


[image: ]

Master of Business Administration Dissertation

“Building the ultimate greenhouse for propagating and cultivating entrepreneurs in rural regions: how can we design the innovation eco-system in and around business incubation and acceleration programmes to help early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs to grow?”


Written by: Natasha Jensen
Supervisor: Dr Louise Emanuel





Declaration
	
This work has not previously been accepted in substance for any degree and is not being concurrently submitted in candidature for any degree.	
[image: ]

Signed ...................................................................... (candidate)	

Date   26.04.2020




Statement 1	

This work is the result of my own investigations, except where otherwise stated. 

Other sources are acknowledged by footnotes giving explicit references.  A bibliography is appended.
[image: ]

Signed ..................................................................... (candidate)	

Date   26.04.2020




Statement 2	

I hereby give consent for my work, if accepted, to be available for photocopying and for inter-library loan, and for the title and summary to be made available to outside organisations.	
[image: ]

Signed ..................................................................... (candidate)	

Date   26.04.2020




Acknowledgements

This project would not have been possible without the support of the University and accelerator programme which was the focus of this study. Particular thanks go to the Vice-Chancellor, the Director of the School of Entrepreneurship, the Head of the Programme and the Programme’s Studio Manager.

I am also extremely grateful to the fifteen individuals who gave up their time to be interviewed for the project and provided such fascinating insight into the world of early-stage entrepreneurs. I wish you all the best of luck with your businesses.

Sincere thanks are also due to my dissertation supervisor, Dr Louise Emanuel, for her support and advice throughout the past year. This project has been the most rewarding academic experience of my life, and your guidance along the way has been invaluable.

To my wonderful husband; thank you for putting up with my late-night typing, hours spent glued to my laptop and general anti-social behaviour over the past twelve months. I feel very lucky to have had the opportunity to immerse myself in this project and your support has meant the world to me. 

Last but not least, thanks to my amazing mum and dad, who enabled me to take regular dissertation-writing retreats with them and kept me going with a constant flow of tea and biscuits. Thank you for your love and encouragement.
Abstract

Entrepreneurs play a key role in society; creating innovative products which enhance people’s lives and contribute to economic growth. In rural regions particularly, business creation can help regenerate declining economies. 

Over the last 15 years, so-called accelerator programmes have emerged to help entrepreneurs overcome the challenges of business creation. Given their relative newness, research into accelerators is limited and that which exists focuses on programmes in metropolitan areas.

This project aims to investigate the factors which inhibit and promote entrepreneurship in rural South West England. This qualitative study, conducted using semi-structured interviews, explores the experiences of fifteen individuals from a local accelerator programme and addresses four research questions:

RQ1: What are the most valuable sources of support available to early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and can these sources of support be enhanced to deliver greater impact?

RQ2: What support is needed by early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs that they are not currently receiving and how could this be implemented by key actors within the innovation eco-system?

RQ3: Do rural areas present any location-specific barriers for early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and, if so, what can be done by key actors to overcome them?

RQ4: What are the specific mechanisms, incentives or conditions could be created to encourage more people to pursue innovative entrepreneurship in rural locations?

Using thematic analysis, eighteen factors are found to affect the experiences of participants. Challenges identified include: skills shortages; a lack of pre-seed funding; uncertainty about ongoing investment in entrepreneurship infrastructure; and issues related to distance from urban centres. However, the opportunities created by the rural location include: reduced competition; a supportive local business community; a growing digital sector; and an environment which promotes wellbeing. 

The research concludes with ten recommendations aimed at key local actors which, if implemented, will help to nurture local entrepreneurs and grow the region’s economy.


Contents
	
	

	8
	Chapter 1: Introduction

	8
	
	1.1
	Tackling the grand challenges of our time through innovative entrepreneurship

	9
	
	1.2
	Driving economic growth and prosperity through innovative entrepreneurship

	10
	
	1.3
	Creating environments for innovative entrepreneurship to flourish


	12
	
	1.4
	Understanding the incubator and accelerator landscape


	14
	
	1.5
	Recognising regional variations in support for innovative entrepreneurship

	14
	
	1.6
	Exploring support for innovative entrepreneurship in rural South West England

	16
	
	1.7
	Defining the scope and aims of the investigation

	18
	
	1.8
	Conclusion

	
	

	19
	Chapter 2: Literature Review

	19
	
	2.1
	Introduction

	19
	
	2.2
	Accessible markets

	22
	
	2.3
	Human capital

	24
	
	2.4
	Education and training 

	26
	
	2.5
	Universities as catalysts 

	29
	
	2.6
	Support systems 

	31
	
	2.7
	Cultural support

	33
	
	2.8
	Funding and finance

	36
	
	2.9
	Government and regulatory framework

	38
	
	2.10
	Conclusion

	
	

	40
	Chapter 3: Methodology

	40
	
	3.1
	Introduction

	40
	
	3.2
	Research aim

	40
	
	3.3
	Research questions

	41
	
	3.4
	Background to the research

	42
	
	3.5
	Limitations of existing research

	43
	
	3.6
	Research strategy

	45
	
	3.7
	Sampling 

	46
	
	3.8
	Data collection

	48
	
	3.9
	Data analysis

	51
	
	3.10
	Ethical considerations

	51
	
	3.11
	Research impact

	52
	
	3.12
	Limitations and opportunities for further research

	53
	
	3.13
	Conclusion

	
	

	55
	Chapter 4: Analysis

	55
	
	4.1
	Introduction

	55
	
	4.2
	Presentation of findings

	57
	
	
	4.2.1      Factors present at the start-up level

	61
	
	
	4.2.2      Factors present at the accelerator level

	67
	
	
	4.2.3      Factors present at the business environment level

	76
	
	4.3
	Conclusion

	
	

	77
	Chapter 5: Discussion

	77
	
	5.1
	Introduction

	77
	
	5.2
	What are the most valuable sources of support available to early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and can these sources of support be enhanced to deliver greater impact? (RQ1)

	80
	
	5.3
	What support is needed by early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs that they are not currently receiving and how could this be implemented by key actors within the innovation eco-system? (RQ2)

	81
	
	5.4
	Do rural areas present any location-specific barriers for early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and, if so, what can be done by key actors to overcome them? (RQ3)

	83
	
	5.5
	What are the specific mechanisms, incentives or conditions could be created to encourage more people to pursue innovative entrepreneurship in rural locations? (RQ4)

	85
	
	5.6
	Conclusion

	
	
	
	

	86
	Chapter 6: Conclusion and recommendations

	86
	
	6.1
	Conclusion

	87
	
	6.2
	Recommendations

	
	

	90
	References

	
	

	122
	Appendices

	122
	
	Appendix A: Guided interview questions


Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1	Tackling the grand challenges of our time through innovative entrepreneurship

We live in uncertain times and modern society faces a number of major dilemmas including wealth inequality, climate change, diminishing natural resources and an ageing global population (Pompa, 2015). 

