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Abstract

This research employs ecosystem and strategic fit theories to understand incubators’ relationships with other ecosystem actors by investi-
gating the elaboration of specialization, diversification, and co-opetition strategies. In the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, incubators act
as intermediaries, bridging the gap between tenants and their external environment. These strategically led organizations offer a unique
perspective for exploring the strategic fit differentiation engine through a holistic approach. A qualitative study reviews 48 semi-structured
interviews derived from five case studies of the main incubator types. The results show that incubators differentiate themselves by employ-
ing various combinations of individual and collective strategies consisting of individual, organizational, and environmental factors to achieve
ecosystem benefits. These findings provide a cross-level understanding of the entrepreneurial support ecosystem for all ecosystem actors

and enable the implementation of appropriate generic strategies.
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cosystem research is an emerging but underdeveloped

theoretical stream that requires additional scientific inves-

tigation as it has become the ‘latest conceptual fad’
(Brown & Mason, 2017; Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018;
Spigel & Harrison, 2018). The current lack of knowledge
regarding this issue constitutes a major gap in entrepreneur
ship research (Thomas & Autio, 2014). Indeed, "“the ecosys-
tem-based views of entrepreneurship reflect a dynamic and
socially complex aspect of action and interaction in the entre-
preneurial process’ (Goswami, Mitchell, & Bhagavatula, 2018, p.
['19). Reflecting this dynamic and complex view, ecosystem
actors struggle to elaborate efficient strategies in the entrepre-
neurial context (Adner, 2017). Furthermore, this dynamic is
related to ecosystem resilience, which enables a better under-
standing of why some ecosystems thrive (Bernard & Barbosa,
2016; Roundy, Brockman, & Bradshaw, 2017).

To overcome the complexity of the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, early research has mainly focused on its definition and
composition (Keenig, 2012; Spigel, 2017). The entrepreneurial
ecosystem is a ‘multi-actor’ and ‘multi-scalar’ phenomenon
describing “a set of interconnected entrepreneurial actors, in-
stitutions and entrepreneurial processes, which formally and
informally coalesce to connect, mediate and govern the

performance within the local entrepreneurial environment”
(Mason & Brown, 2014, p.5). Entrepreneurial ecosystem schol-
ars have shifted their focus to explore the strategic dynamics,
processes, evolution, and interdependencies of the ecosystem
components as they investigate strategies for collaboration
and competition (Adner, 2017; Goswami et al,, 2018; Kcenig,
2012; Spigel & Harrison, 2018).To assimilate these interactions
and their contributions to ecosystem outcomes, clarifying the
importance of each actor for the effective functioning of the
overall system is fundamental (Morris, Neumeyer, & Kuratko,
2015; Stangler & Bell-Masterson, 2015).

Early research demonstrated that incubators and accelera-
tors occupy a central position in the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem (Clarysse, Wright, Bruneel, & Mahajan, 2014;
Goswami et al., 2018; Klofsten, Lundmark, Wennberg, & Bank,
2020; Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright, & Van Hove, 2016; Rubin, Aas,
& Stead, 2015; van Weele et al, 2018) by bridging the gap be-
tween tenants and their external environment (Bergek &
Norrman, 2008). This ‘umbrella’ concept is used to describe
strategically led organizations that foster a supportive and safe
environment for creating and developing new firms during
their early life stages (Aernoudt, 2004; Bergek & Norrman,
2008; Chan & Lau, 2005; Chandra & Fealey, 2009).
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However, incubators have different goals related to their
strategic positioning and uneven quality or efficiency
(Aernoudt, 2004; Pena, 2004; Somsuk & Laosirihongthong,
2014; Tamasy, 2007). The important public funding dedi-
cated to incubators increases concerns regarding their effi-
ciency, evaluation process, and outcomes (Bergek &
Norrman, 2008). Accordingly, incubators are challenged
with finding a balance between “opportunity-seeking
(entrepreneurship) and advantage-seeking (strategic man-
agement) behaviors” (Shankar & Shepherd, 2019, p. 2). In
this ever-changing context characterized by increasing com-
petition between incubators and other ecosystem actors,
an emerging research field has focused on incubators’ stra-
tegic positioning (Baraldi & Havenvid, 2016). Nonetheless,
this field has primarily focused on individual strategies of
specialization, diversification, and/or service-based differen-
tiation  (Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010, 2012;
Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012) while neglect-
ing  collective strategies involving cooperation and
competition with other ecosystem actors. Hybrid
strategies, such as co-opetition, may provide an important
contribution to the sustainability of the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem. Co-opetition refers to the combination
of two strategic behaviors (cooperation and competition)
that are a priori opposed to one another (Akdogan &
Cingsz, 2012; Bengtsson & Kock, 1999, 2000; Dagnino, Le
Roy, & Yami, 2007; Robert, Chiambaretto, Mira, & Le Roy,
2018;Yami, Castaldo, Dagnino, & Roy, 2010;Yami, Chappert, &
Mione, 2015).

By combining these scientific discussions, this study aims
to explore incubators’ strategic fit (individual and collective
strategies) as a driver of differentiation within the entrepre-
neurial support ecosystem. Similarly, incubators offer a
unique perspective for exploring the strategic fit differenti-
ation engine in a holistic manner. Specifically, this research
aims to answer the following research question: How do
incubators ideally elaborate internal and external strategic
fit as a differentiation engine within the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem? To address this question, a qualitative
methodology was adopted based on five case studies and
48 semi-structured interviews conducted with diverse eco-
system actors.

This paper is structured as follows: (1) a literature re-
view of ecosystem and strategic fit theory adapted to the
incubator context, (2) a description of the qualitative meth-
odology used for the data collection and analysis in this
study, (3) a presentation of the results discussing the with-
in-case, cross-case, and cross-level findings, and (4) a con-
clusion summarizing the results, the paper’s contributions,
and limitations and recommendations for related future
research.

A strategic approach to the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem

A successful entrepreneurial support ecosystem requires fos-
tering connections with various heterogeneous actors and
networks (Chandra & Fealey, 2009). However, such heteroge-
neity increases the complexity of the ecosystem, particularly
due to incubator diversity (Theodoraki & Messeghem, 2017).
To better understand the composition of the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem, different types of incubators and their ser-
vices should first be described.

