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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: This paper explores the creation and development process of an accelerator by a European business university,
Accelerator investigating the factors that led the university to found its own accelerator and that guided its set up process in
University . terms of choice of focal activities and governance structure, as well as the mechanisms through which it creates
gz‘(::;’srtee:ursmp value for its internal and external ecosystem. Relying on an in-depth case study approach, we conducted several

interviews with members of the accelerator, key university stakeholders, and external partners. Our empirical
evidence points to the existence of both internal and external drivers that led to the emergence of the university
accelerator and suggests that its operating and governance structures were strategically designed to leverage the
university’s internal strengths and resources and to balance integration and autonomy needs. It also underscores
the key roles played by the top management of the university and by the internal champion in aligning views,
building consensus, and negotiating solutions in this process. Finally, it reveals how by strategically orchestrating
the relationships with internal and external stakeholders a university accelerator can build internal and external
legitimacy and successfully balance the need of creating value for both the university and the broader ecosystem

in which it operates.

1. Introduction

Over the past decades, policymakers and researchers have increas-
ingly recognized the key role that universities play in driving economic
growth and development in ways that go beyond research and teaching.
This expanded role encompasses activities such as nurturing entrepre-
neurship within regional and national contexts, often referred to as their
third mission. Universities have, hence, evolved into dynamic in-
stitutions that actively promote entrepreneurship through the estab-
lishment of new ventures and the dissemination of entrepreneurial
culture and knowledge (Klofsten et al., 2019).

As part of their third mission activities, entrepreneurial universities
play a societal role by fostering entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviors
in ecosystem participants (Klofsten et al., 2019). To achieve this, they
continuously integrate and reconfigure their teaching, research, and
entrepreneurial activities to generate knowledge spillovers within their
ecosystem (Guerrero et al., 2015). Through such spillovers, entrepre-
neurial universities foster the creation of new ventures and contribute to
the economic development of the regions where they operate
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(Compagnucci and Spigarelli, 2020; Breznitz and Zhang, 2019; Klofsten
et al., 2019; Guerrero and Urbano, 2014).

Traditionally, entrepreneurial universities were those engaging
in the commercialization of research outcomes obtained by faculty
members with the support of technology transfer offices (TTOs)
(Wright et al., 2017; De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Metcalf et al., 2020;
Breznitz et al., 2018). More recently, entrepreneurial universities
have broadened their scope, serving as a platform for collaboration,
creation, and dissemination of knowledge through the orchestration of
multi-stakeholder partnerships and networks involving public and pri-
vate organizations (Leydesdorff and Meyer 2003; Inzelt 2004; Guerrero
et al.,, 2016a; De Keyser and Vandenbempt, 2023). This sometimes
culminates in the creation of university-based accelerators (UBAs), i.e.,
new organizations specifically designed to support entrepreneurial ac-
tion, growth, and survival of new ventures within the ecosystem.

The emergence of entrepreneurial universities and the creation of
UBAs, however, pose important challenges. First, an entrepreneurial
university engaging in the creation of its own UBA needs to develop
intrapreneurial capabilities, i.e., the “ability to engage in innovative
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activities within its existing organizational boundaries” (Audretsch
et al.,, 2021, p. 1). Second, an entrepreneurial university that aims at
exploiting its intrapreneurial capabilities needs to strike a balance be-
tween traditional academic activities involving research and teaching,
and more commercial/entrepreneurial endeavors (Shekhar et al., 2023;
Perkmann et al., 2019; Guerrero and Pugh, 2022; De Keyser and Van-
denbempt, 2023). Third, the inherent complex structure of universities,
which includes several different — and often diverging — subcultures,
departments, and isolated subunits, poses organizational challenges that
may hinder the mobilization of resources needed for the pursuit of
intrapreneurial endeavors (Klofsten et al., 2021).

Despite the growing focus on this subject in the literature and the
widespread acknowledgment of the role of UBAs in promoting entre-
preneurship within academic institutions (Cohen et al., 2019; Shekhar
et al., 2023), there has been limited attention to the processes that drive
their establishment and the factors that facilitate their effective opera-
tion, especially in the case of business universities (Bergman and
McMullen, 2022; De Keyser and Vandenbempt, 2023). The literature on
university-based accelerators has, in fact, mainly concentrated on in-
stitutions with a scientific or technical expertise (Shekhar et al., 2023).
These institutions, by nature, have the capacity to generate new scien-
tific discoveries or inventions with the potential to evolve into entre-
preneurial ventures and rely on the presence of TTOs. In contrast,
business universities have no direct access to scientific and technical
knowledge and hence need to orchestrate collaborations with comple-
mentary partners.

In this paper, we aim to address the gaps highlighted above by
answering the following research question: how do accelerators emerge
and develop in entrepreneurial universities? In particular, we seek to shed
light on: a) how universities decide to engage in the creation of an
accelerator and on the main internal and external drivers behind this
choice; b) how the actual development of an accelerator takes place in
terms of the choice of governance structure and operational activities,
and the main challenges and tensions that this process may involve; and
c) how an accelerator orchestrates its relationships with internal and
external actors to attain legitimacy and create value for both the uni-
versity and the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem.

To address our key research question, we conducted an in-depth case
study investigating the creation and development process of an accel-
erator housed in a European business university. We based our analysis
on a series of semi-structured interviews with members of the university
leadership team and the newly created UBA, other internal and external
stakeholders, as well as on a rich set of archival data (internal pre-
sentations, reports of activities, and memos) and site visits. Our case
evidence allowed us to capture the whole establishment process of the
UBA, including what prompted the creation of the accelerator (ante-
cedents), how it was operationally designed and how it orchestrated its
key activities and relations (process), and how it created value for the
university and the external ecosystem (outcomes). We also identified the
main actors who played a role in this process, the main challenges that
were faced, and the key mechanisms that were instrumental for the
successful development of the accelerator (i.e., negotiating with internal
actors, orchestrating relationships with internal and external stake-
holders, and creating value for the university and the ecosystem),
contributing to the literature on intrapreneurial universities and uni-
versity accelerators in multiple ways.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we review relevant litera-
ture on entrepreneurial universities, intrapreneurship in the university
context, and UBAs. Then, we illustrate our data and methods, and
describe our research setting. Next, we present our findings and discuss
how they contribute to extant literature and practice. We then conclude
by highlighting the key limitations of our study and identifying possible
avenues for future research.
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2. Background literature
2.1. Entrepreneurial universities

Universities have experienced a significant evolution in recent years,
spurred by increasing pressure to expand their traditional teaching and
research roles and embrace third mission activities aimed at advancing
societal progress (Compagnucci and Spigarelli, 2020). By disseminating
knowledge and fostering entrepreneurship and innovation through
pervasive collaboration with stakeholders across their ecosystems, uni-
versities have become pivotal catalysts for the socio-economic devel-
opment of the regions where they operate and key agents of change
(Klofsten et al., 2019). The growing literature on entrepreneurial uni-
versities further underscores their crucial role (Audretsch et al., 2012;
Forliano et al., 2021; Guerrero et al., 2016b). It suggests that, driven by
their third mission agendas, universities are increasingly engaging in
activities aimed at nurturing entrepreneurial talents and culture, as well
as facilitating new venture creation (Henry and Lahikainen, 2024). In so
doing, they are emerging as important catalysts for entrepreneurial ac-
tion within their ecosystems (Klofsten et al., 2019).

Extant research shows that, traditionally, entrepreneurial univer-
sities have advanced their third mission agenda by actively pursuing the
commercialization of research results via patenting, licensing, and
spinoff activities, often with support from technology transfer offices
(Mascarenhas et al., 2017). Yet, more recently, they have broadened the
scope of their entrepreneurial endeavors (Abreu and Grinevich, 2013;
Audretsch, 2014; Etzkowitz, 2013; Siegel and Wright, 2015a), engaging
in a wide array of programs, partnerships, and support activities aimed
at fostering the development of entrepreneurial skills and the founding
of new businesses (Breznitz et al., 2018).