At the same time, Klaus Schwab – Founder and Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum – asserts that society is at a turning point which he describes as the beginning of the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ where technology will develop at an ever-increasing pace, merging the traditional boundaries between the physical and digital worlds (Schwab, 2017).

Whilst the social and environmental threats the human race faces are concerning, the speed at which technology is developing also provides opportunities. Innovative new products and services have the potential to make people’s lives healthier, safer and easier (Zahra & Wright, 2015) as well as reducing human impact on the environment (Lindner, 2018).

In its Industrial Strategy, published in 2017, the UK government acknowledged this conundrum and highlighted four ‘grand challenges’ - centred around artificial intelligence and big data, clean growth, the future of mobility and an ageing society – which have been prioritised as focal points for the UK’s innovation efforts. The Industrial Strategy represents a call to action for the UK’s entrepreneurial community to work towards developing solutions to these complex, global problems (HM Government, 2017).

1.2	Driving economic growth and prosperity through innovative entrepreneurship

In addition to playing a key role in helping to solve social and environmental issues, innovation is also important for the economy. ‘Creative destruction’ – a concept first conceived by Schumpeter (1942, pp. 82-84) – describes the way in which businesses continually strive to develop new, innovative products to supersede those produced by their competitors. Innovative companies create products designed to be more appealing to consumers than their rivals’ offerings, leading to increased market share and, in many cases, causing the ‘destruction’ of rival firms that are unable to compete with them effectively. 

It is often small start-up firms which are responsible for displacing incumbent firms. In order to successfully challenge established companies, many start-ups operate in new markets where there are unmet customer needs and they can gain first mover advantage (Thurik et al., 2013). However, economic growth requires more than just the creation of new businesses. It is also dependent upon start-up survival so that the overall rate of economic activity increases over time despite the inevitable business ‘deaths’ that will occur through creative destruction. Therefore, if they are to be of benefit to the economy and survive against the competition, firms need to be able to innovate and continually re-invent their offerings (Colombelli et al., 2016).

The creation of well-paid employment opportunities is regarded as a key indicator of an economy’s success (OECD, 2016). Although high-growth firms (businesses which employ 10 employees or more and have an annual increase in turnover or staff of more than 20% over a three year period) only account for around 6% of UK companies, research indicates that they are responsible for creating more than half of the UK’s jobs (Brown et al., 2014). The success of high-growth companies is often attributed to their ability to out-manoeuvre their competitors through innovation (Nlemvo & Bouslama, 2016).

1.3	Creating environments for innovative entrepreneurship to flourish

Governments around the world have recognised the value of innovative entrepreneurship in helping to solve complex economic, social and environmental issues and have acknowledged that more needs to be done to support it (Van Hove, 2018).

However, innovative entrepreneurship is inherently risky due to the level of uncertainty that exists around new markets and new product development. It is estimated that around 40% of start-ups fail within four years (Cosenz & Noto, 2018) and, in industries where there are high rates of market entry, it is even more challenging for new businesses to survive (Honjo, 2000). 

In an attempt to combat the high failure rates associated with start-ups, two forms of business support - business incubators and business accelerators - have emerged over recent years. 

Business incubators

Although there is variation in the support offered by different incubators, most typically offer low-cost working space with open-ended rental contracts as well as access to technical and administrative support and opportunities to be connected to potential investors, customers or suppliers (Bone et al., 2017). Incubators can also lend legitimacy to new firms, helping them to attract customers, employees and investors (Dee et al., 2011).

Incubators are thought to beneficial for new companies because they shield them from the harsh elements of the market while they are at their most vulnerable stages (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). However, it has also been argued that, without a clear policy on when start-ups should leave, businesses may become overly reliant on the support provided, making them less competitive and less able to adapt to life outside of the incubator (Cohen, 2013).

Business accelerators

In contrast to the open-ended support often offered by incubators, accelerators offer programmes of a set duration, usually lasting between three and twelve months (Bone et al., 2017). The application process for start-ups wishing to join the programme is usually very competitive, with only the most promising ventures being accepted (Clarysse et al., 2015). A stipend is often paid to participants to enable them to cover their living costs whilst attending the programme. However, in exchange for this financial support, the accelerator may take an equity stake in the start-up (Miller & Bound, 2011). A key feature of accelerators is that programmes tend to be highly structured comprising of business training, networking events and opportunities to receive mentoring support from industry professionals. Many accelerators also offer participants the opportunity to take part in events where they can pitch their business ideas and try to secure investment from interested investors (Clarysse et al., 2015).

The short duration of accelerator programmes means that start-ups are forced to develop their business idea quickly which creates a sense of pressure which can help them to accelerate their progress (Stayton & Mangematin, 2018). By speeding up the business development process, firms can reduce costs, secure investment and start scaling their companies sooner (Van Hove, 2018). 

On the other hand, accelerators can also be catalysts for earlier firm failure because the environment tends to highlight flaws in business ideas early on in the process. However, it is argued that this can also be seen as a positive outcome because it enables companies to stop spending money on projects that are likely to fail so that they can re-direct their efforts towards opportunities which have greater potential to succeed (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).

1.4	Understanding the incubator and accelerator landscape

Whilst incubators have been around for some time, accelerator programmes have only come into existence within the last 15 years. The first accelerator - the Y Combinator - was introduced in 2005 (Hathaway, 2016). Given the relative newness of these types of programmes, there has been limited research conducted on the topic to date (Hochberg, 2016; Van Hove, 2018). 

Existing research around incubators and accelerators has focused on programmes located in metropolitan areas. The research carried out by Hallen et al. (2017), Van Hove (2018) and Pauwels et al. (2016) was all conducted in large cities either in Europe and the United States. However, if policymakers based in more rural areas are to develop a deeper understanding of the innovation eco-systems directly surrounding them, there is a need for more research into incubators and accelerators which operate outside of major metropolitan centres (Clarysse et al., 2015).

In the UK, there are currently around 186 active accelerators and the number of programmes and participants is increasing every year (Whorwood, 2019). The majority of these – around 65% - are based in London (Whorwood, 2019) although other cities around the country including Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge and Manchester are also seeing a growing number (Bone et al., 2017). As there are only a handful of incubators and accelerators located in rural locations (Bone et al., 2017; Whorwood, 2019) there appears to be little – if any – published research which has investigated incubators and accelerators based in these areas.

1.5	Recognising regional variations in support for innovative entrepreneurship

Although incubators and accelerators have been proven to deliver positive outcomes for many businesses (Hallen et al., 2017), it is important to remember that these programmes do not exist in isolation and that they are part of a much larger and more complex environment which supports innovative entrepreneurs (Dee et al., 2011). The World Economic Forum (2014) suggests that so-called ‘innovation eco-systems’ consist of eight pillars - accessible markets, funding and finance, human capital, support systems, government and the regulatory framework, education and training, universities as catalysts, and cultural support – which all contribute to the success of new, innovative businesses.