The diversity of incubators and service offerings

The multitude of incubator types and diversity of service offer-
ings amplify the complexity of the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem (Bellingtoft, 2012; Messeghem, Bakkali, Sammut, &
Swalhi, 2018).The first source of this complexity involves mul-
tiple types of incubators differentiated based on their strategic
goals, funders, value creation, incubation phases, and target
markets (Aernoudt, 2004; Barbero, Casillas, Ramos, & Guitarn,
2012; Carayannis & von Zedtwitz, 2005; Grimaldi & Grandi,
2005; McAdam & Marlow, 2008; Rubin et al, 2015; von
Zedtwitz & Grimaldi, 2006). Furthermore, new hybrid models
combining several characteristics, such as geography (urban,
suburban, and rural), sponsorship (universities, governments,
economic development entities, and corporations), and indus-
try (ICT: Information and Communications Technology, agricul-
ture, and biotechnology), have emerged (Al-Mubaraki & Busler,
2010). Based on the available criteria, incubators can be sorted
into the following five categories: economic development incu-
bators, technology incubators, university incubators, social in-
cubators, and private incubators. Some authors refer to other
types of incubators, such as virtual incubators (Carayannis &
von Zedtwitz, 2005), bottom-up incubators (Bellingtoft, 2012),
network incubators (Bellingtoft & Ulhgi, 2005), and mixed and
cooperative incubators (Etzkowitz, de Mello, & Almeida, 2005).
While acknowledging the validity of these types of incubators
and different categorization schemes, this study focuses on the
five categories delineated earlier: Specifically, economic devel-
opment incubators are used to enhance regional economic
development and employment (von Zedtwitz & Grimaldi,
2006).Technology incubators attempt to foster the emergence
of technology-based firms (Barbero et al., 2012). University
incubators facilitate knowledge and technology transfers in ad-
dition to providing access to academic networks (Grimaldi &
Grandi, 2005). Social incubators focus on social integration and
innovation (Aernoudt, 2004). Private incubators are for-profit
organizations and, therefore, are mainly interested in firms that
generate short- and/or middle-term profits (Carayannis & von
Zedtwitz, 2005).

Original Research Article



M@n@gement

A holistic approach to incubator strategies

The second source of complexity associated with incuba-
tors involves the variety of service offerings. Several authors
highlight the need to combine multiple services during the in-
cubation process to satisfy tenants (Aernoudt, 2004; Bergek &
Norrman, 2008; Bellingtoft, 2012; Bellingtoft & Ulhgi, 2005;
Carayannis & von Zedtwitz, 2005; Chan & Lau, 2005; Clarysse,
Wright, Lockett,Van de Velde, & Vohora, 2005; von Zedtwitz &
Grimaldi, 2006). Carayannis and von Zedtwitz (2005) catego-
rize these services into the following five main categories: ac-
cess to physical resources, office support, financial resources,
entrepreneurial support, and networks. The first type of ser-
vice relies on hosting and providing physical facilities (offices,
furniture, and workout facilities) to tenants. The second type is
associated with providing logistical infrastructure and office
services (secretarial and reception services, printing, mail deliv-
ery, wi-fi, and fax machines). The third type involves access to
financial resources, such as angel investors, venture capitalists,
public grants, and loans.The fourth type is associated with busi-
ness coaching regarding management, accounting, financing,
and legal and fiscal aspects. The final type provides access to a
solid network, which is a key factor in the creation and devel-
opment of new firms (Bgllingtoft, 2012).

However, an incubator may be unable to offer all services
essential for successful incubation, which may consequently
lead to the development of cooperative behaviors among
ecosystem actors who complement one another. In contrast,
the diversity of actors and evolution of the ecosystem drive
incubators to develop strategies to obtain competitive advan-
tages and survive, particularly service-based differentiation
strategies (Bonel & Rocco, 2007;Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens,
2012). This differentiation engine can be further explored
through the strategic fit framework.

Incubators’ strategic fit in the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem

The notion of strategic fit is the basis of contingency theory
(Drazin &Van de Ven, 1985; Ginsberg, Horwitch, Mahapatra, &
Singh, 2010; Ginsberg & Venkatraman, 1985; Kim, Lee, & Park,
2015; Van de Ven & Drazin, 1984; Venkatraman & Camillus,
1984). According to Miller (1992), strategic fit is differentiated
as internal or external fit. Internal fit is based on the principle
of congruence between a firm's strategy and its organizational
characteristics. External fit addresses a firm's external environ-
ment, including the alignment between its strategy and envi-
ronment. Although contingency theory considers alignment
between strategy and environment necessary for achieving
superior performance, it does not impose ‘one best way' to
achieve this goal, which is also known as ‘equifinality’ (Doty,
Glick, & Huber, 1993; Gresov & Drazin, 1997; Payne, 2006).
Similarly, strategic fit enables an analysis of the strategic
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behaviors of support entities within the entrepreneurial eco-
system (Shankar & Shepherd, 2019). Moreover, this framework
is suitable for exploring generic strategies aiming to link inter-
nal and/or external organizational characteristics to identify
‘ideal’ strategies for each type of incubator (Schwartz &
Hornych, 2012;Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012).The evo-
lution of these characteristics may affect an incubator's strate-
gic positioning by leading to ‘misfit’ or inadequate internal and
external fit (Miller, 1992).

Additionally, the literature has focused on incubator effi-
ciency and outcomes over an extended period without
demonstrating a shared empirical consensus (Baraldi &
Havenvid, 2016; Barbero et al,, 2012; Messeghem et al., 2018).
Some studies tend to recommend solutions to increase incu-
bators’ value creation. Tamasy (2007) argues that incubators
should aim to become private entities with no reliance on
public funding. Other studies recommend that incubators
should develop their overall strategy according to the char-
acteristics and specificities of the environment in which they
operate (Bank, Fichter, & Klofsten, 2017; Baraldi & Havenvid,
2016; McAdam, Miller, & McAdam, 2016; Schwartz & Hornych,
2012) while adapting their business models to create and
capture value from the ecosystem (Demil, Lecocq, & Warnier,
2018). This study follows this recommendation to explore
strategic incubator practices within the entrepreneurial sup-
port ecosystem in a holistic manner; thus, internal fit is ex-
plained in terms of the discrete strategies of specialization
and diversification, while external fit is discussed in terms of
collective  strategies, including cooperation/competition
(co-opetition) strategies.

