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Abstract 

The purpose of this case study is to create a profile of business incubators by exploring various aspects concerned 
with their operations. While tracing the history, development and current practices of business incubators, the aspects 
explored include the identification of: the nature of clients served, incubator mission, incubator staffing/personnel, 
incubator management, incubator resources, and incubator facilities/technology. The main motivation behind this 
case study is to compile an exhaustive profile of business incubators into one paper. 

This case study mainly utilized secondary research. By using questionnaires, a survey conducted among managers of 
selected business incubators in the United States was done. The exploratory nature of this study prompted the use of 
open ended questions.  

Findings concerning incubator mission are that current incubators mainly provide professional services of increased 
complexity as opposed to earlier incubators. Regarding personnel, modern incubators have formal organization 
structures characterized by the aspect of co-learning. While earlier incubators primarily offered cheap rental space, 
modern incubators share resources via a complex network of virtual connectivity. On technology, sophisticated 
technological communication interfaces such as the internet are vital, previous incubators relied on outdated 
technology. Concerning management, modern incubators require highly adaptive managers capable of addressing 
specific needs due to the constantly changing business environment. Other findings include the fact that clients are 
predominantly small business owners and students. Further, managers mainly provide direct services to clients such 
as mentoring, coaching, and training.  

Keywords: business incubators, incubator management, incubator mission, modern incubators 

 
1. Survey findings 

1.1 Incubator Managers (Client’s-Served) 

Here the respondents were asked, on the basis of their experience as incubator managers, to identify the most 
common background of their clients (or “incubates”) prior to incubation. The figure shows that the most commonly 
cited pre-incubation occupations were “small business owners” (59%) and “students” (31%). After these, “currently 
working” and “non-student, non-business owner” choices occurred with the next highest level of frequency (19% 
and 17%, respectively). Lastly, “non-student” and “unemployed” respectively received 7% and 6%. Many 
respondents (81%) selected only one choice, suggesting they seek to identify only the single most common 
background. In the opposite extreme, 6% of the respondents selected four or more answers.  

The number of clients served by a given business incubator is indicative of its relative size.  For the purpose of this 
study, the size was categorized as large (with over 15 clients) or small (with 15 clients or less), while only 17% of 
the respondents associated with smaller incubators identified students among their participants, nearly half (43%) of 
the respondents associated with larger operations reported significant student participation. 
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Figure 1. Incubator Managers 

 

Respondents were asked to share information and views regarding a specific set of client characteristics. Two of 
these questions were descriptive, asking respondents to report whether and to what extent the clients they served 
were willing (a) to take risks; and (b) to adapt to changing business climates. The third question also asked 
respondents to identify specific traits they considered to be most crucial to client success in and beyond the 
incubation process. A total of 89% of respondents indicated that the majority of clients were risk-takers. Two of the 
forty-eight respondents belonging to this group qualified their responses by emphasizing that most participants were 
willing to take “reasonable risks,” being “not risk-averse, but not reckless either.” One respondent who did not opt to 
characterize the majority of incubates as “risk-takers” referred to clients instead as “optimistic risk managers.” 
Another pointed out that although “every start-up situation involves risk, most entrepreneurs do everything they can 
to reduce the risk before launching.” A total of 66% felt that most of their incubates were “very adaptive,” while the 
remaining 34% considered a majority of their participants as being only “somewhat adaptive.” It is worth noting that 
the latter response occurred at nearly twice that frequency (about 67%) among respondents who also reported that a 
majority of incubates were not risk-takers. This may conceivably indicate that non-risk-taking incubator participants 
are also likely to be less adaptive than their risk-taking counterparts.  

In addition to the descriptive questions described above, a third question asked respondents to identify traits they 
considered to be crucial to client success in growing a sustainable business. Four specific traits were provided for the 
respondents to choose from: (a) risk-taking; (b) the ability/willingness to overcome challenges; (c) organizational 
skills; and (d) leadership skills. Respondents were instructed to choose “all that apply.” The most popularly 
identified trait associated with client success was the willingness and ability to overcome challenges, which was 
selected by 42% (n=34) of participating incubator managers (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Successful Participants’ Traits 

Risk-taking came in second, with 29% support. Both organizational and leadership skills were chosen with the least 
frequency, at 13% and 24%, respectively. 