Different geographical areas have unique contexts and varying levels of access to resources which affect the extent to which a particular innovation eco-system can support innovative entrepreneurship. To enable policymakers to make effective decisions around investment and support for innovative entrepreneurship, it is vital that they fully understand the complex relationships between each of the pillars within their local innovation eco-system (Van Hove et al., 2018).

1.6	Exploring support for innovative entrepreneurship in rural South West England

Research has shown that entrepreneurs based in towns which are located in rural or peripheral locations are more likely to be at a disadvantage compared with those who live in cities. This is because small towns tend to lack the kind of infrastructure, human capital and density that enables innovation eco-systems to thrive (Roundy, 2017).

The South West region of England is predominantly rural with long stretches of coastline. Other than a few medium sized cities, such as Exeter and Bristol, it is largely made up of smaller towns. Historically, economic activity within rural parts of the region has centred around industries which make use of its natural resources, such as farming, fishing, mining and tourism (European Commission, 2019). Over recent years, globalisation has led to many traditional industries moving to parts of the world where the costs of production are lower. The shift towards more knowledge-based industries has also drawn people away to more urban areas where there is more highly developed infrastructure and more opportunities to find jobs with higher earning potential. Many rural areas have suffered economically as a result (Geppert et al., 2005); gross domestic product per capita in the South West is around 10% below the rest of the UK and gross value added is growing at a lower rate when compared with the rest of the country (European Commission, 2019).

Innovative entrepreneurship, however, has been recognised as a positive force in helping to regenerate regions which have experienced industrial decline. When new, innovative businesses enter the market, they grow and create jobs for people within the local community and also create knowledge ‘spillovers’ which stimulates competition and  innovation amongst other firms within the region (Toma et al., 2013). In the South West, recent investment in digital infrastructure – for example, through the Superfast programme in Cornwall (Wilson et al., 2018, p. 34) and the Connecting Devon and Somerset programme (Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership, 2018) – has enabled improved connectivity and productivity for businesses within the region. As a result, the number of new firms in the digital sectors within the region is growing year on year and making a significant contribution to the regional economy (The SW Rural Productivity Commission, 2017; Tech Nation, 2017).

In order to support the ongoing economic development of rural South West England, it is vitally important for local policy makers to understand the existing support systems and barriers that exists for innovative entrepreneurs. Having knowledge of the local entrepreneurship landscape will help policymakers to make decisions that encourage and incentivise innovative entrepreneurs and will ensure that the region continues to benefit from growth and prosperity (Van Hove et al., 2018).

1.7	Defining the scope and aims of the investigation

The aim of this research project is to contribute to the understanding of the local innovation eco-system by investigating the experiences of fifteen individuals who have participated in an accelerator programme based in a rural part of South West England that provides support for new digital businesses. The programme consists of a twelve-month accelerator phase followed by an incubator phase, providing a further twelve months of support. Although the project will focus on a specific accelerator programme, the research will also explore the influence of the wider innovation eco-system on the experiences of the fifteen programme participants. This qualitative study, conducted using semi-structured interviews with programme participants, will seek to address four research questions:

RQ1: What are the most valuable sources of support available to early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and can these sources of support be enhanced to deliver greater impact?

RQ2: What support is needed by early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs that they are not currently receiving and how could this be implemented by key actors within the innovation eco-system?

RQ3: Do rural areas present any location-specific barriers for early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and, if so, what can be done by key actors to overcome them?

RQ4: What are the specific mechanisms, incentives or conditions could be created to encourage more people to pursue innovative entrepreneurship in rural locations?

The intention is to generate useful insights that will provide policy makers with increased understanding of the innovation eco-system within a rural part of South West England and the support that innovative entrepreneurs within this region believe they need in order to thrive. The research will also be of interest to the accelerator’s management team who may wish to consider some of the recommendations in order to improve the experiences of future cohorts.

The fact that this research project is limited to small sample of participants from a specific programme, means that it is not possible to generalise about the results or apply the findings to other programmes in other rural regions (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). However, this presents an opportunity for future researchers to explore whether the findings are specific to the particular eco-system under investigation or whether similar results are also found in other rural areas.

1.8	Conclusion

As this Chapter has outlined, innovative entrepreneurs have the potential to make significant contributions to society. In rural regions particularly, the creation of new businesses can play an important role economic regeneration. The findings of this project will contribute to the limited existing literature on accelerator and incubator programmes in rural locations and provide local policy makers with knowledge about how they can support rurally-based early-stage entrepreneurs to thrive. The next chapter will explore some of the existing research relating to innovation eco-systems and the challenges of rural entrepreneurship.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1	Introduction

The previous Chapter set out the main aim of this research project, which is to explore the experiences of a group of early-stage entrepreneurs following their participation in a rurally-located accelerator programme. In preparation for undertaking this research, this Chapter will review some of the existing literature relating to accelerator programmes, innovation eco-systems and rural entrepreneurship.

According to Aldrich & Martinez (2001) the success of new firms is dependent on a complex set of internal and external factors within the business environment. These factors affect different companies to varying degrees depending on context and the way in which the factors combine and interact with one another. This creates an infinite range of challenges and opportunities with which new firms must contend.

The World Economic Forum (2014) has identified eight factors which determine the extent to which entrepreneurship will be enabled within an innovation eco-system. These eight factors will be used as a framework for exploring the associated literature over the following pages.

2.2	Accessible markets

Theories of agglomeration suggest that businesses gravitate towards urban business communities working in similar industries because proximity to competitors can help them to increase efficiency, reduce costs and open up new markets. Skilled workers are attracted to agglomeration economies because of the range of well-paid employment opportunities available and, in turn, they provide high-quality human capital for the businesses located there. Companies within the supply chain are attracted to these locations because they benefit from an increased pool of potential customers. Shorter distances between suppliers and buyers reduces transaction costs and, by pooling resources, businesses may also benefit from economies of scale. This concentration of activity enables firms to develop their networks and potentially reach new customers (Ellison et al., 2010).

In contrast, rural business communities are characterised by smaller, more sparsely-located populations. Business networks tend to be smaller and there is generally less local demand for products and services. Therefore, rural businesses aiming for growth must often look to extend their reach beyond local markets (European Network for Rural Development, 2017).

Rural economies can feel isolated, mainly due to distance from urban centres, poor road and rail systems, infrequent public transport and long journey times. Some rural businesses report that customers are less inclined to visit them because the travel time and cost is prohibitive (Powe & Pringle, 2017). In recent years, however, developments in technology have broken down some of the geographical barriers that previously hindered rural businesses. Smart phones and improved internet connectivity now make it easier for people to engage with businesses anywhere in the world through virtual interfaces, reducing the need for face-to-face interaction and physical proximity (Roundy, 2017). New technologies are also revolutionising the way that products and services are produced, accessed and delivered, creating opportunities for innovative digital solutions which are more cost effective and convenient for everyone (OECD, 2018).