Individual strategies: Specialization or
diversification?

The early literature distinguishes between specialized business
incubators (SBls) and diversified business incubators based on
their strategic objectives (Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010,
2012;Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012). The specialization
strategy focuses on an industry with the goal of offering ser-
vices and knowledge in a specific sector and providing special-
ized equipment that could ultimately improve the perceptions
of tenants. SBls select tenants only from a specific industry (or
complementary sectors). Nevertheless, although specialization
fosters the development of in-depth knowledge regarding an
industry segment, it can also lead to a negative work atmo-
sphere, implementation of barriers between tenants, and mis-
trust regarding sharing information related to the specificity of
the sector (Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010). In contrast, the
diversification strategy widens the strategic scope in all indus-
try sectors. However, this expansion may lead to competition
between an incubator and other ecosystem actors or partners
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who may eventually become co-opetitors (Vanderstraeten &
Matthyssens, 2012).

To reduce competition, some authors recommend concen-
trating on specialized services and limiting the number of tar-
geted sectors; however, these authors do not empirically show
that specialization outperforms diversification as a strategy
(Aerts, Matthyssens, & Vandenbempt, 2007; Grimaldi & Grandi,
2005; Klofsten et al, 2020; Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010).
According to Payne, Kennedy, and Davis (2009), the specializa-
tion strategy improves the performance of firms operating in a
competitive environment characterized by resource availability
and intense interfirm rivalry. Specialization strategy defenders
contend that this type of strategy increases incubators’ per-
ceived service value among tenants (Schwartz & Hornych,
2008). Additionally, specialized services focusing on an industry
or technology (e.g, media-related services, specialized infra-
structure, advanced equipment, or sector-specific knowledge
and advice) cannot be easily replicated by other ecosystem
actors (Schwartz & Hornych, 2008). Thus, the specialization
strategy decreases competition among ecosystem actors.

Defenders of mixed approaches argue that the coexistence
of diversified and specialized actors within an ecosystem is a
key factor enabling value creation and collective benefits and/
or performance (Demil et al, 2018; Jacobides et al, 2018;
Kapoor, 2013). However, the diversification strategy can also
result in a competitive advantage. Thus, diversified incubators
may help generate a competitive advantage by providing oper-
ational services and engaging in specific studies focusing on
marketing and internationalization for tenants in a wide variety
of industry sectors (Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012).
Although the incubator selects the internal strategic position-
ing of specialization or diversification, it should develop a par-
allel co-opetition strategy with other ecosystem actors (Baraldi
& Havenvid, 2016). Co-opetitive behaviors among ecosystem
actors are more beneficial than applying the cooperation or
competition strategy separately because the benefits of both
strategies can be reaped simultaneously (Bengtsson & Kock,
1999; Ritala, Hallikas, & Sissonen, 2008).

Collective strategies: Co-opetition in the
entrepreneurial support ecosystem

The co-opetition strategy is present in all industries but
emerges more regularly in complex and dynamic environ-
ments and service-based industries (Bengtsson, Eriksson, &
Wincent, 2010; Carayannis & Alexander; 1999). In these envi-
ronments, knowledge acquisition is important for gaining com-
petitive advantages (Robert et al, 2018). Furthermore, the
heterogeneity of unique resources and resource munificence
can lead to co-opetitive behaviors (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000;
Carayannis & Alexander, 1999; Huang & Chu, 2015; Padula &

Dagnino, 2007). Co-opetition is defined as a complex phe-
nomenon, involving both horizontal and vertical relationships
with heterogeneous actors (Chiambaretto & Dumez, 2016),
thus forming a system of interactions based on partially con-
gruent interests and objectives (Dagnino et al., 2007). Within
the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, two complementary
definitions can be identified. First, incubators may foster collab-
orative ties with different types of actors, such as policy makers
(funders), tenants (users), and other incubators (competitors)
(Baraldi & Havenvid, 2016; Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014;
Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1995). Second, incubators may de-
velop activity-based co-opetition, in which they compete for
access to public funding while cooperating for access to the
skills of other ecosystem actors (Baraldi & Havenvid, 2016;
Bengtsson & Kock, 2000; Carayannis & Alexander; 1999; Lain,
2013) (see Figure 1).

Finally, the entrepreneurial support ecosystem is a dynamic
and highly complex environment, in which a large volume of
information and knowledge must be mastered (Carayannis &
Alexander, 1999). Incubators join networks, create synergies,
and participate in resource transfers to support new firms.
However, the high level of heterogeneity cannot sustain
synergy without complementarity (Huang & Chu, 2015;
Thomas & Autio, 2014), and this complementarity is based not
only on the functional characteristics of each actor but also on
their obligations to other ecosystem actors. In addition, inter-
actor complementarity and interdependence are driven by
competitive and cooperative dynamics (Bengtsson et al., 2010;
Bonel, Pellizzari, & Rocco, 2008; Bonel & Rocco, 2007). Thus,
complementarity is related to a cumulative dimension of the
value added by each actor (Jacobides et al, 2018; Thomas &
Autio, 2014) and is enhanced by reducing duplication in the
core capabilities of the ecosystem actors. Accordingly, this
framework leads to the following fundamental question: How
do incubators ideally elaborate internal (specialization and
diversification) and external (cooperation and competition)
strategic fit as an engine of differentiation within the
entrepreneurial support ecosystem?

Methods
Research settings

This study is based on an interpretative, systematic, inductive
qualitative research protocol designed as a multiple-case study,
enabling a comparative analysis of the data and reinforcing the
process of generalizing results (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007,
Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013;Yin, 2018).This method is suit-
able for studying phenomena that have been underexplored in
the previous literature (Bansal & Corley,2012; Chetty, Partanen,
Rasmussen, & Servais, 2014; Goswami et al, 2018). This study

Original Research Article



M@n@gement

A holistic approach to incubator strategies

Users
Entrepreneurs 0002
(q\t"f’ high-potential firms ﬂé“”e
{\'n“gt qﬂ?‘f}'
“5{‘@ lﬁ""l»;
o Incubation ey
Substitutors Competition Cooperation Complementors
New entrants. other Incubator Universities, laboratories,
incubators (SBIs, DEIs, TTOs, experts, business
private, accelerators) angels, venture capital, IP
Funding
pb”ff; . 1\&“‘%
e Suppliers A
Institutional entities,

regulatory authorities,
regional networks,
municipalities

Figure |. Entrepreneurial support ecosystem (adapted from Brandenburger and Nalebuff, 995)

was conducted in the south of France, which is characterized
as a dynamic regional entrepreneurial ecosystem that contains
all elements necessary to explore this framework. Cohen
(2006) explains that an entrepreneurial ecosystem should
contain several categories of entrepreneurial actors (incuba-
tors, support experts, research, and funding entities) sur-
rounded by an entrepreneurial culture (based on success
stories and talent pools).