 
2. Incubators 

2.1 Mission 

The vast majority of incubator managers surveyed (91%, n=49) reported having an incubator mission statement. Of 
these, 65% (n=35) described their mission statement as being “extremely clear” and 24% (n=13) described it as 
“somewhat clear.” Only one respondent reported having a mission statement that was “not clear at all.” A total of 98% 
of those who reported having a mission statement stated that the business plan and strategy that guided their 
incubator was supportive of that mission statement. 

2.2 Business Staffing 

Of interest in this study was how business incubator managers perceived the quality of their staff to operate an 
incubator and serve business clients. In answer to whether the staff was qualified to lead a business, a majority 
answered very qualified (48%, n = 26) and qualified (46%, n = 25). To the next question of whether they had the 
capacity to operate an incubator, a majority also affirmed that they were very qualified (52%, n = 28) and qualified 
(41%, n = 22). 

 

Figure 3. Business Staffing 
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2.3 Management 

In an open-ended format, the respondents were asked to identify specific activities that occupied the majority of their 
time as incubator managers. Of the 54 respondents, only 37 (about 69%) provided viable answers to this question. 
While 39 responses were submitted, two were excluded in the course of analysis due to an extreme lack of specificity 
and/or clarity (i.e., Where the question was not answered in any tangible or useful way). The most commonly 
reported primary management activities were in the realm of direct client services. Of the 37 respondents who 
answered this question, 26 (70%) cited direct engagement in these types of services as accounting for a significant 
portion of their time (see Figure 4). Respondents described such activities in terms of “mentoring,” “advising,” 
“counseling,” “helping,” and “working with” clients. One manager reported engaging in “client support” that was 
“similar to hotel hospitality.” Others reported spending much of their time in “one-on-one” client meetings and 
sessions. The only two respondents who sought to provide an exact figure of the amount of time spent dealing 
directly with clients reported spending 40% and 60% of their time on such activities, respectively. Some reported, 
less precisely, spending “most” of their time so engaged, thereby making the data a little less informative than had 
been hoped. Most respondents in this group simply listed direct client services as the only type of (or as one of two) 
activities consuming a majority of their managerial schedules.   

 
Figure 4. Management 

 

Managers of larger-scale firms reported spending significant time in direct client services with the same frequency 
(70%) as did those managing smaller-scale operations. This suggests that perhaps such “hands-on” involvement is 
not reflective of the type of “personal” service one might associate with smaller-scale businesses. Instead, direct 
involvement with participants may be typical of incubator management regardless of operational scale. Substantially 
fewer (49%) of respondents reported that indirect, as opposed to direct, client services occupied a significant portion 
of their managerial schedules. 
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Figure 5. Client Services 

 

Specifically, respondents associated with large-scale operations were twice as likely as those with smaller-scale firms 
to report that their time was spent on indirect client services (70% versus 35%, respectively; see Figure 5). Apart 
from client services (direct and indirect), about 65% (24 out of 37) of the respondents reported spending large 
portions of their time as incubator managers in the more traditional tasks associated with organizational management. 
Under this heading, the most commonly described activities are related to general operations. The fewest number of 
respondents (14%) described engaging in the service development aspects of organizational management. In this 
group, one respondent commented that time was frequently spent “looking into ways for the incubator to advance.” 
The remaining respondents offered more specific accounts of their service development efforts, describing two types 
of activities: (a) conducting industry research and (b) engaging in efforts to expand the incubator’s available 
“external resources” and networking capacities. With reference to the latter, one respondent noted that significant 
time was spent “doing outreach and networking with other small business service providers and economic 
development partners.” The fact that so few respondents included service development activities among the primary 
uses of their time as business managers is, from one perspective, puzzling. However, it is possible that the need for 
such development explains, in part, the high rate of direct and indirect client service involvement among incubator 
managers. Because the evolution of desired services is largely dependent on shifting client and client 
industry-specific needs, the “hands on” approach described by so many respondents may be crucial to an incubator’s 
ongoing effort to offer innovative and competitive services. In this sense, managerial engagement in assessing and 
serving the needs of clients may be in itself the best strategic approach to maximally effective incubator service 
development. 