In order to engage with these new digital markets, businesses in rural communities need access to good quality broadband (Pattinson & Dahlöf, 2019). However, there is currently a significant gap between the provision in urban and rural areas which is putting rural businesses at a major disadvantage (Commission for Rural Communities, 2009). In 2020, the UK Government is set to introduce a Universal Service Obligation giving consumers the right to a minimum standard of broadband service. However, there are concerns that this may not be sufficient to meet the needs of some businesses, particularly those in the creative and digital industries, which rely on fast connections for electronic data transfer (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019).

The ability to access customers through international markets is becoming increasingly important, especially for new businesses (World Economic Forum, 2014). A recent survey indicated that around a quarter of businesses had exported outside of the UK in the preceding twelve months, with 83% of these businesses making use of online platforms and 41% expecting their web-based exporting to increase the following year (Wilson et al., 2018).

The European Union is currently the UK’s largest trading partner (Ward, 2019) and, whilst some observers suggest that the UK’s departure from the European Union may present opportunities to develop new trade arrangements with international partners, others have concerns about the impact of Brexit on the UK’s ongoing ability to engage with European markets (House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2018). 

2.3	Human capital

Urban areas are attractive to businesses because of their large consumer and supplier markets and the availability of key infrastructure, connectivity, technology and facilities. Urban areas are also densely populated, attracting a mix of people from a variety of sectors. Businesses that operate in the knowledge economy therefore tend to have a preference for urban areas where there is a diverse and highly skilled workforce that they can draw upon (Cruz & Teixeira, 2014).

In rural regions, on the other hand, there are less people. Rural businesses - particularly those operating in knowledge-based industries - often struggle to recruit because their talent pools are so much smaller (Townsend et al., 2013). Rural regions often lack educational opportunities meaning that attainment levels are often lower than in urban areas. In turn, this perpetuates low-wage economies which require less skilled workers (De Hoyos & Green, 2011). Young people who have been educated to higher levels often leave rural areas to be nearer to urban centres where there are better-paid jobs (Li & Artz, 2019). Even if skilled workers are able to find well-paid work locally, the lack of high-growth businesses within rural areas tends to limit opportunities for career progression (Powe & Pringle, 2017). Rural areas may also be unattractive to skilled workers because they often lack basic amenities such as good quality schools, housing, transport links, digital connectivity and social and cultural assets (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019).

At the same time, some young people are finding it increasingly difficult to find affordable housing in the rural areas where they were raised. In some areas, affluent individuals have started to migrate away from urban centres in favour of safer, more peaceful environments. This has led to increasing house prices and has driven some young, skilled workers away from these rural communities in search of cheaper housing options which leads to a drain on the local talent pool (De Hoyos & Green, 2011).

According to Pattinson & Dahlöf (2019) local authorities, educational institutions and businesses in rural regions have a responsibility to create environments that support the development and utilisation of high-quality human capital through more high-value employment opportunities. Rural communities should also have access to good quality broadband so that they can connect with global talent pools and access networks of skilled remote workers (OECD, 2018).

At a national level, there are concerns that the UK’s departure from the EU will have an impact on the country’s ability to attract and retain the talent that it needs. Many knowledge-based businesses employ workers from the EU because there are insufficient numbers of skilled workers in the UK to meet demand (House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2018). It is feared that visa systems designed to control immigration may discourage people from coming to the UK to work, potentially leading to skills shortages (World Economic Forum, 2014). However, in September 2019 the Government announced plans to enable international students to stay in the UK for up to two years post-graduation which has been widely recognised as a significant benefit to the UK economy (Adams, 2019).

2.4	Education and training

There is great debate about whether or not it is possible to teach someone to be an entrepreneur (Mayhew et al., 2012). According to Learned (1992), an individual’s propensity to become a successful entrepreneur is determined by their innate personality traits. Gürol & Atsan (2006) found that students who are more entrepreneurially inclined tend to demonstrate greater need for achievement, have a greater inner locus of control, feel more comfortable with risk-taking and be more innovative. People with strong belief in their own ability to succeed have also been found to be more likely to start their own businesses (Townsend et al., 2010). However, others argue that the knowledge, skills and behaviours needed for entrepreneurship can be taught. A report from the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (2012) found that students who are introduced to entrepreneurship at school are 20% more likely to pursue it as a career.

According to Jamieson (1984), there are three approaches to entrepreneurship education: education about entrepreneurship raises awareness of entrepreneurship and what it means on a theoretical level; education for entrepreneurship equips people with the tools and knowledge needed to start a business; and education in entrepreneurship supports people to develop an existing venture.

Critics argue that entrepreneurship courses offered in most universities focus too much on education about entrepreneurship, which does little to prepare students for the realities of running a business (Henry et al., 2005). Some researchers go as far as to suggest that entrepreneurship education can actually stifle entrepreneurial intention, focusing on conformity and traditional business models rather than encouraging creativity and risk-taking (Laukkanen, 2000). According to Kuratko & Morris (2018), education providers should do more to develop the ‘entrepreneurial mind-set’, a mix of cognitive, psychological and behavioural capabilities which equips students to deal with the uncertainties and challenges of entrepreneurship.

Kutzhanova et al. (2009) propose that there are four skill sets required by entrepreneurs: entrepreneurship skills (which contribute to the entrepreneurial mind-set); management skills (which enable the day-to-day running of the business); technical skills (which are sector-specific and enable the business to do what it does best); and personal maturity skills (which include so-called ‘soft’ skills such as effective communication, emotional intelligence, personal accountability and the ability to work as part of a team).

Recent studies suggest that entrepreneurship education should move away from instructional teaching methods towards more practical approaches which encourage problem-solving and collaboration (Cooney, 2012). Research indicates that students who are given the opportunity to think for themselves are better prepared when dealing with the challenges of running a business (Caggiano et al., 2017). Experiential learning also introduces students to failure, which provides valuable lessons and helps develop resilience and determination (Huovinen & Tihula, 2008). 

The availability of learning opportunities is crucial to the development of high-quality human capital. However, rural communities often lack educational infrastructure, such as universities and research parks, which can make it difficult to develop a workforce that is suitably skilled to enable rural businesses to compete in higher-value markets (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2007). However, it has been argued that rural areas can overcome these shortcomings by maximising the resources that are available in local schools and further education colleges. Whilst they may not necessarily be equipped to deliver the entrepreneurship-specific learning that universities provide, these institutions can help to raise awareness and develop some of the ‘soft’ skills needed by entrepreneurs (Roundy, 2017). Increasingly, people living in rural regions may also benefit from to access entrepreneurship-specific knowledge through e-learning platforms, although this is dependent on the ability to access a good quality broadband connection (Townsend et al., 2013).