Moreover, this study relies on an ecosystem approach based
on semi-structured interviews. The ecosystem approach is
suitable for (1) conceptualizing the relationships among eco-
system actors, (2) interpreting the complexities in these rela-
tionships that can evolve over time, and (3) examining these
strategic relationships using systemic logic (Ben Letaifa &
Rabeau, 2013). This approach differs from linear approaches,
which are generally not suitable for an ecosystem reading. By
employing this methodology, this study aims to cover multiple
actors in the entrepreneurial support ecosystem and cross
data to increase the reliability of the research (Chetty et al,
2014; Mina, Dagnino, & Ben Letaifa, 2015). Additionally, incuba-
tors play a key intermediary role in the regional entrepreneur
ial ecosystem and allow the application of a multiple-level
construct in which incubators act at the meso level (interme-
diaries), tenants are situated at the microlevel, and the regional
entrepreneurial ecosystem represents the macro level
(Goswami et al., 2018). Thus, this study focused on the inter-
firm level (i.e., incubators are the research object) to achieve a
better understanding of the collective strategies within the en-
trepreneurial ecosystem (Gnyawali, Madhavan,He, & Bengtsson,
2016; Mariani, 2016).
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Data collection

The data collection is based on incubators' typologies based
on the literature review. Five case studies were selected based
on their purpose, task, competitive focus, incubation time, and
services, as shown in Table 1.

The purposive, theoretical sampling of different groups of
actors provided an optimal description of the entrepreneurial
support ecosystem. Additionally, snowball sampling was per-
formed to reach theoretical saturation (Aguinis & Solarino,
2019).In total, 16 incubator managers, | | incubator staff mem-
bers, 6 tenants, 3 institutional officials, 3 network coordinators,
4 funders, and 5 research entities were interviewed.This meth-
odological approach distinguishes two levels of analysis, includ-
ing the incubator level (core actors) and the ecosystem level
(peripheral actors). According to Ben Letaifa (2013), core ac-
tors are actors closely linked to the heart of a business, such as
staff, users, and suppliers. Furthermore, peripheral actors may
be involved in the entrepreneurial support ecosystem and af-
fect its structure and evolution.

The replication design enabled the accumulation of knowl-
edge regarding each case through multiple inter-site experi-
ments involving 23 different incubators. This approach allows
several experiments to be conducted within each case and
increases the generalizability of the results (Yin, 2018).The re-
search design is based on 48 semi-structured interviews (36
core actor interviewees and |12 peripheral actor interviewees).
The interviews include a total of approximately 66 h of audio
recordings and were conducted between June 2013 and
November 2014.The interviews were conducted face to face
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Table 1. Sample characteristics

Case A: economic Case B: technology Case C: university Case D: social Case E: private

development incubators incubators incubators incubators incubators
Purpose Not-for-profit Not-for-profit Not-for-profit Not-for-profit For-profit
Task Develop the regional Create and sustain Promote academic Create and maintain ~ Accelerate firm creation

economy high-potential tech entrepreneurship and high-potential and development

firms develop and commercial- social-focused firms
ize academic research
Competitive Specific location (local or Industry or sector Academic spin-offs Cooperatives and Start-ups mainly related
focus regional) (Internet and ICT) start-ups from the to ICT
social solidarity
economy
Incubation phase Before and after creation Mainly after creation Mainly before creation Mainly before creation Before and after creation
Incubation time ~ Medium/long Medium/long Short/medium Medium/long Short
Range of services Mixed services Technology-based Research-oriented Mixed services Mixed services
services services
using an interview guide covering the following three topics: (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). First, |14 codes were created
() the incubator's organizational characteristics (internal fit, using an explorative open coding that allowed the identifica-
service offering, specificities, and differentiation), (2) the eco- tion of emerging ideas regarding the representative quotes.
system's characteristics (external fit, interaction with other ac- These first-order concepts show the informants’ voice and
tors, and types of relationships), and (3) the ecosystem’s are formulated with similar terms in small phrases or labels.
benefits (value creation, efficiency, and the impact of ecosys- Second, some codes were deleted, some codes were cre-
tem relationships on performance). ated, and other codes were simply grouped. Sets of gathered
To guarantee the validity and reliability of the findings, mul- quotes from each group were created using the Matrix

tiple sources of evidence were proactively collected as a Query Wizard for cross tabulations of the content encoding.
means of triangulating information (Gibbert, Ruigrok, & Wicki, This axial coding enabled comparisons across the different
2008). The data include both primary data (from semi-struc- responses given by the informants and related the concepts
tured interviews with various ecosystem actors) and second- to each other to establish themes. The second-order themes
ary archival data (from site visits, websites, brochures, annual show the researcher’s voice and interpretation of the infor-
reports, press releases, and e-mails) (see Table 2). The re- mants’ terms. Third, comparisons of the existing literature and
searcher first crafted and validated the interview guide with coded data revealed the aggregate dimensions, as shown in
other researchers and experts while striving to maintain a Figure 2. During this stage, the relationships between the
neutral point of view while conducting the interviews. first-order concepts and second-order themes were exam-
Interobserver reliability was assessed across the study's multi- ined to reveal the more general dimensions of the modeling
ple respondents. The researcher also carried out two pilot in- process. This final stage enabled the transformation of the
terviews with an incubator manager and an incubator staff static data structure into a dynamic understanding of the in-
member to confirm the appeal of the research question and terrelationships among the concepts. Furthermore, the Gioia
ensure that the questions in the interview guide were clear to methodology was used to achieve qualitative rigor in the
the informants. Their feedback confirmed the importance of analysis and interpretation of the results (Gioia et al., 2013).
the research question, prompted minor changes to the inter- To ensure the quality of the encoding process, the data were
view guide, and prepared the researcher to conduct the coded twice with an interval of a few months to ensure the
interviews. objectivity of the researcher. Moreover, to minimize bias, the

researcher requested the opinions of experts not involved in
the study regarding the data analysis process, coding themes,

