelerators
	Contributions to the Literature on Organizational Sponsorship

	Practical Implications
	Funders of Incubators and Accelerators
	Managers of Incubators and Accelerators
	Founders of Social Start-ups

	Limitations and Future Research

	Conclusion