The managers were asked in two survey questions about the advisory role of incubators and the enhancement of 
business acumen through business incubation. In the first of these, respondents were asked to rate the importance of 
the advisory role of their associated incubation programs on a four-point ordinal scale, from “not important” to “very 
important.” Collected responses ranged from the second to fourth points, from “somewhat important” to “important” 
to “very important.” Among these choices, the highest percentage (61%) of respondents rated their incubator’s 
advisory role as being “very important”. Among the remaining responses, 30% described it as being “important” and 
the remaining 9% indicated that they deemed it to be only “somewhat important.” The fact that the vast majority of 
respondents (91%) reported that the advisory role fulfilled by their respective incubators was either “important” or 
“very important” lends further credence to the notion that mentorship is of crucial value in present-day business 
incubation. 

Respondents were elsewhere asked to indicate whether or not their associated incubator programs helped to 
accelerate the learning process in terms of business acumen. Responses to this question were overwhelmingly in the 
affirmative with 98% of the surveyed incubator managers agreeing on this point. Of the 37 respondents who 
answered this question, 18 (49%) described incubates as gaining a better, more concrete sense of the skills and 
resources needed through mentorship and similar services. Several managers (38%) also suggested that the 
incubation process offered participants a “reality check,” as one respondent stated. Many respondents indicated that 
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incubates were initially “over-confident” in the difficulties that would be involved in launching and growing their 
businesses. According to this group of incubator managers, clients tended to discover that “they don’t know all they 
think they know,” “there is more to it than they thought,” “it wasn’t that easy after all,” or “it is not as easy as they 
think it is.” 

In a similar vein, some respondents pointed out the ways in which such a “reality check” paved the way for valuable 
growth. As one manager noted, once clients know to expect challenges, they are able to engage in “conscious 
(pro-active) decision making as opposed to reactive thinking,” which again pointed to the entrepreneurial skill that is 
needed to run a successful business. A few (n=5) respondents suggested that the incubation process actually builds 
confidence among its clients. One manager indicated that the incubation “increases confidence by providing access 
to advice as needed.” Another made specific reference to the benefits of the sort of business-to-business mentorship 
facilitated by incubation in this regard, noting that clients are “exposed to many different kinds of business owners 
and models that help them gain confidence in their own efforts.” Two managers emphasized the ways in which 
incubation minimizes the sense of isolation frequently associated with early startups. In this sense, incubator clients 
took comfort in the fact “that they are not alone in this process,” or, as another manager described, “They are not 
alone in the adventure.” Managers saw their clients benefiting from their being with other start-up companies; not 
only was it considered as an advantage business-wise, it served as a confidence booster and discouraged a 
competitive environment. 

2.4 Facilities 

Surveyed incubator managers were asked to identify the types of facilities and facility-related services provided to 
incubate from a given list, with the option to specify any others not listed. Among those listed, the provision of 
Internet service was more frequently reported than any other type of service and facility, with an overwhelming 93% 
(n=50) of respondent-associated incubators being identified as offering this vital business component (see Figure 7). 
The least frequently selected among the services and facilities listed were free accounting and legal services. These 
were reportedly provided by 15% and 19% of respondents’ incubators, respectively.  In addition to these services 
and facilities, 30% of the respondents listed others in the space provided. 

 

Figure 6. Facilities 

 