As entrepreneurial universities strive to realize their third mission
agenda and expand their entrepreneurial activities, they commonly
encounter significant organizational challenges (Philpott et al., 2011).
These challenges involve navigating the complexities of university en-
vironments to effectively balance the logics and demands of traditional
research and academic activities with those of managing entrepre-
neurial endeavors (De Keyser and Vandenbempt, 2023; Engzell et al.,
2024; Klofsten et al., 2019). Further challenges arise from the need to
establish internal and external legitimacy for their entrepreneurial ac-
tivities (Tracey et al., 2018). This involves meeting the expectations of
both internal and external ecosystem stakeholders (Miller et al., 2021),
with whom universities must actively engage to secure the resources
needed to expand their entrepreneurial agenda (Bitektine and Haack,
2015).

Guerrero and Urbano (2012) suggest that a university’s capacity to
advance its entrepreneurial agenda while maintaining a balance with its
teaching and research activities hinges on two sets of factors: environ-
mental and internal. The former encompasses both formal elements such
as infrastructure, governance, and supportive measures for entrepre-
neurship, and informal ones like entrepreneurial attitudes and culture.
Internal factors include university resources and capabilities (e.g.,
human, physical, and financial resources, status and reputation, net-
works) that can be leveraged to support entrepreneurial activities. While
the extant literature emphasizes the importance of these factors in
shaping the development of entrepreneurial universities, it offers
limited insights on how they can be effectively orchestrated to foster
university environments where entrepreneurial activities can flourish.
Achieving this typically requires a strategic rethinking of existing
structures and processes, as well as the development of new capabilities
(Martin et al., 2019).

In fact, the organizational and governance structures of universities
are known to be hierarchical and bureaucratic, often proving ill-suited to
support their entrepreneurial endeavors (Kirby, 2006). Hence, as high-
lighted by Cunningham et al. (2022), entrepreneurial universities must
design and implement new organizational architectures that better align
with their objectives and needs. This often entails establishing new
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organizational units that go beyond traditional TTOs, including entre-
preneurship centers, incubators, accelerators, and other entities geared
towards supporting different types of entrepreneurial activities (Siegel
and Wright, 2015b). However, the integration of these units into the
wider university context, alongside the definition of their governance
structures and resource endowments, can become significant sources of
tension for entrepreneurial universities, potentially jeopardizing their
efforts to bolster support for entrepreneurial activities (Cunningham
etal., 2022). Legitimizing their role within the university environment is,
then, crucial to minimize resistance from internal stakeholders and thus
mitigate some of those tensions (Lundqvist and Williams-Middleton;
2024; O’Kane et al., 2015). Gaining legitimacy within the broader
external ecosystem is equally important for these units (Nafari et al.,
2024; Suchman, 1995; Van der Steen et al., 2022). To effectively play
their role, they must engage with various external stakeholders, including
academic and industry partners, government agencies, investors, and
community organizations, whose support is pivotal for the success of
their entrepreneurial efforts.

Previous studies suggest that universities must embrace entrepre-
neurial cultures and behaviors, and develop new capabilities and ap-
proaches to adeptly navigate the organizational transformations
necessary to achieve their entrepreneurial agendas and tackle associated
challenges (Guerrero et al., 2014; Klofsten et al., 2019). Recent work
highlights that this requires substantive leadership, as well as the
orchestration of effective intrapreneurial responses enabling universities
to create value for their internal and external ecosystems (Abreu and
Grinevich, 2024; Flores et al., 2024; Stolze and Sailer, 2022).

2.2. Intrapreneurship in the university context

Recent studies suggest that to advance their third mission activities
and remain relevant in an increasingly competitive environment where
the demands of students and stakeholders are rapidly evolving, entre-
preneurial universities must actively embrace intrapreneurship (Guer-
rero et al., 2021; Henry and Lahikainen, 2024; Miller et al., 2021).

Intrapreneurship, defined as “entrepreneurship within an existing
organization” (Antoncic and Hisrich, 2003, p. 9), was originally inves-
tigated in the corporate context (Pinchot, 1985). It refers to the process
through which individuals within an established organization identify
opportunities for innovation, renewal, and growth, which may result in
the creation of new businesses, products, services, or processes, or may
even instigate changes in the organizational culture (Sharma and
Chrisman, 1999). Research shows that by fostering the development of
intrapreneurial capabilities within their organizations, firms can achieve
a sustained competitive advantage and enhanced performance (Klofsten
etal., 2021). Acquiring a deeper understanding of how these capabilities
can be nurtured, especially within academic contexts where entrepre-
neurial endeavors typically face various challenges and constraints, is,
then, crucial (Flores et al., 2024).

While all aiming at fostering entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviors,
intrapreneurial activities within universities can manifest in various
forms (Schmitz et al., 2017). A common one, prevalent in STEM (Sci-
ence, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) disciplines, involves
faculty members founding academic spinoffs to capitalize on the value
of their scientific discoveries through knowledge commercialization
(Audretsch et al., 2024; Burkholder and Hulsink, 2022). Evidence shows
that this founding process stimulates intrapreneurial behaviors and
leads to the development of crucial capabilities among university em-
ployees (Valka et al., 2020). Although academic spinoffs have garnered
significant attention, intrapreneurial activities within universities
extend beyond them, involving not only faculty members but also
various other university stakeholders such as students, support staff, and
alumni, who may be driven by different aspirations and goals (Shekhar
et al., 2023; Wright et al., 2017).

Recent work suggests that to effectively enact intrapreneurial pro-
cesses, universities need to overcome significant challenges related to
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their complex governance and operational structures, and to the heter-
ogenous and often conflicting demands of their stakeholders (Klofsten
et al., 2021). This requires the development of intrapreneurial capabil-
ities, defined as “those higher-level competencies that determine that
entrepreneurial organizations will be able to improve/transform their
routines into entrepreneurial actions to integrate, build, and reconfigure
internal/external resources” (Guerrero et al., 2021, p. 4). University
leaders can play a pivotal role in the successful development of these
capabilities. By garnering support for their entrepreneurial vision and
goals, they can facilitate the transformative organizational change
required for the delivery of the entrepreneurial agenda and overcome
the associated challenges (Stolze and Sailer, 2022). Moreover, by
combining strategic thinking with capability development, university
leaders can contribute to shaping an organizational architecture that
allows to simultaneously support intrapreneurial and entrepreneurial
activities while satisfying different stakeholders’ interests over the long
term (Klofsten et al., 2019; Leih and Teece, 2016).

2.3. UBAs as intrapreneurial vehicles in entrepreneurial universities

UBAs are accelerators founded and supported by a university. They
act as vehicles to facilitate intrapreneurship within entrepreneurial
universities (Shekhar et al., 2023) and have the twofold objective of
supporting the transition of ideas from the lab to the market and
fostering entrepreneurial skills among students (Cohen et al., 2019;
Maritz et al., 2021). Like traditional accelerators, they typically offer
entrepreneurship-related training programs over a fixed and short
period (three to nine months) and provide services like office space,
mentorship, coaching, and advisory by leveraging the resources and
network of the university (Mansoori et al., 2019). Sometimes, they also
invest in the accelerated startups, which are subject to a strict selection
process (Breznitz and Zhang, 2019; Wright et al., 2017).

UBAs are one of the many entrepreneurial support organizations (e.
g., incubators, science and technology parks, co-working spaces) that,
over the past decade, have emerged in the broader entrepreneurial
ecosystem with the purpose of helping entrepreneurs survive and grow
through the provision of valuable resources (Bergman and McMullen,
2022; Ratinho et al., 2020; Stam, 2015). By leveraging the resources and
network of the founding university, UBAs strive to orchestrate multiple
relationships with various ecosystem actors, including investors, cor-
porates, and other academic institutions, to gain access to complemen-
tary resources and bolster the support they can offer to the startups they
work with (Caccamo and Beckman, 2022; Cohen et al., 2019; Stam and
Van de Ven, 2021; Wright et al., 2017). In so doing, they effectively act
as brokers between entrepreneurs and external stakeholders, thereby
legitimizing their role in the ecosystem (Bergman and McMullen, 2022;
Crisan et al., 2021).

While research has shed light on the activities carried out by UBAs
and on the services that they typically offer (Cohen et al., 2019), little is
known about the process and decision-making dynamics underlying the
creation of such organizational units, as well as the intricacies involved
in their founding and development.