Data analysis : . . .
Y and result interpretation. These regular meetings provided an

Regarding data processing, a content analysis is frequently outsider’s view of the research design and findings (Corley &
used to examine the differences among strategic groups in Gioia, 2004). Finally, this modeling was presented to key infor-
the field of strategic management (Short, Payne, & Ketchen, mants in the regional entrepreneurial ecosystem to achieve
2008). More precisely, a thematic analysis using Nvivo 12 soft- rigor, increase its trustworthiness, and ensure construct valid-
ware (QSR International) was performed in three stages ity (Gibbert et al., 2008).
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Table 2. Description of the collected qualitative data

Organization level (incubator)

Ecosystem level Total

Case A: economic Case B: Case C: Case D:social Case E:private  Institutional Research  Funding
development technology ~ university  incubators incubators bodies entities entities
incubators incubators  incubators
Number of 10 3 3 3 4 - - - 23
incubators
Number of 13 4 9 6 4 3 5 4 48
interviewed actors
Duration of [6:41 05:33 13:07 08:38 06:58 04:14 05:21 05:24 65:56
interviews
(HH:MM)
Total number of 325 108 204 17 80 84 82 11 [,I'1'l pages
transcribed pages
Total number of 1,440 460 1,000 268 667 480 368 225 4,908
verbatim quotes verbatim
coded quotes
coded
Total amount of 139 pages + 43 pages + 314 pages |76 pages - - - - 672 pages
secondary data 04:58 of 03:49 of + 00:59 of + 02:23 of + 12:09
various various various various of group
meetings meetings meetings  meetings meetings
1st-order Concepts 2nd-order Themes Aggregate Dimensions

* Entrepreneur typology
* Firm/project

Target group

+ Industry or economic sector

Industry sector

Specialization/

« Area typology
* Area level

Geographical area

Diversification

* Generic services
= Specific services

Service offering

« Political/territorial impact

* Lack of resources
+ Potential entrants

Competitive environment

= Complementarity

* Incubator size

+ Incubator notoriety
* Nature of relations

Vo UL UL

Organizational structure

Cooperation/
Competition

« Intensity of relations

«Willingness to collaborate
« Individualistic behavior

Individual min

dset

«Quality
* Best practices

Incubator individual benefits

Ecosystem

Benefits

* Ecosystem efficiency
= Synergy effects

LU U

Ecosystem collective benefits

Figure 2. Data structure

Within-case, cross-case, and cross-level findings

The analysis of the results (see Appendix) intended to facilitate
a better understanding of the entrepreneurial support

Original Research Article

ecosystem and identify the internal and external strategic fit
driving incubator differentiation that may lead to better indi-
vidual and/or collective benefits. This section adopts a cross-
level lens to understand (1) how incubators elaborate internal
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Table 3. Incubators’ differentiation criteria by individual strategies

Case A: economic
development incubators

Case B:technology
incubators

Case C: university
incubators

Case D: social
incubators

Case E: private incubators

By target group SMEs, micro-projects,

craftsman, unemployed

Innovative projects

By industry sector  Craftsmanship, specific
sectors (cosmetics,
agronomy, agriculture,

tourism, etc.)

Digital, technology,
health sciences,
engineers

By geographical area * Rural/urban * Mainly urban
* Regional/departmental/ ¢ International/national/
local regional/departmental

By service offering A range of generic
services (operational
services, networking,

training)

A range of specific
services (services
related to technology,
networking, training)

Researchers, PhD
students, doctors,
engineers, project
leaders from
laboratories

Related to nearby
laboratories (material
sciences, digital, biology,
health, chemistry, etc.)

* Mainly urban

* National/regional

A range of specific
services (services
related to technology,
networking)

Natural, legal, or social
entrepreneurs, coopera-
tives, communities,
inter-cities, countries

Social solidarity economy
(handicapped, human
services, health related)

* Mainly urban

* National/regional

A range of generic
services (operational
services, networking,
training)

Natural or legal
entrepreneurs, businesses,
communities, inter-cities,
countries

All sectors, public and
private

* Rural/urban

* International/national/
regional/departmental
A range of generic and/or

specific services

and external strategic fit as a differentiation engine and (2)
how incubators' differentiation engine contributes to elaborat-
ing an ideal strategic fit within the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem.

Incubators’ differentiation by individual strategies

Under the theoretical framework presented earlier; the indi-
vidual differentiation strategies mobilized by incubators consist
of specialization or diversification. The main criterion used to
distinguish these generic strategies is the choice of centralizing
in one or more industry sectors. Thus, the following results
reveal the complementary criteria of incubators’ differentia-
tion, that is, the target group, industry sector, geographical area,
and service offerings (see Table 3).

To minimize the lack of visibility and clarify the role of each
actor in the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, different types
of incubators may focus on one or more user groups. For ex-
ample, economic development incubators mainly focus on
small and medium-sized enterprises, micro-projects, craftsmen,
or people aiming to become employed by starting their own
businesses. However; this category is directly related to the
choice of industry sector. Furthermore, each type of incubator
can be differentiated based on its geographical area at two
levels, that is, (1) rural or urban and (2) local, departmental,
regional, national, or international. For example, economic de-
velopment incubators may be found in both rural and urban
settings. However, their vocation is often limited to the local or
departmental level, and they often have federal representa-
tives at the regional level as is the case with the chambers of
commerce. In contrast, technology incubators frequently occur
at all geographic levels — even at the international level — and
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involve and promote high-potential technology-based firms
worldwide. The final category of differentiation criteria is ser-
vice offerings. Each incubator type offers a range of generic or
specific services related to the needs of its tenants. These cat-
egories can be fulfilled using the temporal criteria of differenti-
ation related to the incubation phase, that is, before or after a
firm’s creation. Incubators may also differentiate by the dura-
tion of the incubation program (see Table |). For example, uni-
versity incubators are mainly positioned prior to firm creation
as they focus on the maturation and incubation of an idea until
a firm is created. Therefore, their incubation process is shorter
than that typical of economic development incubators (18
months versus 3—5 vears, respectively).