2.5 The Technology Involved 

In a series of two (somewhat overlapping) open-ended questions, managers were asked to (a) identify the specific 
technologies which were most “indispensable” to incubated businesses; and (b) describe the ways in which 
technology (more generally) plays a significant role in the growth of incubated startups. Among these 36 managers, 7 
(19%) identified themselves as “technology” or “high-tech” industry incubator managers. Within this group, 
specialized lab equipment and facilities were generally emphasized as being of the most crucial importance to 
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incubated start-ups, and these were often the only types of technology discussed. In these cases, the concept of 
location was more important. One additional respondent expressed an inability to adequately answer the question on 
the assumption that such “specialized” equipment was what was meant by “technology,” stating that “most of our 
‘technology-oriented’ businesses provide their own specialized technology and software, etc.” The remainder of this 
analysis will bracket all 8 of the responses just described as being a general indication that technology-based research 
and development, and the facilities, equipment, and support required for those activities, are central to the start-up 
and incubation in certain industries. Among the 29 respondents who provided answers related to business versus 
industry/product technologies, 28 (97%) mentioned the Internet and/or Internet-based tools. Many respondents 
specifically emphasized the value of “WIFI” and various wireless online platforms. The most frequently mentioned 
technologies were those associated with communication and especially those in the realm of collaborative 
technology, which appeared in 14 of the 29 pairs of responses. In this category, references to forms of Web and 
video conferencing and similar VOIP technologies, such as “webinar or virtual meetings,” and “GoToMeeting” were 
especially common (listed by 6 of the 14 responses in this group). Other respondents mentioned “smart phones,” 
“mobile devices,” “email,” “social media,” or, more generally “collaboration technologies.” The information 
technologies were noted by 8 of the 29 managers’ (28%) responses to these two questions. In this category, 
respondents referred to “IT services,”“file storage/sharing,” and “the ability to process, maintain, and track pertinent 
business information using computer technology.” Lastly, 6 of the 29 managers referred to the “online presence” of 
many incubated startups for the purposes of marketing and sales. One manager noted that “technology has allowed 
today’s entrepreneurs to operate in a virtual state for longer, thus helping reduce costs in the early stages.” Another 
indicated that because of the low overhead associated with such “virtual” operations, “most of the startups are 
dependent on the Internet for their business” and “for some, the Internet is their business.” A number of general 
references were also made in the use of online marketing, advertising, and promotion platforms. With reference to 
the former (co-location), the respondents were asked to rate the importance on a four-point ordinal scale from “very 
important” to “not important” (and responses ranged across all four responses). More than half (57%) of the 
surveyed incubator managers indicated that co-location was “very important”, (see Figure 8). Nevertheless, it is 
worth noting that there a was considerable overall division on this question, with 15% rating co-location “important,” 
19% deeming it only “somewhat important,” and a surprising 9% asserting that co-location was “not important.” 
This suggests a considerable degree of openness among a significant population of incubator managers to off-site 
alternatives. 

 
Figure 7. Importance of Co-Locating in an Incubator Program 

 
3. Summary Profile 

A preliminary profile was established based on the responses of the managers of present day incubators. The 
generalizability of this initial profile was limited due to the small sample size and the exploratory nature of this study. 
However, creating a picture of business incubators may help people understand the current trends and directions and 
possible future applications. Below are the relevant points gathered. 

3.1 Clients 

 Fifty-nine percent (59%) of the incubator managers surveyed are serving small businesses.  

 Thirty-one (31%) are serving students. 

 Larger incubators are more likely than small incubators to serve students. 
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 Eighty-nine (89%) of the manager see clients as being risk takers, but not adversely so. 

 Sixty-six (66 %) see their clients as being able to adapt; those who are risk takers are also likely to be 
seen as adaptive. 

 Crucial traits for success include:  

  Overcoming challenges (63%) 

  Risk taking (44%) 

  Organizational and leadership skills (20% and 24%) 

3.2 Mission 

 Fifty-nine (59%) have a mission statement with 65% stating that it is extremely clear. 

 Ninety-eight (98%) stated that their business plan supported the mission statement. 

3.2.1 Staffing 

 Ninety-three (93%) are qualified to operate an incubator. 

 Ninety-four percent (94%) are highly qualified to lead a business. 

 These traits are desirable for business incubator personal take on both roles in equal measure. This is 
especially true of business incubator managers. 

3.2.2 Services 

 Advisory role rates at 61% in importance. This is rated speed up the learning process by 98%. 

 Incubates learned new skills by 49% when they agreed to undertake incubator services. 

 Thirty-eight percent (38%) held that business incubators provided an important reality check for 
business situations. 

3.2.3 Management 

 Client services and organizational management accounts for the two main occupations of incubator 
managers.  

 For client services, a great number of incubator managers spend 70% of their time in direct client 
services such as mentoring, advising, and counseling. The other 49% is spent on indirect services such as 
setting up meetings, networking and the like.  

 For organizational management, day-to-day task handling and implementation assistance accounts for 
65% of management services provided by incubator managers. 

3.2.4 Facilities/Technology 

 Eighty-three percent (83%) mentioned office location as significant.  

 Administrative services and facilities rates 65% while mentoring rates 59%.  

 A great percentage seems to focus on current day technologies with an overwhelming 93% stating 
internet services as paramount.  

The resources that are worth noting are 74% phone systems, web hosting 24%, accounting 15% and legal 19%. 