Cunningham et al. (2022) suggest that three main factors typically
drive the decision to set up a UBA within an entrepreneurial university.
First, the delivery of the third mission agenda (Compagnucci and Spi-
garelli, 2020). Second, the need to provide entrepreneurial training for
students (Wright et al., 2017; Guerrero and Urbano, 2012). Third,
increased inter-university competition (Klofsten et al., 2019).

Extant literature highlights the importance of anticipating possible
tensions and challenges associated with selecting a specific operating
model and governance structure for a UBA (Abreu and Grinevich, 2013;
Cunningham et al., 2022). These tensions typically revolve around issues
of operational autonomy and institutional control (Debackere and
Veugelers, 2005; Nelles and Vorley, 2010), which need to be effectively
balanced to ensure that a UBA can be flexible in providing entrepre-
neurial support while being integrated into the wider university context
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(Clark, 1998). While such integration can foster beneficial relationships
with other departments and units, it also entails adhering to university
norms and procedures, which may constrain freedom and agility in
decision-making (Perkmann et al., 2019).

A critical concern for UBAs is also their ability to mobilize the
necessary resources for effective operation (Guerrero and Urbano, 2012;
O’Shea et al., 2005). Within the university, they often face competition
from other units and departments, leading to tensions over resource
allocation, particularly during the early stages, when they are still
establishing their internal legitimacy (O’Kane et al., 2015). Once legit-
imized, UBAs may access resources more easily and encounter lower
resistance. However, as previous studies highlight, the risk of a
mismatch between the resources that universities are ready to invest and
their entrepreneurial ambitions is not uncommon (Clarysse et al., 2005).
Therefore, it is imperative for UBAs to effectively engage with the
broader entrepreneurial ecosystem to access complementary resources
(Bergman and McMullen, 2022). By forging partnerships and gaining
endorsement from other ecosystem actors, they can build credibility and
establish external legitimacy (Drori and Honig, 2013). This requires
systematic alignment with the demands and needs of other ecosystem
actors, as well as significant operational agility (Link and Scott, 2005;
Grimaldi and Grandi, 2005).

Evidence shows that, to effectively support the development of a
UBA, entrepreneurial universities need to build intrapreneurial capa-
bilities enabling them to effectively orchestrate internal and external
relationships, particularly in the context of business universities, which
typically lack direct access to STEM skills (Greco and Tregua, 2022; Link
and Scott, 2005; Smilor, 1987). How these capabilities can be nurtured,
however, has not been adequately explored in the extant literature, thus
constraining our understanding of how UBAs can be used as effective
vehicles to foster intrapreneurship (Flores et al., 2024).

3. Data and methods

To gain an in-depth understanding of how a university-based accel-
erator (UBA) emerged and developed, we employed a qualitative
research approach (Miles and Huberman, 1994). We used a single
exploratory case study method (Yin, 2014) to investigate the drivers and
decision-making dynamics that led to the creation of a focal UBA, to
identify the key actors involved in its organizational setup and in
defining its main aspects, and to explore how internal and external re-
sources and networks were mobilized and orchestrated to support its
functioning and its capacity to create value. Despite the growing interest
in university accelerators and the proliferation of studies on this topic in
recent years, research on the phenomenon is still emergent and many
aspects related to the successful set-up and functioning of a university
accelerator are yet to be fully investigated. Therefore, the choice of an
in-depth case study method appears particularly suitable, especially as,
according to Dubois and Gadde (2002: 554) it allows to capture the
interaction “between a phenomenon and its context”. Moreover, this
research method allows to directly capture the lived experiences and
tacit knowledge of the actors involved in the creation of a focal UBA.
Below we describe our context of investigation and how we collected
and analyzed our data.

3.1. Research setting

The chosen case for our study is an accelerator, referred as Beta
hereafter, housed in a university that focuses on education and research
in the fields of business and management. Beta was founded in 2019
with the aim of making the university better at instigating and sup-
porting innovation and entrepreneurship, which had been recognized by
the top management as key pillars of its future development.

Organized as a division within the university, Beta has a team of 11
people with varied expertise in academia, business consulting, and
venture capital, and is led by an operating director who reports directly
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to the university’s top management. Beta offers two main programs to
support entrepreneurs: a pre-acceleration program and an acceleration
program, whose target participants are aspiring and early-stage entre-
preneurs, respectively. Access to these programs is based on a compet-
itive selection process. Since its creation, Beta pre-accelerated more than
100 teams and accelerated more than 40 startups. While the pre-
acceleration program is a structured training aimed at helping in-
dividuals with no prior entrepreneurial experience validate their initial
business ideas and develop an MVP (Minimum Viable Product), the
acceleration program aims to help early-stage startups that are already
incorporated, move from prototype to achieve PMF (Product-Market
Fit), and involves an upfront equity investment by Beta. Participants in
both programs are supported by dedicated mentors and advisors, and
are offered legal support and other perks through affiliated service
providers. Beta systematically collaborates with faculty members and
other units within the university, as well as various external actors,
including other universities in the region, operational partners, and
investors.

In selecting this case for our investigation, we were guided by three
main factors. First, Beta is part of a university that doesn’t provide ed-
ucation in STEM disciplines, but only in business and management. To
date, most available studies on UBAs have focused on science and
technology-based universities. Since the goals, focus, structure, and
collaboration strategies of an accelerator may be significantly influenced
by the university context in which it is embedded, the case we decided to
study may provide original insights on those aspects.

Second, Beta offers support to both aspiring and early-stage entre-
preneurs by means of pre-acceleration and acceleration programs. Pre-
acceleration programs are a relatively recent addition to the range of
support systems available to entrepreneurs, and there is limited empir-
ical evidence on them (Merguei, 2022; Merguei and Costa, 2022). As we
were particularly interested in understanding how a UBA can promote
the diffusion of entrepreneurial knowledge and skills among university
students and staff, the presence of a pre-accelerator program was a key
selection criterion for us.

Third, Beta operates in the region with the highest density of startups
in the country where it is located (StartupBlink, 2022). As one of our key
research objectives was to understand how a UBA can strategically
orchestrate its relationships with external actors to build a supportive
ecosystem enabling its successful functioning, the fact that our selected
accelerator was operating in a thriving entrepreneurial environment
made this context particularly suitable.

3.2. Data collection and analysis

Given the nature of our study, which aims at exploring the creation
and development process of Beta, at identifying the key internal and
external actors involved, as well as the resources mobilized to make it
succeed, our data collection strategy relied on multiple sources of in-
formation. Primary and secondary data were gathered both from the
university and the accelerator, and from some of its internal and external
stakeholders. Primary data were collected through 23 semi-structured
interviews conducted in three separate rounds between June 2022 and
January 2023. Interviews ranged in duration between 30 min and 1 h
and were conducted via video-call, recorded, transcribed, and submitted
to interviewees for verification. In selecting our 23 interviewees, who
include members of the university’s top management, and of the ac-
celerator’s teams, as well as relevant internal and external actors, we
aimed to ensure that key aspects of Beta’s emergence and development
and of the interactions established within the internal and external
ecosystems in which it operates could be fully understood. Since our
interviewees had been involved in Beta’s development process and its
initiatives in various capacities (see Table 1 for an overview of in-
terviewees), we were able to gather diverse views and information from
a variety of internal and external actors, enabling us to mitigate po-
tential biases (Gioia et al., 2013).
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Table 1
List of interviewees.
Category Organization Role
Internal stakeholders University Dean
Associate Dean of Innovation
Managing Director
Alumni Officer
Grants Officer
Accelerator Operating Director

Acceleration Program Manager
Pre-Acceleration Program Manager
Head of Vertical A

Head of Vertical B

Head of Vertical C

Legal Support Coordinator
Operation Manager

Team Member A

Team Member B

Team Member C

External stakeholders

Partner University A

Partner University B

Partner University C

Scientific Research Center

Scientific Research Center
Governmental Investment Agency
Innovation platform and accelerator

Senior Manager
Senior Manager
Senior Manager
Senior Manager
Project Manager
Project Manager
Director

Our interview process proceeded as follows. First, to gain an in-depth
understanding of what drove the creation of Beta and of the decision-
making dynamics that underlay this process, we interviewed in-
dividuals who held top management positions at the university and who
were directly involved in decisions related to the founding of Beta.
Specifically we interviewed the University Dean, Managing Director and
Associate Dean of Innovation. We asked them questions aimed at
uncovering the main objectives that the university intended to achieve
by setting up Beta, the actual process that led to its creation, the chal-
lenges faced, as well as the strategic considerations that influenced de-
cisions regarding Beta’s portfolio of activities, governance model,
operational structure, and external partnerships. These initial interviews
helped us identify target respondents for the subsequent round.