2.5	Universities as catalysts

Universities play an important role in providing students with safe environments to experiment and develop skills for entrepreneurship (Shah & Pahnke, 2014) and use their networks to engage experienced entrepreneurs as mentors for students (Miller & Acs, 2017). Universities also support entrepreneurship through their organisational culture, reflected in the policies, course portfolio, events and behaviours that they promote (Salem, 2014).

However, in addition to the more traditional purpose of supporting teaching and research, universities are now being encouraged to pursue the ‘third mission’ - using the knowledge and innovation they generate to transform the socio-economic environment (Sam & Van Der Sijde, 2014).

Universities are particularly valuable to the knowledge economy because they are rich in knowledge-based assets. They attract highly skilled staff, contribute educated graduates to the local talent pool (Baptista et al., 2011), and also help upskill the local workforce and increase the innovation potential of local businesses through ‘knowledge spill-overs’ (Uyarra, 2010). Knowledge spill-overs occur when universities share their knowledge, for example, by publishing research articles (McAdam et al., 2016); hosting public lectures, conferences and exhibitions; participating in collaborative projects; providing consultancy services (D’Este & Patel 2007); and commercialising the outputs of their research to create products and services for use by others (Audretsch, 2014). Through their research activities, universities also attract external investment (Kroll et al., 2013), enabling them to invest in state-of-the-art facilities which businesses can access to develop innovative new products and services (Clarysse & Bruneel, 2007). Research suggests that complex knowledge is most effectively transmitted between parties when they are located closer together. For this reason, knowledge-based firms often locate close to universities in order to benefit from human capital, knowledge spill-overs and access to technology (Baptista et al., 2011).

Etzkowitz & Klofsten (2005) propose that universities have a role to play alongside local governments and businesses in the so-called ‘triple helix’ model. This requires each stakeholder to co-operate with one another and adapt their role according to the needs of the local economy. In this model, universities become producers of new firms and innovation; businesses take on a training role; and local authorities become investors in research and innovation. The interconnected relationship between the partners ensures that the eco-system remains responsive to changes in the market and is poised to keep learning, adapting and renewing its capabilities.

Although the concept of the third mission has gained considerable traction, the competing needs of stakeholders makes it difficult to deliver in practice (McAdam et al., 2016). Businesses may struggle to collaborate with universities, which are often characterised as bureaucratic and slow to act (Kroll et al., 2013) and local government may be restricted by policies or funding (Miller & Acs, 2017). The third mission can also cause internal problems for universities, as academics may feel conflicted about the commercialisation of higher education which defies some of the more traditional values of the sector (Sam & Van Der Sijde, 2014).

Knowledge spill-overs are highly dependent on the relationships within the innovation eco-system. In order to pursue the third mission, universities needs to have access to partners who are similarly aligned in terms of values and goals but, in rural areas, the lack of businesses may make it more difficult collaborate (Kroll et al., 2013). On the other hand, universities in peripheral regions may be better placed to build effective relationships with local authorities, which tend to be smaller, less bureaucratic and more flexible in their ability to respond to their constituents’ needs. With a smaller number of universities, there may also be less competition for funding, enabling more support to be channelled into supporting entrepreneurship (McAdam et al., 2016). 

2.6	Support systems

A common issue for start-ups is their lack of business experience which can make it difficult to find customers, suppliers and distributors (Presutti et al., 2011). Many new businesses also struggle to find affordable workspaces that allow them the flexibility to move to new premises as they expand (Schoof, 2006). This is particularly evident in rural communities, where there is a general lack of infrastructure, and an insufficient supply of commercial property (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019).

Business incubators have become an important source of support for start-ups, reducing barriers to entry by providing subsidised workspace, networking opportunities and business advice (Jamil et al., 2015). As the third mission has emerged, the number of incubators associated with universities has also increased (Kalar & Antoncic, 2015). In addition to the standard offering, university-linked incubators provide access to skilled labour, state-of-the-art facilities and expert staff (Jamil et al, 2015). They also provide access to well-developed networks, enabling start-ups to overcome their ‘liability of newness’ and acquire new contacts, knowledge and resources (Hausberg & Korreck, 2018). University-linked incubators may also lend credibility to new businesses through reputation (Chan & Lau, 2005). Research indicates that firms supported by university-linked incubators experience more growth in terms of employees and sales, compared with those supported by other incubators (Lasrado et al., 2016).

Accelerators tend to offer a more structured programme of business training in addition to financial capital (Bone et al., 2017). Research indicates that companies receiving entrepreneurship training in addition to workspace and funding increase their chances of securing investment by around 20%  and, on average, raise three times’ more capital than businesses which only receive workspace and funding (Gonzalez-Uribe & Leatherbee, 2018). Mentoring – where experienced entrepreneurs provide advice and feedback to participants – has also been found to be beneficial, in some cases extending the survival rates of new companies (Schoof, 2006). Hallen et al. (2017) also found that the regularity and intensity of support provided during accelerator programmes helps start-ups to maintain focus and learn from the experiences of their mentors. Being part of an accelerator cohort has also been found to facilitate strong bonds between participants which can provide a great source of support (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).

Despite the intensive support offered, new businesses remain highly vulnerable when they leave the accelerator. Whilst some researchers have called for more post-accelerator support, others are concerned this could lead to over-dependence on support services and reduced resilience outside of the accelerator (Van Hove et al., 2018). However, it has been suggested that virtual networks could be used to help businesses post-accelerator to maintain and develop connections and access peer support (Aspen Network of Development Entrepreneurs, 2014).

Although the number of incubators and accelerators is growing, research suggests that many new businesses are unaware of the support available and that information therefore needs to be more accessible to aspiring entrepreneurs (Schoof, 2006). In peripheral regions, access to incubators and accelerators may also be limited (European Network for Rural Development, 2017). However, with improving digital connectivity, some suggest that geographical proximity is becoming less important. Boschma (2005) argues that interactions between businesses do not need to be face-to-face or regular, provided the two parties are socially and cognitively aligned. Connections with larger networks can also be maintained through periodic attendance at national conferences and events (Harvey et al., 2012) and more effective use of virtual networking opportunities (OECD 2018). 

2.7	Cultural support

Research suggests that individuals are more likely to pursue entrepreneurship if they believe that it will be viewed positively by those around them. The theory of reasoned action, developed by Ajzen & Fishbein (1980), proposed that an individual’s intention to do something is dependent on whether they want to do it and how they think it will be perceived by people they respect. This concept was developed by Ajzen (2012) into the theory of planned behaviour, which suggests that individuals are also affected by ‘perceived behavioural control’ and are more likely to do something if they want to do it, they believe it will be perceived positively by others and they believe that they can achieve it. Johara et al. (2017) found that the theory helped predict entrepreneurial intention in students studying entrepreneurship.