 

4. Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to describe the historical evolution of business incubators in the United States from 
1959 to the present day. Data were gathered on the business characteristics deemed critical to success such as 
corporate mission, plans and strategies, leadership/management, staff competence and expertise, facilities and 
resources and technology. A mixed methodology was used to collect and analyze data that addresses this purpose, 
utilizing both historical and survey research methods. 
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Findings (Summary): 

4.1 Historical 

The historical study traced the growth and development of business incubators from the time period following World 
War II to the present time. The idea of nurturing a business in its formative stage, much like an incubator aid a 
newborn child was the core idea of business incubators from its early stages and is still relevant today. While each of 
the three generations of business incubators had its own peculiar challenges and developmental pains, it was 
remarkable to note that some aspects still remain the same.  

4.2 Mission 

What was apparent in the first generation of business incubators, from 1959-1979, was the direct response of 
business incubators to the lean and difficult war years. New ideas abounded and incubators were there to help these 
new ideas flourish. This was not surprising given the human need to rise and focus energies on endeavors that would 
improve over-all quality of life. Starting small businesses seemed to be a veering off from the big government 
contracts and companies characteristic of the war years. Business incubators during this period had a simple mission: 
improve economic conditions post-war. Universities led this resurrection, in consort with government bodies (Adkins, 
2002). 

The mission of third generation incubators, from 2000-2012, developed into providing professional business services 
of increasing complexity. Partnerships with universities continued to be strong, although the focus of this partnership 
has expanded to address current issues such as intellectual property rights, licensing, laws, government regulation 
and technology (Santoro & Betts, 2002). 

4.3 Personnel 

In the first cohort period, these experts helped counsel and train individuals and business owners. It eventually 
became formal with the establishment of a volunteer counseling and training program for small industries (Willing, 
1982). In the second generation, this volunteer program was on-going and underwent more refinement. In the third 
and current generation, business incubators have progressed in terms of organizational structure. They now consist of 
an executive and advisory board, a CEO or operations manager and support staff. In essence, it is now more formal. 
Therefore, its personnel structure has likewise become more institutionalized (Zablocki, 2007).  

Another striking quality of the present business incubators was the heightened atmosphere of co-learning among 
leaders, staff, business incubators, and other fellow entrepreneurs (Zablocki, 2007).  

4.4 Resources 

From 1959-1979, business incubators provided the most basic facilities. This consisted of nothing more than 
low-cost space rentals to aid new business ventures. Business incubators also supplied a few services such as clerical 
and management training (Barrow 2001; Lalkaka & Bishop, 1996). Today, facilities and services of business 
incubators have become multidimensional and complex. In this third generation, the rise of virtual connectivity has 
negated the strict need for co-location. Many options have opened for small businesses with higher standards of help 
and service provided by modern business incubators (Aerts, Matthyssens & Vandenbempt, 2007; EC, 2002; 
McAdam & McAdam, 2008). 

4.5 Technology 

The first generation of business incubators had office space rentals and whatever hardware was available in this era. 
Technological innovation for business was in its seed phase and would develop in later times. The second generation 
began to experience an increase in various technologies that influenced how small businesses communicated with 
other businesses and how they managed the operations of their businesses (Lalkaka, 2006).  

4.6 Served Client’s Profiles 

Data collected from the survey could be open to different interpretations given that many questions on the survey 
were open-ended in format. My interpretation is in accordance with my background as an academic and practicing 
entrepreneur. The “temperature taking” or exploratory nature of the questions included on this survey provided but a 
general overview of what might be happening among today’s business incubators. The profile that follows begins 
with a background on clients served by business manager respondents.  This is followed by a description of the 
process of “incubating,” that centers on services provided, facilities and resources needed, and the impact technology 
has had on how small business and incubators carry out their work. 
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4.7 Client’s Served 

The two most commonly cited “pre-incubation occupations” of clients served by manager respondents were “small 
business owner,” followed by “student.” These two occupations comprised about two-thirds of clients served. Other 
clients served include non-business clients and non-students, each of which represented less than 15% of the 
responses. Being a small business owner as a “pre-incubation occupation” suggests these clients had prior 
experiences in business practices and may be involved in the incubator process due to a new or innovative business 
endeavor. My experiences as an incubator manager and as an entrepreneurial small business owner has helped me 
understand the importance of being involved in an incubator when significant changes in business mission and 
productivity occur; innovation requires new, innovative business practices. 