The second round of interviews, which focused on the accelerator’s
structure, activities, and operating model, involved all members of the
accelerator team, including its operating director, program and opera-
tions managers. While interview guides were partially adapted to fit the
interviewees’ roles in the accelerator, most of the questions we asked
aimed at gaining a comprehensive overview of how Beta is organized,
the key areas of activity, the main facets of its programs, and the range of
resources and services that are made available to support entrepreneurs.
Moreover, we explored the range of collaborations that Beta has estab-
lished both within the university and with external actors who are part
of its entrepreneurial ecosystem. Through snowball sampling (Biernacki
and Waldorf, 1981), and with the help of Beta’s team, we were able to
identify relevant target respondents for our third round of interviews.

This subsequent round of interviews, which involved internal and
external actors with whom Beta is cooperating more closely, aimed at
enriching our understanding of the network of relationships that the
accelerator has established with the purpose of building an internal and
external supportive ecosystem enabling its successful functioning. In
addition to individuals working in other units within the university, such
as the alumni or grant office, we also interviewed external actors with
whom the accelerator has established institutional and operational
partnerships, such as other universities and accelerators. This helped us
capture the objectives behind these collaborations, the nature of the
joint initiatives and activities envisaged, and gather their views on the
value that the accelerator brings to the ecosystem.

In addition to conducting interviews, we also relied on archival data,
including internal documentation (e.g., presentations and reports) made

available by Beta, and on information gathered from public sources such
as videos, press and websites (see Table A.1 for an overview of our data
sources). Moreover, we conducted site visits to the accelerator, as it has a
physical space, and participated in events organized by Beta. This gave
us the opportunity to further enrich our understanding of the activities
run by the accelerator and the ecosystem in which it operates, and to
interact with the startups participating in its programs.1 By using
different data sources and multiple informants we aimed to ensure data
triangulation and control for retrospective biases (Eisenhardt and
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2014).

In analyzing our data, we followed the logic of single case-study
research (Yin, 2014). To expedite the coding process, we began by
importing all interview transcripts and archival documents into NVivo
(a qualitative data analysis software package). We then immersed our-
selves in a thorough reading of the data, which allowed us to familiarize
with them and to start detecting initial patterns. To code our data, we
engaged in thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Flick, 2006). In
line with our research objectives, we searched for statements referring to
the creation and development of the UBA, to its organizational structure,
and to the actors involved in the process. We, subsequently, labelled
each statement based on the concept presented in the corresponding
segment of text, thus, obtaining an initial list of first-order codes.
Through a process of continuous iteration between our data and relevant
literature, we organized and grouped related first-order codes together,
which allowed us to develop broader second-order themes. In the final
step, by further abstraction, we were able to categorize the identified
second-order themes into five main aggregate dimensions, which
effectively encapsulate the key elements conveyed by our data regarding
the development of the UBA. These dimensions are summarized in
Table 2, which reports our final coding structure. Throughout the data
analysis process, the coding team, systematically interacted to validate
codes and themes, and to iteratively refining them until agreement was
reached (Saldana, 2021).

1 We also conducted 21 interviews with startups who had participated in the
programs offered by the UBA with the aim of triangulating the information on
the support services and activities that we had collected from other sources.



Table 2
Coding structure.

First order codes

Second order themes Aggregate dimensions

Entrepreneurship and innovation recognized as strategic priorities for the university
University top management aiming at creating a university ecosystem dedicated to entrepreneurship
Internal champion creating a sense of urgency and aligning views/overcoming initial reluctance

Enacting top management vision

Demand from students for more entrepreneurship-related courses and activities
Faculty members craving more opportunities to research, train and mentor entrepreneurs
Entrepreneurship-related initiatives as a means to potentially enhance alumni engagement

Addressing internal needs Prompting the accelerator creation

Key competitors have already set up accelerators to spur innovation and entrepreneurship
To retain its ranking position the university needs to maintain its reputation as talent developer
Embracing an active entrepreneurial role can help the university achieve its third mission

Meeting external pressures

Reaching consensus on areas of specialization for the accelerator
Aligning views on program offering and target participants
Defining activities and services to support entrepreneurs

Defining focus and operating model of the accelerator

Discussing and establishing a governance structure for the accelerator
Negotiating the allocation of dedicated resources and staff
Assembling a team of people with mixed competencies

Building the accelerator

Organizing the accelerator

Coordinating entrepreneurship-related activities within the university
Integrating practices and aligning procedures with other university divisions
Mobilizing internal resources

Embedding the accelerator within university activities

Raising awareness about the accelerator and its activities
Engaging with and gaining support from other actors within the university
Seeking shared goals and opportunities for collaboration

Orchestrating the internal ecosystem

Building internal legitimacy

Forging partnerships to gain access to complementary resources and skills
Community building and network development

Building collaborations and engagement with external stakeholders

Engaging in external outreach activities
Connecting with and gaining endorsement from relevant external actors

Orchestrating the external ecosystem

Seeking external legitimacy

Entrepreneurial initiatives involving university faculty, students and alumni
Innovation in the way the university carries out its own activities

Intrapreneurial outcomes

Attraction and growth of external entrepreneurial talents
Startup launch, fundraising, job creation

Entrepreneurial outcomes

Creating value for the university and the ecosystem
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4. Findings

Our case evidence has led to the identification of four macro di-
mensions through which the emergence and development of Beta can be
explained, as well as one additional dimension referring to the outcomes
of its value creation process. First, what prompted the creation of the
accelerator, i.e., the drivers and motivations that led to its establish-
ment. Second, how the accelerator was built, i.e., the definition of its
focus, operating model, organizational and governance structures, and
resource endowment. Third, how the accelerator orchestrated its inter-
nal ecosystem, building internal legitimacy and getting integrated
within the university. Fourth, how the accelerator orchestrated its
external ecosystem, engaging in collaborative partnerships and seeking
external legitimacy. Finally, how the accelerator created value both for
the university and the broader ecosystem.

4.1. Prompting the acceleration creation

Our case evidence shows that the decision to establish an accelerator
within a business university without a TTO or STEM focus was driven by
various factors and motivations, including enacting the university top
management’s vision, addressing internal university needs, and meeting
external pressures. The presence of an internal champion able to create a
sense of urgency within the organization and align views within the
leadership team was pivotal in moving the accelerator creation process
forward from its inception stage.

4.1.1. Enacting top management vision

A key driver behind the creation of the accelerator was the shared
vision of the university’s top management team and, in particular, of the
University Dean and of the Associate Dean of Innovation, who recog-
nized entrepreneurship and innovation as strategic priorities. The Dean
had a longstanding commitment to promoting innovation, both inter-
nally through educational programs and externally through a strong
engagement with the broader ecosystem. “I wanted to have a strong
emphasis on innovation and entrepreneurship in my tenure as Dean” (Uni-
versity Dean). This led him also to appoint, for the first time in the
university’s history, an Associate Dean of Innovation.

In addition to promoting innovation and entrepreneurship within the
university, their aim was also to nurture a university ecosystem that
could effectively contribute to the growth of the broader entrepreneurial
ecosystem. “We intended to contribute to boosting entrepreneurship in the
country and to make it more attractive by creating new employment oppor-
tunities” (University Associate Dean of Innovation). To realize this
vision, they believed that creating an organizational unit within the
university to facilitate and expedite the growth of innovative startups
could be an effective approach. The plan to create an accelerator gained
momentum towards the end of the first Dean’s tenure, when it was
explicitly included in his re-election mandate statement.