Proposition |:The target group,industry sector, geographical area,
and service offerings related to the incubator phase and duration
contribute to shaping the internal strategic fit differentiation within
the entrepreneurial support ecosystem.

Incubators’ differentiation by collective strategies

Collective strategies are framed in the following three catego-
ries: competitive environment, organizational structure, and
individual mindset. The first category relies on the scalability of
incubators’ external environment, which imposes a competi-
tive repositioning of actors that ensures their place in the eco-
system, especially as incubators multiply. In the French context,
most incubators are closely linked to local policy makers.
Consequently, their objectives are frequently related to the
goals of the political party that they represent. In parallel, the
instability of financial resources increases the competitive spirit
among ecosystem actors to acquire or maintain the largest
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piece of the ‘cake’ and ensure their sustainability. Similarly, com-
petitors and potential new entrants strengthen the competi-
tion among ecosystem actors. A network coordinator stated
the following:"In fact, the public authorities have created a new
support entity that did not exist before, which has created a
certain form of competition, and then, there is also competi-
tion regarding budgets” (NC#1). Nonetheless, their comple-
mentarity provides a sort of equilibrium that frames the
entrepreneurial support ecosystem.

The second category includes incubators’ organizational
structure. Competition may occur among incubators of the
same or similar sizes and is particularly notable among large
incubators in their effort to attract high-potential firms.
However, small incubators may feel powerless compared to
larger incubators and, thus, attempt to minimize the sense of
competition among them. “Competition remains for large in-
cubators that have projects with potential. People who de-
velop their project here, they do not care; they just want to
develop their project. So, it is not the typology [of tenants] that
we have in small incubators. It is less competitive. If we can
attract one project like that every two or three years, that is
not what is going to put us in competition with them [the large
incubators]” (IM#Case_A#6). Additionally, incubators are
locked in a continuous struggle to improve their notoriety and
become more visible than other ecosystem actors. However,
incubators frequently co-support tenants to maximize the
value added."We never provide support alone because at this
stage, the support, which | would describe as economic, is
largely as important as technological support. It is important to
have support throughout the business plan, and that is not our
job at all. So, we are going to co-support the technological di-
mension of the project. We will provide insight to the project
adviser, who is often a generalist” (IM#Case_B#1). Moreover,
the lack of resources, skills, time, or staff leads ecosystem actors
to collaborate by subcontracting certain services. Ecosystem
actors develop formal and informal relationships among them-
selves to meet the needs of high-potential firms.Thus, frequent
meetings and the proximity of actors help develop strong ties
among incubators.

The third category frames the level of the individual mind-
set based on incubator managers’ perceptions. Competitive
perceptions frequently arise from individualistic behaviors re-
lated to decreasing public funding. A network coordinator ad-
mits the following:“l am going to try to use a budget that the
other one had since money is now scarce” (NC#1). Similarly,
certain actors develop user ownership practices to meet the
quantitative criteria imposed by their funders. However, other
actors use public funds to offer free services and compete
with actors who charge for such services or private incubators.
A network coordinator argues that some incubator managers
use commercial arguments to attract tenants as follows: "If you
come to my incubator, space facilities are free” (NC#?2).

Original Research Article

However, even when competitive strategies manifest within
the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, actors often simulta-
neously implement cooperative strategies. Most respondents
acknowledge that they are willing to collaborate according to
the directives of policy makers who support collaborative ap-
proaches among ecosystem actors. A policy maker affirms the
following: "I think that incubators are looking for contact.
During the plenary sessions of the regional innovation net-
work, we feel that there is a desire and willingness to collabo-
rate, to exchange and share” (INS#1).

Proposition 2: The competitive environment, organizational
structure, and individual mindset contribute to shaping the external
strategic fit differentiation within the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem.

Cross-level strategic fit differentiation engine
model

Cross-level strategic fit differentiation engine

The evidence from the cases indicates that the differentiation
strategic fit varies based on environmental specificities, incuba-
tor types, and individual perceptions (see Figure 3). Regarding
environmental specificities, the informants confirmed that pol-
icy makers are highly concerned with improving the image of
their territory based on rare specialized services and industry
focus."In fact, we are indeed one of the first and one of the
few regions to have set up a service dedicated to the social
and solidarity economy within its business development de-
partment. Additionally, the other innovation is that we are the
only region, or at least the first there too, that has set up an
incubator” (INS#1). Furthermore, recent evolutions and
trends favor differentiation efforts through the emergence of
new niches of specific target groups. “The recent fact is that
student entrepreneurship was not given much attention until
two years ago. That is really emerging. There is strong motiva-
tion, pressure and significant resources allocated at the national
level by the state to promote student entrepreneurship in eli-
gible institutions” (IM#Case_C#4). Similarly, environmental
changes related to potential new entrants, competitors or the
evolution of financial resources disrupt the equilibrium and
lead to a strategic misfit. “Each regional ecosystem is specific.
There may be state-led programs that are well articulated,
complete the system and integrate well. On the other hand,
the same programs in other regions will make a mess because
there are already people who have positioned themselves on
this, which puts them in competition. This can destabilize the
ecosystem, that is for sure” (IM#Case_B#1).

Strategic fit is also related to organizational characteristics
based on the target of companies or the focus on specific in-
dustries aiming to provide local economic development
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Cross-level Inputs

Strategic Fit Differentiation Engine
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Individualistic Behavior

Figure 3. Cross-level strategic fit differentiation engine model

through innovation and employment."VWe are an incubator for
innovative companies through several support processes that
range from project incubation in a pre-incubator to hosting a
company in the incubator and now accelerating mature com-
panies in an accelerator: The whole strategy of our incubator is
to develop the territory through innovation” (IM#Case_A#5).
In addition, some incubators face competition by users, which
is particularly related to their specific group target of high-po-
tential firms. Such entrepreneurs know their abilities and do
not hesitate to meet various incubators to rank the value
added by each of their proposals. This behavior is reinforced
because most incubators prefer to attract such tenants to im-
prove their notoriety. “Several times, we had project leaders
that were in contact with us and had also met several other
incubators. Then, they had to choose one of these incubators.
So, they [the incubators] were in fact in competition with each
otherThey all tried to attract them” (IS#Case_C# ). However,
in most cases, individuals appreciate cooperation due to their
common values. “| think it really depends on the individuals.
Martin [IM#Case_A# |1, rural incubator] is a lovely person,
and he is honest too; if we have to say something to each
other, we are going to say it. We avoid being in unhealthy com-
petition” (IM#Case_A#6, rural incubator).