4.8 New Mindsets 

Managers who responded to the survey identified new mindsets they center on as they work with clients in 
developing their entrepreneurial business. One mindset centers on comprehending the issues or details involved in 
developing and growing a business. For some clients, what is needed is a “reality check” that moves clients from 
being overly confident toward an understanding of not only how to build a new product and run a business, but of the 
“real” challenges one might face in the process. This requires attention not only to the details but to big picture views 
of their business and how it might be situated in today’s markets.  

Adaptability is another mindset incubator manager stressed as being important to run a successful small business in 
today’s world. Being adaptive means paying close attention to what is happening in one’s business in the other 
related business endeavors.  I have witnessed many changes in businesses over the years and see change today is 
happening at a fast pace, especially as new technologies continue to evolve and the markets are increasingly global in 
nature. I have learned that what was good yesterday may not be good for today or tomorrow. A majority of the 
managers viewed their clients “high” in adaptability. 

4.9 Incubation Process (Profile) 

4.9.1 Mission 

The vast majority of managers who responded to the survey indicated they had a mission which was clearly stated 
and used for strategic planning for the incubator. Of interest in this study was how managers spent their time 
working with clients. 

4.9.2 Services Provided 

Incubator managers indicated that they spend much of their time providing what I called “direct services” to clients.  
Direct services mentioned by managers included “mentoring,” “training,” “counseling,” helping, and “working with” 
clients. The indirect services included networking activities, establishing partnerships, locating resources, managing 
and searching for strategic relationships with external parties, identifying economic partners, facilitating meetings 
with potential advisors, investors, and mentors. All of these indirect services were considered by managers to assure 
the success of their clients. Operational management also was a service manager addressed in the survey as being 
important to clients having a successful incubator experience.  

4.9.3 Staffing 

Managers perceived their staff was highly qualified to both manage and run the incubators and to provide clients 
necessary services. Nearly all of the managers rated their staff as being “highly” or “very” qualified to engage and 
assist clients.  

4.9.4 Facilities 

The incubation process was a combination of providing both services and facilities for clients.  Space was 
considered to be important to managers to carry out their work with small businesses since the space and 
corresponding resources can provide a climate for learning and growing. I have found that space needs to be 
convenient for clients and include amenities needed to learn and grow. 

4.9.5 Technology 

It is undeniable that advances in computing technology and the Internet have changed how we communicate 
nowadays. From high-powered computers to mobile devices such as Smartphones and Notebooks, these pieces of 
technological advancement have all contributed in making the way we interact more efficiently. As business is 
actually a process of interaction between a provider of goods or services to a buyer, it is safe to say that the more 
effective the communication channel is, the more successful the interaction will be. As such, the survey took into 
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account how technology factors in the success of a business start-up. 

 

5. Conclusions 

 Generationally, incubators have attended to the historical, social, and economic contexts of the times, with 
their mission being centered on helping the nation and businesses find economic success. Innovation, or the 
entrepreneurial spirit, has been a foundation for business incubators over the years. 

 Personnel connected to the business incubators have been connected to “experts” in the field to assure 
services provided are most helpful and up to date. Personnel have tended to have a rich background in small 
business and entrepreneurial thinking.  

 Partnerships, collaboration, and networking have been key values inherent in incubators across the 
generations. Partnerships and collaborative efforts have been established with universities and with 
businesses both locally and globally. Networking is seen as a way to connect small businesses with related 
businesses to help guide entrepreneurial efforts. 

 Business incubators focus on changing mindsets, helping clients gain knowledge and skills regarding how 
to operate a business and how to think about and react to challenging circumstances. Risk-taking and 
adaptation are two important characteristics of mindsets needed for success in today’s world. 

 Today’s incubator managers provide important services to clients. Direct services involve mentoring, 
training, consulting, and advising. Indirect service centers on setting up partnerships and networking 
opportunities and facilitating meetings that can benefit clients’ futures. Operational management services 
center on managing facilities and operating the incubator to ensure a clear focus and direction exist.  

 Facilities and resources are important for incubators provide needed services. The facilities need to meet the 
needs of clients, and resources need to be available to ensure clients are able to grow and develop. 

 Technology has changed over the years, but has always been integral to the operation of business incubators. 
Modern day technology is important to entrepreneurial small businesses, especially as it relates to 
communication within and between businesses. As well, technology plays an important role in how small 
businesses manage data bases critical to monitoring progress. 