While the vision championed by the Dean and the Associate Dean of
Innovation to make entrepreneurship and innovation central to the
university’s strategic agenda was largely supported by other members of
the leadership team, not everyone was initially convinced that creating
an accelerator was the most effective approach. It was an entirely new
venture for the university, which required the allocation of significant
resources, and, as with all strategic initiatives pursued by the university,
it needed vetting and approval by the board of directors and executive
committee. “Without their support, initiatives such as this one have no
future” (University Dean).

The Associate Dean of Innovation, who acted as a true internal
champion, played a pivotal role in persuading top management about
the viability and merits of this initiative. With the backing of the Man-
aging Director and other influential members of the executive commit-
tee, he managed to overcome some initial reluctance and align views
within the leadership team, thus helping push the creation of the
accelerator forward. “The Associate Dean of Innovation was able to
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navigate this process effectively and steer the organization in the right di-
rection” (University Managing Director).

4.1.2. Addressing internal needs

The creation of an accelerator was seen as instrumental in meeting
the university’s internal needs and aspirations, particularly in fostering
entrepreneurship among students, faculty, and alumni, as well as in
promoting intrapreneurship.

For students attending a business university, entrepreneurship was
increasingly becoming an appealing job prospect. While the university
had already a rich teaching portfolio of innovation and entrepreneurship
courses, students were increasingly looking for experiential learning
opportunities on how to start and run their own ventures. “The university
leadership team realized that experiential learning, such as learning through
concrete projects, was becoming increasingly important and, thus, the
accelerator could also function as a training lab” (University Associate
Dean of Innovation).

A similar demand was also coming from faculty members, particu-
larly those teaching innovation and entrepreneurship courses, who were
willing to embed a more practical and experiential component into their
curricula. “Teaching certain topics without a practical component is some-
what limiting. It’s like teaching chemistry and physics without laboratories.”
(Beta Head of Vertical B). The presence of an internal accelerator could
serve that purpose and give faculty members the opportunity to connect
with, train and mentor real entrepreneurs, something that many of them
had long awaited.

In addition to addressing students’ and faculty members’ needs, the
creation of an accelerator could also open new opportunities for alumni
engagement, which was a strategic priority for the university. The
alumni community included a large pool of international graduates with
varied expertise, who could get involved in the activities of the accel-
erator in different ways. “They could become mentors or investors or get
support, through the accelerator, to launch their own startups” (Beta Team
member C).

4.1.3. Meeting external pressures

Competition, the need to maintain reputation, and growing expec-
tations for third mission activities were additional pressures that led the
university to create an accelerator.

The focal university operates in a highly competitive environment
which requires a systematic peer benchmarking: “We constantly compare
ourselves to our peers, specifically universities that are ranked higher than us”
(University Managing Director). Most peer universities had already
established an accelerator, thus gaining a competitive edge in attracting
top students, faculty, startups, and investors. “Recognizing that other
business schools or universities similar to us were creating accelerators or
incubators has been an important driver for the advancement of this project”
(University Dean). Without an entrepreneurial hub, able to serve as a
platform to support entrepreneurial initiatives, the university risked that
its students and alumni would seek alternative opportunities to fulfil
their entrepreneurial aspirations, with a potential threat to its
competitiveness.

Lagging behind their peers in terms of provision of entrepreneurial
support was a pressing matter also from a reputational standpoint.
“There was also a reputational issue. I found it somewhat concerning that the
university was not taking a stance on this matter. It had started creating
reputational problems for us both domestically and internationally” (Uni-
versity Dean). The creation of an accelerator was, hence, seen as a
crucial step for the university to maintain its reputation as talent
developer and to meet the growing expectations for engagement in third
mission activities. “In addition to research and teaching, universities are
expected to contribute to the so-called third mission, which involves making a
social impact” (University Dean). The accelerator could potentially serve
as a catalyst, within the university, for innovations addressing societal
challenges.
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4.2. Building the accelerator

The second macro dimension emerging from our data relates to how
the accelerator was built, with reference to both the definition of its
operating and organizational models and to the allocation of dedicated
resources. These aspects were the subject of internal negotiations which
ultimately shaped Beta’s current structure, focus and activities.

4.2.1. Defining focus and operating model of the accelerator

Beta was founded with the aim of attracting promising entrepreneurs
and promoting innovation and entrepreneurship both internally and
within the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. While Beta’s objectives
were clear from the outset, its focus and activities, as well as the target
individuals and startups that could benefit from the support offered by
the accelerator were the subject of intense internal discussions and ne-
gotiations. For over a year, the university leadership team debated such
issues as there were divergent views about what should be the acceler-
ator’s focus and operating model.

As in the gestation phase that led to the decision to create the
accelerator, also during its building process, the Associate Dean of
Innovation played an important role in helping reach consensus on its
structure and scope. Building on a thorough benchmark analysis of
business accelerators, he formulated a proposal for a possible operating
model that, after a series of iterations and discussions with the leader-
ship team, was eventually approved. “We’'ve had a year of negotiations
with the executive committee, with many meetings to define the operational
details, so it was really not a trivial matter, and I have to give credit to the
Associate Dean of Innovation for that” (University Dean).

One of the initial decisions to make was about the choice of possible
areas of specialization for the accelerator. The internal debate primarily
revolved around whether it should be a generalist or a sector-focused
accelerator. “We deliberated on whether we should specialize in certain
areas, and which ones. We also considered how we could differentiate our
accelerator from other accelerators and incubators” (Beta Head of Vertical
C). The final decision, resulting from these discussions, fell somewhere
in the middle. It was agreed to have an accelerator open to ventures
across sectors but to prioritize three vertical areas of specialization
where the university already had significant business expertise, a
reputation for research or teaching activities, and an established
network with companies and other stakeholders.

The second key set of decisions the university leadership team had to
make concerned the program offerings and target audience. “Initially, the
idea was to offer just an acceleration program which would guide startups
towards achieving product-market fit and becoming investment-ready.
However, as Beta’s development plan took shape, it became clear that there
was a growing demand for supporting entrepreneurs at even earlier stages
than those targeted by the acceleration program” (Beta Pre-Acceleration
Program Manager). It was, then, agreed that Beta would offer, in addi-
tion to the acceleration program, also a pre-acceleration one, aimed at
providing dedicated training and support to the growing community of
aspiring entrepreneurs within the university ecosystem. They required a
different type of support than the one generally provided through the
acceleration program, as they were typically working on embryonic
projects and lacked entrepreneurial experience. “The pre-acceleration
program can help individuals understand if they have what it takes to
become an entrepreneur with the project they are working on” (Beta Oper-
ating Director).

The definition of the target participants for Beta’s programs was also
subject to internal debate. On one hand some believed that support for
the entrepreneurial efforts of students, faculty members, and alumni
should be prioritized. On the other hand, there was a willingness to
contribute to the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem and attract people
with different skillsets. Therefore, the idea of restricting program access
only to individuals who were part of the university community was
deemed too limiting and initial consensus was found on extending access
also to individuals from institutions with whom the university had
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partnered. “We began by accepting applications from institutions with which
we had previously signed collaborative agreements, and over time, we were
able to expand and open the accelerator to a wider audience” (University
Dean). Indeed, a few months after Beta’s launch and following further
internal discussions, the initial approach was revised, and it was decided
to open the accelerator’s programs to anyone potentially interested.

Finally, decisions had to be made about the specific activities, re-
sources, and services that Beta would arrange to support the entrepre-
neurs admitted to its programs. A benchmark analysis of national and
international accelerators helped identify commonly provided services
and, following an internal debate, define those worth including in the
accelerator’s provision. This provision varied significantly between the
pre-acceleration and acceleration programs, as described in the research
setting section.

4.2.2. Organizing the accelerator

Deciding on Beta’s governance structure was challenging and
involved lengthy discussions, as views within the university leadership
team were not aligned. Some members advocated for solutions enabling
operational agility, while others for those allowing better integration
with the university’s overall activities. Various options were explored,
including organizing Beta as a university division or establishing it as a
structurally separate legal entity. Eventually, it was decided that Beta
would be a new division of the university, hence, in need to be compliant
with its rules and procedures, but that it would be granted some au-
tonomy on specific matters. “Although Beta is formally part of the Uni-
versity, I must acknowledge that the University has granted us a substantial
degree of autonomy. For instance, we maintain our distinct logo, LinkedIn
page, and we adopt a distinctive profile when publicizing our activities” (Beta
Operating Director).