Proposition 3: The environmental specificities, organization
characteristics, and individual perceptions contribute to shaping the
ideal strategic fit within the entrepreneurial support ecosystem.

Strategic fit differentiation engine interactions

The internal and external strategic fit are interconnected and
interdependent in shaping the incubator strategic positioning
in the entrepreneurial support ecosystem. Key informants
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stated that the target or industry focus, service offerings, and
focus on a geographical area may influence co-opetition. An
incubator staff member testified the following: “It is the same
job, but after that, we all have our specificities. Here, we only
support projects related to a lab” (IS#Case_C#1). However,
cross-level competition could be fostered by the evolution of
the ecosystem.An incubator manager confirmed the following:
“Competition is enhanced from two things: territories and
proximity - being next door and doing the same thing. The less
we do the same thing, the less we are in competition. Typically,
if tomorrow there is another incubator that opens but will
provide support for a market segment or a sector of activity in
which we are not involved, then it is not going to be a problem
for us as we will not be competitors at all. On the other hand,
we do cosmetics. If an incubator that provides support for
cosmetics opens tomorrow, then yes, we will indeed be com-
petitors” (IS_Case_A#9). Thus, increasing specialization de-
creases competition in a healthy ecosystem with low
individualistic behaviors.“If | am a social economy incubator, |
will attract projects that are in the social and solidarity econ-
omy. If I am an art-specialist incubator, | will attract projects that
are specialized in art. If | am a sport-specialist incubator, | will
attract projects that are specialized in tourism or sports. There
is competition, yes, but there are also sometimes niches”
(RE#2).

In contrast, outsourcing activities foster cooperation among
ecosystem actors who offer services when incubators cannot
provide such services alone. There are a lot of services that
we provide that are outsourced. | told you about the hosting.
We do not have offices to accommodate project leaders; in
fact, they are hosted within research organizations or universi-
ties that have set up offices or workshops for incubated
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projects because they are members of our association and
have, therefore, made the decision to set up a hosting offer”
(IS#Case_CH#1).

Proposition 4: The internal and external strategic fit contribute
to shaping the ideal strategic fit within the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem.

The strategic fit differentiation engine’s outcomes

Our findings highlight that the strategic fit differentiation en-
gine influences individual and collective benefits. Ecosystem
commitment is necessary for providing high-quality services
and preserving the incubator image. An incubator staff mem-
ber explains the following: “I think that we cannot live sepa-
rately from the network. Well, we can; it is not vital, but the
support will not be of good quality” (IS#Case_A#9).This eco-
system perspective acts as a stimulator for improvement. An
incubator staff member claims the following:“VWhen you have
incubators that work faster than you that develop better, you
also tend to move. These market principles with several play-
ers and competition ultimately lead to improvement in pro-
posals in terms of offers” (IS#Case_A#I). Similarly,
complementarity and synergy are key to the success of the
ecosystem by increasing the ecosystem’s efficiency. An incuba-
tor staff member considered the following: “When you have
better relationships with your ecosystem, you are necessarily
more efficient” (IS#Case_A#7).

To achieve efficiency, individual and collective interests must
be balanced by intelligent cooperation among ecosystem ac-
tors. “Of course, we have our own service offer; but we also
developed our ability to work in good understanding with ev-
eryone promoting development”
(IM#Case_B#1)."There is still a real collaborative intelligence.
In other words, | think that there must indeed be some form
of competition and a willingness to do better than the other,
but not in the sense of putting obstacles in the way. | think that
there is this intelligence that we are all working in the same
direction” (IM#Case_E#2).

In addition, the lack of resources, organization disparities,
and incubator manager perceptions amplify the interdepen-
dencies of individual and collective benefits.”| cannot perform
on my own. | am very intelligent and efficient, yes, but not for
all companies, all situations, or all sectors of activity; it is not
possible. We have to be in a network and be in contact with
each otherbecause otherwise, it willnot work” (IM#Case_A#6).
Thus, to maintain the benefits, actors must efficiently live to-
gether, and ecosystem actors must respect and serve the same
goal."This is a very healthy competition.Today, incubators man-
age to live together and collaborate because we know each
other anyway, and we are following the same qualitative logic.
We are not following a quantitative logic where we force

without individual
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people to create their own businesses to get results by saying
that we have so many new businesses. Our objective is to
maintain quality and to ensure that the actors work in this re-
lationship and respect this objective” (IS#Case_A#1).

Proposition 5: An ideal strategic fit differentiation engine driven
by environmental, organizational, and individual specificities
contributes to enhance both incubator and ecosystem benefits
within the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, which, in turn,
contribute to evolve the strategic fit differentiation engine.

Discussion and conclusion

Differentiation strategies within the
entrepreneurial support ecosystem

Previous studies show that incubators differentiate
through internal strategic fit using specialization or diversi-
fication strategies (Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010, 2012;
Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012). However, internal fit
is not sufficient for selecting the ideal incubator strategy,
which should instead be adjusted based on environmental
and cultural features (Adner, 2017; Schwartz & Hornych,
2012; Spigel, 2017; Theodoraki, Messeghem, & Rice, 2018;
Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012). Similarly, ecosystem
actors should find a balance between serving an entrepre-
neurial goal and seeking competitive advantages (Shankar
& Shepherd, 2019). Overall, the results suggest that differ-
entiation is reinforced by (1) environmental factors as
public funding decreases and the competitive market be-
comes more intense with the multiplication of the number
of actors, (2) organizational factors based on incubator
notoriety and ecosystem actors’ relationship management,
and (3) individual factors related to co-opetition
behaviors.