If society wants to encourage entrepreneurship, it is important that aspiring entrepreneurs feel valued and respected by those around them. Studies indicate that individuals with entrepreneurial parents have a much higher likelihood of pursuing entrepreneurial careers (Lindquist et al., 2015). This may be due to their parents’ entrepreneurial experiences positively influencing their attitude towards entrepreneurship or it could be linked to their support for their children’s entrepreneurial pursuits (Mayhew et al., 2016). The relationship between entrepreneurial parents and their children may also facilitate entrepreneurial learning (Eesley & Wang, 2017).

Social networks and introductions to established entrepreneurs can also play an important role in inspiring entrepreneurship. Greater awareness of the positive outcomes that entrepreneurship can generate may help to legitimise it as a potential career and encourage entrepreneurial individuals to pursue their ambitions (Mueller, 2006). It has been suggested that the impact of role models is particularly strong when aspiring entrepreneurs believe they have attributes which are similar to their role models, as this can give them more confidence in their ability to replicate the achievements of their role models. Aspiring entrepreneurs may also respond more positively towards role models who have experienced situations or overcome barriers similar to those that they have faced themselves (Bosma et al., 2012).

The extent to which entrepreneurship is supported in specific locations is thought to be closely linked to the values of the people residing there, often deeply rooted in history and tradition (Schoof, 2006). Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture can be used to profile the characteristics of different countries according to four measures: power distance (social inequality and attitudes towards authority); uncertainty avoidance (the extent to which people are willing to accept uncertainty); individualism (the extent to which people prioritise the individual over the collective); and masculinity (the extent to which people exhibit characteristics stereotypically associated with masculinity or femininity) (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 30).

Innovation is stimulated when people have freedom to experiment without fear of failure (Braunerhjelm, 2010). However, where there is high uncertainty avoidance, there may be less tolerance for risk which may discourage entrepreneurs from trying new things (Schoof, 2006). Innovation also occurs where there is collaboration and pooling of different ideas. Therefore, environments that are more open to diversity – including most urban areas – tend to be more conducive to innovation (Florida et al., 2008).

In peripheral areas, a lack of entrepreneurial role models and infrastructure can make it difficult for early-stage entrepreneurs to learn from and collaborate with others. However, established entrepreneurs and education providers can help to shape the local entrepreneurial culture by raising awareness, providing opportunities for entrepreneurial learning and promoting events that inspire entrepreneurship. Rural areas also tend to have a strong sense of community and deep connections between members which can be beneficial when developing networks to support local entrepreneurs (Roundy, 2017).

2.8	Funding and finance

New companies often lack sufficient financial capital to grow. As they are unable to provide evidence of past performance, lenders are often unwilling to offer finance meaning that start-ups must resort to using savings, credit cards or informal loans from family or friends (Atherton, 2012). Young entrepreneurs are particularly vulnerable due to their non-existent credit history and lack of experience (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2012). A lack of awareness coupled with complicated processes prevents many young entrepreneurs from applying for finance. As they are unlikely to have accumulated significant savings or assets, young entrepreneurs may also struggle with the high costs of unsecured loans and credit cards (Schoof, 2006).

To support businesses in their early stages, it is not uncommon for accelerator programmes to provide capital in return for equity (Pauwels et al., 2016). Although some critics have challenged whether the level of equity taken by some accelerators is proportionate (Miller & Bound, 2011), accelerator programmes have been found to be highly effective at facilitating introductions between new firms and investors (Van Rijnsoever et al., 2017). According to Whorwood (2019) accelerator participants raise 44% more investment and achieve pre-money valuations which are 75% higher on average than start-ups that have not received support from accelerators.

From an investor perspective, the selective nature of accelerators provides a level of assurance in the credibility of the firms supported (Fehder & Hochberg, 2014). Accelerators also bring start-ups together in a single location, enabling investors to meet multiple companies at a time (saving time and money) and giving them early access to businesses with high growth potential (Hochberg, 2016). 

Research shows that investors tend to be drawn to locations where there is strong deal flow but, in rural regions, there is usually less activity to attract potential investors (Roundy, 2017). In 2016, over 70% of investments made were received by companies operating in London and the South East presenting a significant challenge for businesses operating outside of these areas (HM Government, 2017).

Whilst early-stage funding for UK businesses is relatively accessible, the long-term ‘patient’ capital that is needed to finance the ‘growth’ stage tends to be more difficult to secure, mainly due to investors becoming more cautious following the 2008 financial crisis (HM Treasury, 2017). To support the growth of innovative new businesses, the UK Government has made a significant amount of funding available including an investment of £725m into the Industrial Strategy Challenge Fund, a £50m innovation loans pilot, (HM Government, 2017) and the launch of a £2.5bn British Patient Capital Programme (British Business Bank, 2018). The Patient Capital Review (HM Treasury, 2017) also recommended that investment limits for the Enterprise Investment Scheme and Venture Capital Trusts should be raised to encourage higher-level investment but this recommendation has not been adopted to date (GOV.UK, 2018). 

Funding from the European Union has often been used as a means of match-funding investment in research and innovation from the private and public sectors but, post-Brexit, there are concerns about the UK’s ongoing ability to fund this activity (House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2018). Rural areas, in particular, are expected to be most affected, having received significant amounts of funding from the Rural Development Programme for England as well as the European Structural Investment Fund. The Shared Prosperity Fund is expected to replace some of this lost funding and it is anticipated that Local Enterprise Partnerships and/or local authorities will be responsible for distributing the funding at a local level to ensure maximum impact (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019).

2.9	Government and the regulatory framework

If entrepreneurship is to be encouraged, governments must create the conditions to enable it to thrive (Mitra, 2012). The administrative aspects of entrepreneurship - such as registering the business, dealing with contracts, adhering to business regulation and complying with tax and licensing requirements - can be a major barrier for aspiring entrepreneurs (Schoof, 2006). Smaller businesses may also struggle to manage regulatory compliance due to limited resources (Kitching, 2006). Excessive regulation around market entry can delay product launches (Braunerhjelm, 2010) as well as stifling competition and innovation (Thurik et al., 2013). High levels of income tax may discourage entrepreneurs from making profit whilst high levels of corporate tax can deter investors from investing in new companies (World Economic Forum, 2014). 

Although regulation can inhibit new business growth, it can also enable it. Intellectual property rights are crucial for innovation and anti-corruption legislation helps to protect investors, encouraging more investment in new firms (Braunerhjelm, 2010). Regulation also helps to create an environment that promotes fair competition and ensures product quality for consumers (Kitching, 2006). Entrepreneurship crosses a number of different policy areas including economic development, finance and investment, social wellbeing, education and employment. This means that decision-makers must take care to ensure that policies are developed so that they are cohesive rather than contradictory and avoid creating unintentional barriers to entrepreneurship (Schoof, 2006).