In parallel with defining Beta’s governance structure and operating
model, other aspects had to be negotiated, particularly the allocation of
dedicated resources enabling the accelerator’s effective functioning.
“We had to make a significant amount of resources available. We had to build
a new organizational unit from scratch. So, the initial effort was twofold:
first, clearly define the financial requirements for the initiative and the
timeframe, and second, identify a core group of individuals who could build
this new unit” (University Managing Director). This entailed defining a
budget, identifying office space, and building a team for the accelerator.

A crucial role in negotiating and securing those resources was played
not only by the Associate Dean of Innovation but also by the Operating
Director of the accelerator, who was appointed during the early stages of
its development process. “The first step was to bring onboard the operating
director, who would be operationally responsible for the initiative and would
begin to set up processes. We found a person with great experience in the field,
who also had familiarity with our university” (University Associate Dean of
Innovation). Together, they assembled the rest of the accelerator team,
choosing to involve and hire individuals with diverse skills and work
experiences, including academia, business consulting, and venture
capital. Some team members held academic roles at the university, while
others were recruited externally and oversaw different operational ac-
tivities within Beta. The decision to build a team with diverse compe-
tencies and profiles was motivated by the need to address the varied
demands that a university-based accelerator must tackle.

4.3. Orchestrating the internal ecosystem

In order to operate effectively, the accelerator needed to be inte-
grated within the university’s internal ecosystem and gain internal
support. Our case evidence shows that this process required significant
coordination of activities, orchestration of relationships with university
stakeholders, as well as the creation of internal legitimacy for the
accelerator.

4.3.1. Embedding the accelerator within university activities
Beta was envisioned to become a central hub for entrepreneurship
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within the university and to play an active role in fostering the devel-
opment of entrepreneurial skills and culture. To achieve this, a signifi-
cant coordination effort was required from the Beta team, involving the
alignment of entrepreneurship-related activities across various univer-
sity departments and stakeholders who were used to single-handedly
pursuing those initiatives. “We thought that it was essential for the accel-
erator to get fully integrated with other entrepreneurial initiatives that were
already taking place within the university in order to realize synergies”
(University Dean).

Integrating Beta into university activities also involved aligning
Beta’s procedures and practices with those employed by other university
divisions, such as finance, human resources, communication, alumni,
grants, etc. with which the accelerator systematically interacted to run
its operational activities. “Part of my job is to ensure that we are compliant
with the rules and procedures of the university and to coordinate effectively
with other units” (Beta Operations Manager). Establishing seamless
cooperation with those units was instrumental in mobilizing various
resources and services that Beta could, then, make available to entre-
preneurs. A significant effort was also devoted to engaging with the
university’s faculty members, with the twofold aim of gaining access to
their expertise through their involvement in the accelerator’s activities
and leveraging their networks to mobilize further resources.

Bringing together resources, stakeholders, and expertise from across
the university was deemed essential to achieve Beta’s goals. “We've
strived to foster a sense of overall belonging within the university in support of
this initiative. However, the accelerator’s work is niche compared to the core
activities of the University, so it’s important that it doesn’t operate in isola-
tion” (University Managing Director).

4.3.2. Building internal legitimacy

To be able to effectively mobilize internal actors and resources, Beta
first had to build internal legitimacy. This was a challenging process.
“Embedding a new accelerator within the university was not easy, as many units
compete for resources” (University Associate Dean of Innovation).
Conveying how internal stakeholders could benefit from the existence of
Beta was, therefore, essential to gain support and win possible resistances.

Creating awareness about Beta and its services was a central part of
this legitimacy-building process. It involved engaging with different
groups within the university, starting from the student community. “I
believe that the most important thing for us should be creating a strong
awareness of Beta’s existence, and we can foster that in the classrooms”
(Beta Head of Vertical A). Student associations were also a key channel
to reach and entice students to get involved in Beta’s activities. “One of
our key priorities was to disseminate entrepreneurial knowledge among stu-
dents, interact with various associations, and stimulate them to come up with
new initiatives” (Beta Team member B). Beta’s awareness-building efforts
were not confined to the student community. They also targeted faculty
members, alumni, and other university groups, some of whom became
active supporters of the accelerator’s activities. As a result of this
increased awareness, some university departments joined forces with
Beta to explore opportunities for collaborative initiatives that could
yield reciprocal benefits.

Despite these encouraging outcomes, “some people at the university
still wonder what the purpose of this unit is. Internal legitimacy is not fully
there yet” (Beta Head of Vertical B).

4.4. Orchestrating the external ecosystem

Our case evidence shows that in parallel with the orchestration of its
internal ecosystem, Beta engaged in a similar process with external
stakeholders. Collaborations with partners having complementary skills
were pursued from its inception, and significant efforts were made to
build a supportive community and gain external legitimacy.

4.4.1. Building collaborations and engagement with external stakeholders
The university leadership team had recognized the importance for
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Beta to forge partnerships with external stakeholders having comple-
mentary resources and skills from its inception stage. “I view partnerships
as crucial for Beta since they give us access to skills that we wouldn’t
otherwise have in-house. We don'’t offer education in scientific disciplines,
and we don’t have a TTO, so the only way for us to access business ideas of
that nature is through collaborations” (Beta Pre-Acceleration Program
Manager).

Therefore, since its early days, Beta began orchestrating a collabo-
rative external ecosystem. The initial steps involved establishing insti-
tutional partnerships with three other universities in the same region
that offered education in STEM disciplines, along with a scientific
research center. “The principle underlying our partnership approach was
building an ecosystem with local universities” (Beta Team member A).
Complementarity was the main driver behind the initiation of these
collaborations. The focal university is a leader in business education
while its partner institutions have a solid reputation in scientific and
technical disciplines. “Therefore, the (focal) university was a privileged
partner compared to other entities because it perfectly complements our
work” (Project Manager, Scientific Research Centre).

In addition to forging selected institutional partnerships, Beta
actively engaged in building relationships with various other external
actors, such as accelerators, incubators, government agencies, service
providers, angel investors, and venture capital funds, thus creating a
community that could help support startups at different development
stages.

4.4.2. Seeking external legitimacy

Being located in a region characterized by a vibrant entrepreneurial
ecosystem helped Beta in its initial community-building efforts. How-
ever, it also posed challenges as competition was fierce. As a newly
established accelerator, Beta lacked a track-record and clear positioning,
facing typical hurdles associated with the liability of newness that could
potentially hinder its partnership development strategy. “We needed to
establish connections with a network of potential partners who may not have
initially deemed us interesting or relevant” (University Managing Director).

To gain external legitimacy and overcome those challenges, Beta
actively engaged in various outreach activities aimed at promoting its
initiatives and building credibility in the external ecosystem. As Beta’s
goal was to develop an extended network of collaborations, it was
crucial to prevent any perception of competitive rivalry and to adopt an
open stance towards potential external partners. This led to the decision
to make participation in Beta’s programs open to everyone. “By opening
the application process to everyone, we are implicitly indicating that our
university provides a platform to support individuals with valid entrepre-
neurial aspirations. This approach certainly improves the university’s posi-
tioning and reputation” (Beta Operation Manager).

This openness helped Beta gain endorsement from relevant external
actors and build external legitimacy. It also contributed to stimulating
reciprocity in the ecosystem. “Although we work with potentially similar
startups, there is a willingness to collaborate and share projects with each
other. Our common goal is to provide greater added value to entrepreneurs,
irrespective of the organization we belong to” (Partner University B).

4.5. Creating value for the university and the ecosystem

Beta was established with aim of creating value for both the uni-
versity and the broader external ecosystem. Our case evidence shows
that the accelerator was yielding tangible results, both in terms of
intrapreneurial and entrepreneurial outcomes, proving that its operating
model and internal and external orchestration strategies enabled the
accelerator to effectively deliver on its mission of promoting entrepre-
neurship within the university and beyond, with positive effects on its
credibility and recognition.

4.5.1. Intrapreneurial outcomes
The creation of Beta and its collaboration with other university
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departments have nurtured a culture of innovation within the university
and have had a twofold effect on fostering and strengthening the
development of intrapreneurial capabilities.