 The question of the usefulness of virtual incubators has arisen. While initially appearing to be the ultimate 
cost reducing solution that negates the need for co-location, the benefits derived from the physical 
interaction between incubator managers, incubates, experts and peers seems to outweigh the virtual option. 
Even with present day technology that has made this viable, virtual incubation may not be the perfect 
alternative it was once thought to be.  

 

6. Discussion 

In undertaking the historical study of business incubators, one striking realization was that this basic concept 
emerged due to important situational and contextual forces. In the immediate years following World War II was a 
critical period of economic development. 

During this period, growth and job creation were of paramount importance. Clarke and Gaile (1992) characterized 
this era as one where risk-taking approaches were encouraged. So enter the entrepreneurial spirit of business 
incubation and one can see the germ of an idea worthy of the times it was conceived in. Fast forward to current 
realities and the spirit of innovation is still entirely evident in the newer business incubation models.  

So “Being together within the same physical space can foster partnerships among startups, facilitating the flow of 
knowledge and forging of marketing and technology relationships among them”. Hackett and Dilts (2004) went as 
far as stating that if virtual incubators are to be credited in the same level as business incubators, it follows then that 
any other business providing some type of assistance to other enterprises can be classified as incubators. Although 
the research explains that the majority of the incubator managers showed reluctance to making a move toward a 
virtual environment, this likely will become more and more advantageous as technology improves with the 
emergence of more technically collaborative tools. Eventually technology may demonstrate the ability to connect 
individuals in different ways, giving them advantages that a traditional incubator might not provide.   
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7. Further Study (Recommendations) 

From a professional and personal perspective, the following may be examined to further our understanding of 
business incubators: 

 While other business fields have extensively covered the concept of mission, there did not seem to be the 
same type of “concreteness” in defining and carrying out this idea in business incubators. Researchers 
interested in delineating the mission of business incubators and relating it to particular entrepreneurial 
businesses may find this extremely interesting. 

 The significance of the role played by incubator managers was underscored in the present study. Current 
focus on the personnel of business incubators, particularly the management and leadership, may be 
undertaken. This could include a complete management and leadership profile with concomitant success or 
failure factors. 

 The trend towards partnerships, collaboration and networking in 21st century business settings was reiterated 
for business incubators. Two types of research are envisioned: (a) the people component interaction 
between incubators and incubates; and (b) the effects of improved technology and resources as facilitating 
factors for increased collaboration.  

 Virtual incubation emerged as an enigma in the present study. The viability of this option cannot be 
completely abandoned and must be studied further.  

 Merging two ideas, changes in technology may necessitate that future managers have the ability to manage 
people within complex virtual environments. New studies on this interface may be indicated. The question 
of whether traditional styles, skills and strategies for business incubator managers will work within a virtual 
environment or whether a paradigm shift is necessary would be a stimulating concept for analysis. 

 A creation of a complete incubate profile is of personal interest to me. As a researcher, the lack of 
information specifically on business incubators was evident. While this study sought to fill this gap, it was 
not exhaustive. Future studies may be needed.  

 Since business incubation has reached a greater degree of maturity from its original inception, it may be 
timely to compile a manual of best practices in all the business characteristics mentioned. Likewise, models 
for successful business incubation can be created and validated in future studies. 

 

8. Reflections (Finalized): 

It was fascinating to see the way we conduct business today. It was hardly imaginable two decades ago that the 
world’s largest businesses today would be comprised of entities like Google™, Facebook™, Yahoo™, and Ebay™, 
the main asset of which is a dominant online presence on the Internet. With all of the emphasis on a business’s 
“virtual presence,” it follows that the next stage of progression in mentoring incubates would be a virtual form of 
mentorship. A study has shown that incubator managers believed that having the right traits in an incubator was still 
critical for the success of a business start-up. No amount of capital or technological tools can replace competent 
management. Looking at this idea, it is important to realize that people are as essential to the process. Research has 
shown that Small Business Incubators (SBIs) have changed in the last fifty years since their inception. With 
technology, we have seen these incubators move toward using new tools and establishing a different way to interact 
with each other and the management. As this technology continues to advance, we will soon see more and more 
advanced virtual incubators with capabilities that exceed anything that is currently being done today. Based on the 
results of this research and the incubator managers' reluctance to use this form of incubator as a strong option now, 
this change will likely take place if and when technology is able to effectively replicate the human interaction. 
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