An analysis of the entrepreneurial support ecosystem
shows that many actors compete by operating with a mar-
ket logic to attract their customers. Moreover, changes in the
economic environment, both institutional and regulatory, af-
fect co-opetitive behaviors (Padula & Dagnino, 2007). Indeed,
in times of crisis or periods characterized by intense eco-
nomic rivalry, incubators may move away from their main
goals to survive. In addition, the increasing number of actors
and the lack of clarity regarding strategic objectives and tasks
can lead to indistinct offers of support and increased com-
petition among actors. Another element enhancing compe-
tition among actors in terms of entrepreneurial support
involves the decreasing financial resources that the actors
must share. The International Business Innovation Association
(INBIA) reports that incubators compete for limited public
funds and must regularly demonstrate that their existence
significantly affects the entrepreneurial support ecosystem
to their funders and governments (Lair, 2013). To gain a
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competitive advantage over other actors, incubators high-
light their seniority and experience (historical legitimacy),
their mission and the value added for tenants (organizational
legitimacy), and their fame and reputation (symbolic
legitimacy).

Finally, the findings propose a cross-level differentiation
model for shaping ideal strategies and suggest that each
type of incubator should employ different combinations of
internal and external strategic fit based on incubator’s orga-
nizational characteristics, its manager’s perceptions, and en-
vironmental specificities. For example, a rural economic
development incubator may establish a diversification strat-
egy with a focus on cooperation as the talent pool is limited,
while a technology incubator may promote a specialization
strategy with a focus on competition to attract high poten-
tial firms that will increase incubator's performance.
Therefore, incubators’ equifinality allows the selection of
different strategies to gain benefits and create additional
value in the entrepreneurial support ecosystem (Doty et al,
1993; Jacobides et al,, 2018). Thus, seemingly important di-
rections for future research are the identification of ideal
strategies to increase performance based on each ecosys-
tem actor’s strategic focus (Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens,
2012) and the creative business model thinking, which
shows several paths that can lead to superior performance
(Demil et al, 2018).

Implications and contributions

This research introduces a co-opetition strategy to the entre-
preneurial support field and provides a holistic view of incuba-
tors' differentiation within the entrepreneurial support
ecosystem (Schwartz & Hornych, 2012; Vanderstraeten &
Matthyssens, 2012). Basically, this study responds to the re-
search gaps identified by incubator strategy scholars and con-
siders incubators' environmental characteristics (Baraldi &
Havenvid, 2016; Schwartz & Hornych, 2008, 2010, 2012;
Vanderstraeten & Matthyssens, 2012). This paper also contrib-
utes to theory regarding co-opetition by integrating co-opeti-
tion into the context of incubators and adding empirical work
in other contexts as recommended in the previous literature
(Bonel & Rocco, 2007; Dagnino et al, 2007; Gnyawali &
Charleton, 2018; Padula & Dagnino, 2007; Yami et al., 2010).
Thus, this study sheds light on co-opetition mechanisms that
may lead to beneficial outcomes (Gnyawali & Charleton,
2018).The present paper provides empirical evidence for eco-
system theory in the context of incubators by conducting a
meso-level analysis (incubators and other ecosystem actors),
which exceeds the intra-incubator level (cooperation and
competition between tenants) (Clarysse et al., 2014; Rubin et
al, 2015; Schwartz & Hornych, 2010). Additionally, this study
adopts an ecosystem approach that crosses the visions of the
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main actors involved in the entrepreneurial support ecosys-
tem (Ben Letaifa, 201 3).

This study also presents managerial implications for all eco-
system actors by providing important insight into incubators.
Specifically, incubators should implement strategies as integral
part of the ecosystem rather than as singular independent
strategically led organizations. For this purpose, the cross-level
strategic fit differentiation engine model may be used as a tool
to guide ideal strategic fit elaboration and implementation,
specifically for incubator managers and policy makers. Incubator
managers may use the ecosystem to represent their environ-
ment and adopt appropriate generic strategies that can enable
them to gain a competitive advantage and improve their effi-
ciency. Policy makers can encourage incubators to engage in
co-opetitive strategies to optimize resources and reduce du-
plication among actors, thereby reinforcing the consistency of
entrepreneurial support channels. Furthermore, hybrid strate-
gies, such as co-opetition, may increase individual and collective
benefits while strengthening local economic development.
Finally, this cross-level strategic fit differentiation engine model
offers a multi-dimensional perspective and can be used as a
communication tool among incubator managers, policy mak-
ers, and other ecosystem actors to collectively engage in a
coherent territorial strategy.

Research limitations and future perspectives

Despite the interests of this study, certain limitations mainly
involving the qualitative methodology used must be addressed.
This study focuses on a single French region, indicating that the
generalizability of these results is limited. Additionally, this study
is based on a small number of interviews per incubator type.
Another limitation may be the typologies of the studied
incubators. This study selected five types of incubators based
on their strategic focuses. Thus, other typologies based on the
incubation phase, that is, preincubation, incubation, and
acceleration, may be interesting to investigate in future
research. This process-based approach applied to incubators’
strategic fit differentiation could foster a deeper understanding
of the entrepreneurial support ecosystem, its evolution, and its
resilience (Bernard & Barbosa, 2016; Goswami et al, 2018;
Roundy et al, 2017; Shankar & Shepherd, 2019; Spigel &
Harrison, 2018). Methodology recommendations include
comparative studies in other regions to confirm or amend the
present findings. Further investigation is required to examine
the congruence between internal and external fit and
incubator performance.Accordingly, future studies may explore
which  combination  of (specialization  or
diversification) and/or collective (co-opetition) strategies
facilitate superior performance. Some authors contend that
specialization may lead to better performance (Kapoor, 2013;
Schwartz & Hornych, 2008), whereas other scholars consider

individual
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that a combination of strategies should be consistent with the
external environment (Bank et al,, 2017; McAdam et al,, 2016;
Schwartz & Hornych, 2012) and the organization’s business
model (Demil et al, 2018). Performing a quantitative study of
incubator strategies is also important to test these preliminary
results on a larger scale. While encouraged by this study's
findings, which consider incubators (1) as strategically led
organizations, (2) operating in interaction with ecosystem
actors and (3) implementing strategies within the
entrepreneurial support ecosystem, such research has not
been performed to date and could offer new perspectives for
entrepreneurial ecosystems research.
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