The first outcome has been stimulating entrepreneurial initiatives
among university members. As a result, numerous students and alumni
have participated in the pre-acceleration and acceleration programs
offered by Beta to get support for their entrepreneurial projects. More-
over, several faculty members and alumni have joined Beta’s mentoring
scheme or served as guest speakers. Furthermore, some course leaders
have developed innovative strategies to connect their students with
Beta. “In a new venture development course offered by the university, stu-
dents must present innovative ideas, and those with the most compelling ones
are invited to participate in a dedicated pitching session organized for pre-
acceleration program” (Beta Pre-Acceleration Program Manager).

A second effect has been prompting innovation in the way the uni-
versity manages certain activities and services, and/or the creation of
new ones. A relevant example is an intrapreneurial initiative that orig-
inated from the need to provide legal counselling to the startups sup-
ported by Beta. The university’s Law School showed interest in
collaborating with Beta and arranged dedicated legal advisory sessions
with the support of their students and faculty members, as well as of law
firms in their network. “This initiative has had a strong impact on students
who have been engaged in highly innovative activities that have added sig-
nificant value to their education” (Beta Legal Support Coordinator).

Further intrapreneurial initiatives triggered by the existence of Beta
involved the placement and grant offices, as well as the alumni division.
Specifically, students now have the opportunity to work as interns for
startups supported by Beta as part of their placement. “Students can gain
experience in startups as part of their academic journey. In this way, they can
support them, and at the same time, understand what it means to work as an
entrepreneur” (Beta Operating Director). Moreover, the grant office has
broadened the scope of the support services it offers including also
monitoring for startup grants. “Beta was an ideal partner to collaborate
with and helped us discover new funding opportunities related to startups and
innovation” (University Grant Officer). The identification of innovative
ways to engage the alumni community has also been a direct outcome of
the collaboration between Beta and the alumni division. “The initial
strategy for engaging alumni revolved around encouraging their participation
in the accelerator’s programs. This approach evolved over time and eventu-
ally led to their potential involvement as mentors and potential investors”
(Alumni Officer).

4.5.2. Entrepreneurial outcomes
Besides creating value for university, Beta has also contributed to the
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development of the broader external ecosystem by attracting and
nurturing entrepreneurial talents from all over the country and gener-
ating positive economic and social impacts. “To date, we have supported
dozens of entrepreneurs, and among them, we see a richly diverse mix of skills
and backgrounds” (Beta Acceleration Program Manager).

Through its pre-acceleration program, so far, Beta has provided
entrepreneurial training to more than 100 teams of aspiring entrepre-
neurs both from inside and outside the university. The acceleration
program has also yielded significant results, supporting about 40 start-
ups who have been able to raise more than €15 million in funding and
create about 100 new jobs since joining the program (Beta internal
documentation).

Beta’s efforts have not only resulted in tangible outcomes, such as the
creation of new ventures and the provision of entrepreneurial training
but have also led to a wider contribution to the local entrepreneurial
ecosystem. Through its participation in a collaborative project involving
other partner universities in the region, Beta has played an active role in
the exchange of ideas, knowledge, and resources, positively contributing
to the development of a network of entrepreneurial support, as recog-
nized by one of its partners. “If I have to evaluate the interaction we had
with the accelerator, I would say it has yielded excellent results. In the sense
that this is the scheme we had in mind, and it has proven to be effective”
(Partner University A).

5. Discussion and conclusion

In response to recent calls for a deeper understanding of intra-
preneurship within entrepreneurial universities (Klofsten et al., 2021),
this paper examines the creation of an accelerator within a business
university as a vehicle to foster intrapreneurship. It reveals the intricate
process that led to the emergence and development of the UBA, unrav-
elling the challenges involved. Fig. 1 depicts the underlying dynamics,
illustrating the antecedents that prompted the creation of the accelerator,
the process by which the UBA was established, and the outcomes of this
process. Fig. 1 also identifies the main actors involved, along with three
mechanisms that were crucial to the successful development of the UBA:
negotiating with internal actors, orchestrating relationships with inter-
nal and external stakeholders, and creating value for the university and
the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem within which it operated.

Our findings indicate that the university leadership team played a
pivotal role in prompting the creation of the accelerator, particularly the
University Dean and the Associate Dean of Innovation, who effectively
translated internal and external pressures for the university to become
more entrepreneurial into a forward-looking vision. This vision
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strategically prioritized entrepreneurship and innovation, and ulti-
mately paved the way for the creation of a UBA as a vehicle to spur
entrepreneurship within the university.

Turning the intrapreneurial ambitions set out in the vision into re-
ality required an extended internal negotiation process, which was led
by the Associate Dean of Innovation, who championed the entire
initiative. He played a vital role in persuading decision-makers of the
feasibility and benefits of creating a UBA and was able to overcome
initial resistance and align views on the need to move forward with its
development. The actual set up of the UBA, starting from the definition
of its key operational aspects, also proved to be challenging. Universities
bear the liability of being, often, highly bureaucratic and internally
divided (Kirby et al., 2011). The focal university was no different,
experiencing internal divisions related to the vision for the UBA and
divergences regarding its focus, operating model, resources, and
governance structure. As highlighted by Cunningham et al. (2022), de-
cisions about these aspects are often complex, as they require balancing
the need for operational autonomy and institutional control. Thanks to
the adept negotiation process led by the internal champion, an agree-
ment on those aspects was eventually reached, allowing the actual set up
process to begin.

Once established, the UBA actively engaged in an orchestration
process involving both the internal university ecosystem and the
broader external entrepreneurial one. Building collaborative relation-
ships with both internal and external actors was essential for accessing
and mobilizing resources, as well as for legitimizing and garnering
support for its activities. Our findings indicate that a critical part of the
internal orchestration process involved integrating the UBA into the
university’s activities and building internal legitimacy. As shown by
other studies on entrepreneurial universities, this typically poses sig-
nificant challenges, as academic institutions are made of different de-
partments with their own objectives, procedures, and norms
(Bienkowska and Klofsten, 2012; O’Kane et al., 2015). Our evidence
suggests that, by strategically managing its relationships with internal
actors and aligning their goals, the UBA was able to both mitigate
integration and legitimacy challenges, and mobilize the internal re-
sources needed to run its activities.

In parallel to the orchestration of a supportive internal ecosystem,
the UBA was also involved in orchestrating collaborative relationships
with external ecosystem actors. To be operationally viable and
compensate for the lack of in-house scientific and technical skills, the
UBA built partnerships with external stakeholders who could effectively
support its activities through the provision of complementary skills and
services, and this required aligning their goals and incentives. Our
findings show that, like any newly created entrepreneurial entity, the
UBA also faced the challenge of building external legitimacy (Tracey
et al., 2018). Therefore, as part of its orchestration efforts, the UBA
actively worked on both raising awareness about its initiatives through
outreach activities and gaining endorsement from relevant external
actors.

By strategically orchestrating its internal and external ecosystem
relationships, and by striving to build internal and external legitimacy,
the UBA was able to create value for the university and for the broader
entrepreneurial ecosystem, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Besides stimulating
and supporting the entrepreneurial efforts of students, faculty members,
and alumni, the presence of the UBA also triggered intrapreneurial ini-
tiatives in other parts of the university that, as a result, started providing
new services or innovating their existing ones. In addition to these
intrapreneurial outcomes, the UBA also contributed to the broader
external ecosystem by supporting the growth of external entrepreneurial
talents and startups. Our findings suggest that, by yielding tangible re-
sults that proved the initial effectiveness of its operating model and
orchestration strategy, the UBA was able to further enhance its internal
and external legitimacy.

By uncovering the intricate process through which an accelerator
emerges and develops in an entrepreneurial university, our study
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contributes to the existing literature on accelerators, academic intra-
preneurship, and entrepreneurial universities, while also offering valu-
able insights for managerial practice. These contributions are detailed in
the following subsections.