The UK is currently ranked 8th globally in terms of ease of business (The World Bank, 2019) due to its low corporate tax rates, highly regarded legal system and initiatives to support international trade. The UK Government has also invested significantly in infrastructure to support innovation, including a number of ‘catapult centres’ which provide businesses with access to low-cost, cutting edge technologies (HM Government, 2017). However, political turbulence can quickly cause imbalance within innovation eco-systems (World Economic Forum, 2014). There are concerns that the UK’s departure from the European Union will make it more difficult to enforce rules around intellectual property and data protection which may create barriers to trade, particularly for businesses operating in the knowledge economy. Current tax incentives, which encourage foreign investment in the UK, could also disappear following Brexit, leaving less funding for the development of infrastructure for growth (House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2018).

There are also concerns about a growing gap between levels of productivity in metropolitan and rural areas (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019). As rural communities tend to have smaller populations, their voices are not always heard in national conversations about business policy (Powe & Pringle, 2017). In efforts to improve the distribution of resources, the Government has begun devolving some of its decision-making to local authorities to ensure better alignment with local needs (HM Government, 2017).

A key area for investment in rural regions is the creation of suitable workspaces to enable rural businesses to grow. Whilst rural locations often have large expanses of cheap land suitable for building, remoteness coupled with lack of infrastructure means that are often overlooked by developers in favour of larger settlements with more established business communities (Powe & Pringle, 2017) or more lucrative residential developments (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019). Local authorities therefore need to establish effective partnerships with developers, incentivising them to invest in new infrastructure and workspace aligned to the needs of the local business community. This requires long-term, joined-up thinking and an understanding of the benefits that new businesses will eventually bring to the region including high-value jobs and inward investment (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019).

2.10	Conclusion

The literature reviewed within this Chapter highlights the wide range of interconnected factors that can affect entrepreneurship in rural areas. The existing research describes a number of ways in which many rural economies appear to be disadvantaged including poor digital connectivity, dominance of low-value markets, limited access to finance and investment, reduced levels of human capital and a general lack of entrepreneurship infrastructure.

The evidence points towards a need to review the support mechanisms that are currently in place for rural entrepreneurs. However, as highlighted previously, policy changes must take account of the individual circumstances in individual regions. The aim of this research project is to generate a series of context-specific recommendations which will help to support early-stage entrepreneurs in rural South West England. The following Chapter will outline the research methodology that will be used to conduct this research and ensure the validity of the findings.




Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1	Introduction

This Chapter sets out the methodology for this research project including an outline of the research aim and the four key research questions to be addressed. Consideration is given to the research strategy and the rationale behind the chosen approach, along with details of the processes for sampling, data collection and data analysis. The Chapter concludes with a summary of the impact that the research aims to deliver as well as a review of the limitations of the project and suggestions for further research.

3.2	Research aim

The purpose of this research is to gain detailed insight into the complex range of factors affecting participants in an accelerator programme (“the Programme”) located in a rural part of South West England. 

The research explores participants’ experiences within the Programme and seeks to understand the external influences that have affected their entrepreneurial journeys. The research specifically explores whether participants’ experiences have been affected by the rural location of the accelerator.

3.3	Research questions

This research project has been guided by four key research questions:

	RQ1:
	What are the most valuable sources of support available to early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and can these sources of support be enhanced to deliver greater impact?


	RQ2:
	What support is needed by early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs that they are not currently receiving and how could this be implemented by key actors within the innovation eco-system?


	RQ3:
	What impact does rural location have on early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and what can be done by key actors to overcome any location-related barriers?


	RQ4:
	What are the specific mechanisms, incentives or conditions that could be created to encourage more people to pursue innovative entrepreneurship in rural locations?



3.4	Background to the research

The Programme is located in a rural part of South West England which relies heavily on the tourism (European Commission, 2019) and health and social care sectors (Skills for Care, 2019) for employment. The area has one of the lowest productivity rates in the UK and wages are also amongst the lowest in the country. However, investment in information and communication technology infrastructure has contributed to the growth of the local digital sector in recent years (The SW Rural Productivity Commission, 2017).

The Programme is located within the grounds of a local university which has invested significantly in the project and employs the staff who manage its operation. The Programme’s Board of Directors comprises representatives from the University and the Local Authority, which has also invested in the Programme. As part of a drive to support local economic regeneration, additional funding has been received from UK Research & Innovation and the European Regional Development Fund.

The Programme is designed to specifically support new digital businesses. It consists of two twelve-month phases: an accelerator phase and an incubator phase. All participants undertake the twelve-month accelerator phase, which involves working in teams to produce a sustainable business plan and a minimum viable product. Participants follow an intensive learning programme, receive weekly coaching and have opportunities to pitch their business proposals to potential investors. A stipend is also provided to cover living expenses. At the end of this phase, teams which have delivered the required outputs become incorporated businesses and become eligible to join the on-site incubator which provides them with free workspace and ongoing support for a further twelve months. The Programme takes an equity stake in each incorporated business to fund future cohorts.

3.5	Limitations of existing research

At the start of this process, a range of literature about accelerator and incubator programmes was reviewed. Two key observations emerged, which have informed the design of this research project.

Firstly, much of the existing research is focused the opinions of programme managers rather than participants (Grimaldi & Grandi, 2005; Pauwels et al., 2016; Basco et al., 2018) which limits researchers’ ability to draw meaningful conclusions about the value of accelerators and incubators (Dee et al., 2011).

Secondly, there is a dominance of quantitative studies focusing on financial indicators of start-up success (Lall et al., 2013; Van Rijnsoever et al., 2017; Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). Whilst investment figures, profitability and share value are useful, they do not necessarily represent all aspects of entrepreneurial success (Lange, 2018). Zahra & Wright (2015) argue that a significant proportion of entrepreneurs are motivated by social or psychological factors – such as the desire to make a meaningful contribution to society or to achieve a healthy work-life balance – as much as they are motivated by financial factors. As such, a more holistic approach to research may help to provide a more comprehensive picture of what it means to be a successful entrepreneur.

3.6	Research strategy

As the aim of this research project called for in-depth exploration of complex and interconnected variables which could not be easily quantified, a qualitative approach was considered to be most appropriate (Cryer, 2006, p.78). As an interpretivist study, the project focuses on the researcher’s ability to accurately capture and make sense of participants’ responses so that meaningful conclusions can be drawn (Gerring, 2007, p. 71).

Some researchers have suggested that qualitative methodologies are less scientific than quantitative approaches because they lack ‘hard’ data (Denzin, 2009). However, as Walliman (2006, p. 54) points out, qualitative methods often produce valuable insights and reveal information that would not be discovered through quantitative techniques. 