5.1. Contributions to the literature

Our study contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First,
despite the increasing recognition of UBAs as relevant vehicles for the
provision of entrepreneurial support within universities, there has been
surprisingly limited examination of the processes leading to their
establishment (Bergman and McMullen, 2022; De Keyser and Vanden-
bempt, 2023). Prior research on university accelerators and incubators
has primarily focused on identifying their activities, resources, and
services (Cohen et al., 2019; Metcalf et al., 2020; Vanderstraeten and
Matthyssens, 2012), leaving the dynamics of their founding and devel-
opment relatively unexplored (Tracey et al., 2018; Shekhar et al., 2023).
Our study addresses this gap by shedding light on how a UBA was
established, uncovering the underlying mechanisms, the key actors
involved, and the challenges faced, thus providing a nuanced under-
standing of the intricate dynamics involved in the creation and devel-
opment of UBAs. By delving into the granular aspects of this process and
revealing how issues of autonomy and integration were balanced in
defining the operating model and governance structure of the UBA, our
study informs research on the organizational architecture of entrepre-
neurial universities and sheds light on how to address related challenges
(Clark, 1998; Cunningham et al., 2022). Moreover, by unpacking the
mechanisms through which the UBA sought to establish internal and
external legitimacy, and overcome the hurdles associated with the lia-
bility of newness, we add to extant research on legitimacy building in
entrepreneurial universities (Nafari et al., 2024; O’Kane et al., 2015).

Second, we contribute to the literature on academic intrapreneurship
by elucidating the relevance of a committed university leadership team
and an engaged internal champion in fostering intrapreneurial en-
deavors by building consensus, mobilizing resources, and garnering
support from internal and external stakeholders. When enacting intra-
preneurial processes in academic environments, tensions often arise due
to the complex and multifaceted structure of universities, where various
and often conflicting interests coexist (Engzell et al., 2024; Klofsten
et al.,, 2021). Recent studies suggest that developing intrapreneurial
capabilities is essential for overcoming those challenges, and that uni-
versity leaders can play a pivotal role in that (Guerrero et al., 2021;
Klofsten et al., 2021; Stolze and Sailer, 2022). We contribute to this line
of enquiry by unravelling the negotiating mechanisms that enabled an
internal champion to garner support for the entrepreneurial vision and
to align views on defining an organizational architecture conducive to
the effective functioning of the UBA.

Third, existing research on intrapreneurial universities has mainly
concentrated on institutions with a STEM focus and/or a TTO, which
leverage their technological and scientific expertise to commercialize
research findings through activities such as patenting, licensing, and
academic spinoffs (Audretsch et al., 2024). Therefore, it offers limited
insights into how business universities can effectively spur intrapre-
neurial action (Shekhar et al., 2023). Our study addresses this gap by
shedding light on how a business university, enacting intrapreneurship
through the creation of its own UBA, overcomes the challenges stem-
ming from the lack of a STEM focus by strategically orchestrating col-
laborations with external partners. It suggests that effectively engaging
with external ecosystem actors to access complementary resources is
especially crucial in this context, highlighting the importance of legiti-
mizing intrapreneurial activities within both the internal university
ecosystem and in the broader external entrepreneurial one, as recently
advanced by Nafari et al. (2024).
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5.2. Contributions to practice

This paper holds significant implications for university managers and
UBA administrators. First, given the bureaucratic and complex nature of
university environments, along with the often-conflicting logics of
different subunits, the successful development of a UBA requires strong
and committed leaders with a clear entrepreneurial vision. Our evidence
also underscores the importance of identifying an organizational
champion who can act as catalyst and guide the process of UBA creation,
aligning views among key decision-makers and effectively navigating
the extended negotiations typically inherent in this process.

Second, our paper suggests that identifying an appropriate operating
and governance structure is crucial for enabling a UBA to effectively
perform its entrepreneurial support role. These structures should enable
the UBA to be agile in decision-making and maintain a certain degree of
operational autonomy, while being seamlessly integrated into the uni-
versity environment and engaging in productive collaborations with
other departments and units. Since effective integration typically re-
quires adhering to university norms and procedures that may constrain
freedom and agility, university managers and UBA administrators
should carefully balance autonomy and integration needs when defining
operating and governance structures.

Third, while UBAs are typically led by academic staff within the
university, our study highlights the importance of forming UBA teams
with diverse skills and backgrounds. While the involvement of aca-
demics can enhance integration within the university, the presence of
non-academic members with specialized skills is equally essential as it
can help build credibility when engaging with external partners and the
broader entrepreneurial ecosystem.

5.3. Limitations and directions for future research

While the present work provides valuable insights, it is important to
acknowledge its limitations. First, we rely on a single case study of a
business-focused university, renowned internationally for the quality of
its research and teaching activities. The university’s prestigious repu-
tation likely facilitated the establishment of relationships and fruitful
collaborations with various external ecosystem actors. This, however,
could prove more challenging in the context of a lower-tier university.
Future research could hence comparatively explore the orchestration of
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external relationships across different university contexts, unravelling
potential variations.

Second, our study focuses on a UBA that adopted a specific gover-
nance and operational structure, which integrates well into the aca-
demic context while maintaining a certain degree of autonomy as a
separate entity. Future research could investigate whether the chal-
lenges encountered during the creation and development of UBAs in-
fluence the organizational architecture chosen for accelerators or other
entrepreneurial support organizations.

A further limitation concerns the assessment of value generated for
the broader ecosystem and related outcome evaluation. While our study
demonstrates the UBA’s effectiveness in launching new startups, its
recent establishment prevents us from assessing their long-term viability
or their potential contribution to ecosystem growth. Future research
could conduct a longitudinal study to evaluate the UBA’s value creation
process and outcomes over time.
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Source of data Type of data

Main focus and use in the analysis

Interviews Round 1: Top management of the university directly

involved in the genesis of the accelerator (3)

The first round of interviews focused on the factors motivating the establishment of the
accelerator, the primary goals that the university aimed to achieve, the decision-making process
that led to its formation as well as the main challenges, and the key individuals involved in this
process. Additionally, the interviews encompassed the process that led to the definition of the
specific accelerator’s operational framework, governance, scope of activities, and external
partnerships.

Round 2: Accelerator top management and staff (11)

The second round of interviews focused more in detail on the specific operational model of the
accelerator, its main focus, the characteristics of its programs, key services provided to startups, its
role and positioning within the university’s internal ecosystem, and information about key
external partnerships.

Round 3: Internal and external stakeholders
collaborating with the accelerator (9)

The third round of interviews focused on the network of relationships that the accelerator has
established with the purpose of building a supportive internal and external ecosystem enabling its
successful functioning. Questions about the motivations underlying these collaborations, their
expected and achieved benefits and possible challenges were asked.

Internal
documentation

Internal management presentations

This includes a series of presentations and reports given to the university leadership team, which
served to illustrate the initiative’s purpose and define the accelerator’s goals and operational

(continued on next page)
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Source of data Type of data

Main focus and use in the analysis

structure. It also encompasses benchmarking of national and international accelerators, which
played a crucial role in this process. This data enabled us to trace the various iterations and steps
involved in the internal negotiation process and the role of the internal champion within it.

Presentations to external partners

This encompasses presentations used to introduce the initiative to potential external partners and
the agreements that formalized the scope of its partnerships. These data were instrumental in
assessing the nature of the relationships the accelerator aimed to establish with external
stakeholders and how it sought to promote itself to them.

Archival data

This comprises a rich set of documents illustrating the accelerators activities, structure, programs,
and initiatives.

1. Accelerator website

2. Video presentations of members of the accelerator
team

3. Press releases of the university and the accelerator

Public sources

This information has been collected to triangulate data obtained from other sources and access up-
to-date data regarding the entrepreneurial outcomes the accelerator has contributed to achieving.

1. Events attendance
2. Visits to the accelerator’s office space

Direct observation

These included pitch sessions made by entrepreneurs participating in two programs to a diverse
audience of experts and potential investors, and other events hosted by the accelerator to introduce
new initiatives, and other public speaking events. We also had the opportunity to visit the physical
co-working space where the accelerator is located. The data collected during these events

consisted of direct observations, handouts, and personal research notes. This data collection was
undertaken to enhance our understanding of the context within which the case study is situated,
and to analyze the behaviors and interactions among the individuals involved in the case, as well

as their interactions with external partners.
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