Qualitative approaches have also been criticised due to the subjectivity around participants’ accounts of events and how these accounts are interpreted by researchers (Van Rijnsoever et al., 2017). However, as Denscombe (2014, p. 305) notes, quantitative research also involves elements of researcher interpretation.

According to Lincoln & Guba (1985, p. 219), there are four principles which determine the validity of qualitative, interpretative research. These will be used as the basis for ensuring the integrity of this project:

i. Credibility refers to the level of the reader’s confidence in the research findings. By comparing – or triangulating – data from different sources, researchers can demonstrate the legitimacy of their conclusions.

ii. Transferability signals the extent to which the findings can be applied in other contexts. Researchers must be clear about their sampling and honest in their conclusions so that the impact of the findings are not exaggerated. 

iii. Dependability provides assurance that other researchers would obtain similar results if they employed the same methodology. Researchers can demonstrate this through evidence of consistency in their processes. 

iv. Confirmability shows that there is consistency in the treatment and interpretation of the data which is usually verified through the availability of original audio recordings and/or interview transcripts.
 
3.7	Sampling

There is no definitive view amongst researchers regarding the optimum number of respondents for a qualitative study (Baker & Edwards, 2012). However, general consensus suggests that qualitative sample sizes are generally smaller due to the depth in which researchers must examine the data (Mason, 2012). Guest et al. (2006) suggest that a sample of twelve is adequate for analysing the views of groups with broadly similar characteristics.

Purposive sampling - a form of non-random sampling – is often used for qualitative research projects because it enables researchers to select participants who have suitable experience to be able to provide the insight required (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 134-5).

In this case, participants were selected using maximum variation, purposive, non-random sampling to ensure that a diverse range of views were captured. Criteria were developed to ensure the sample contained a mix of male and female participants with varying educational backgrounds and levels of work experience. Importantly, the sample included participants who had lived and worked in a variety of different settings, including people who had lived locally for many years as well as those with limited experience of rural environments. Participant availability meant that there were instances where more than one member of a team was interviewed. However, care was taken to ensure that this did not skew the research findings.

To enable triangulation of the data, the sample included participants from three consecutive Programme cohorts. Fifteen individuals were sampled in total: seven from cohort one; four from cohort two; and four from cohort three. Those sampled from cohort one were nearing completion of the incubator phase but the participants from cohorts two and three had only completed the accelerator phase. The sample was weighted to include more participants from cohort one because they were at a more advanced stage compared with cohorts two and three and the researcher deemed that their post-accelerator experiences would be particularly insightful.

Although the overall sample size was small, it was comparable with similar qualitative studies (Castro, 2017) and was considered to be a realistic volume of data to collect and analyse within the project timeframe (Flick, 2012). 

3.8	Data collection

Interviews are used widely in qualitative research because the data generated is very rich and can reveal complex relationships between participants’ thoughts and experiences (Crowther & Lancaster, 2008, p. 147).

In this case, the researcher conducted one-to-one, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews. These were carried out over a six-month period to allow cohorts two and three to complete the accelerator phase. 

The one-to-one, face-to-face format helped to build trust and rapport (Crowther & Lancaster, 2008, p. 144) and enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of the participants’ individual circumstances (Denscombe, 2014, p. 216).

The semi-structured nature of the interview required the researcher to prepare a set of questions to guide discussions and ensure that the project’s primary research questions were addressed. This element of standardisation enabled participants’ responses to be compared and also helped to confirm the credibility of the data (Marczyk et al., 2005, p. 73). At the same time, the semi-structured format offered flexibility to deviate from the pre-prepared questions in order to clarify meaning or probe into unexpected or particularly insightful responses (Denscombe, 2014, p. 231). A list of the guide questions is included in Appendix A.

One drawback of interviews is that they represent participants’ perspectives and are therefore highly subjective (Bell, 2010, p. 161). Whether intentionally or not, researchers also introduce their own bias into the process in the way that they engage with participants (Lodico et al., 2010, pp. 129-30).

It should be highlighted that, in this case, the researcher is an employee of the University which operates the Programme. In trying to reduce the impact of any potential bias, the researcher has adopted a self-reflective and transparent approach (Chenail, 2011), disclosing their position to participants in advance and taking conscious steps to remain as neutral as possible throughout the interviews.

Good practice suggests that interviews should be recorded to ensure accuracy and confirmability of the data (Bell, 2010, p. 168). Accordingly, audio recordings were made to assist in the accurate transcription of the interviews. These were stored and processed securely and confidentially in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2018).

3.9	Data analysis

Thematic analysis is commonly used for analysing large amounts of complex, qualitative data and was the chosen method of analysis for this project. It enables researchers to identify key themes within the data and organise them in a structured way. Thematic analysis enables findings to be presented in a format that is accessible for a wide range of stakeholders (Howitt, 2010, p. 183).

There are two approaches to thematic analysis. The theory-led approach utilises relevant theory as the starting point for creating themes whereas the data-driven approach focuses on creating themes from the data (Coolican, 2014, p. 257). Whilst the researcher was aware of relevant theories prior to undertaking the interviews (as explored in Chapter 2), this research project adopted an inductive, data-driven approach with a focus on allowing themes to emerge through the analysis process.

Researchers play a central role in thematic analysis; their knowledge, values and assumptions all have influence on the way that the data is interpreted (Howitt, 2010, p. 167). In extreme cases, researchers may omit or emphasise certain findings to support their own arguments (Marczyk et al., 2005, pp. 69-70); they may overlook new insights because they are too fixed on what they already know (Denscombe, 2009, p. 83); or they may feel a sense of obligation to certain parties to present their findings in a particular light (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 369). Mehra (2002) argues that researcher bias is unavoidable because personal values are intrinsic to people’s identities. However, as Denscombe (2009, pp. 93-4) points out, the inevitability of bias should not mean that researchers do not try to eliminate it where possible.

Historically, thematic analysis has been criticised for a lack of clarity and transparency around its methodology (Coolican, 2014, p. 258). In response to this, Braun & Clarke (2006) devised a six-step process for conducting thematic analysis; this has been used as the underlying data analysis framework for this project.

i. Becoming familiar with the data
ii. Generating initial codes
iii. Searching for themes
iv. Reviewing themes
v. Defining and naming themes
vi. Producing the report

Steps i & ii
The process of conducting the interviews, listening to the recordings and transcribing them in detail, enabled the researcher to become highly familiar with the data. Electronic transcripts were imported into computer aided qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 11 Pro) to aid the coding of the textual data and to assist in the organisation of the emerging concepts and themes.

Steps iii, iv & v
The next steps in the process did not occur sequentially, as is common in thematic analysis (King & Horrocks, 2010, p. 152). These stages involved re-visiting the codes and themes continually to re-arrange and re-name them until there was a sense that the data had been organised as logically as possible.

Step vi
In the interests of clarity, the research findings do not reflect the totality of participants’ observations and are focused only on the themes that are relevant to the project’s four research questions (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 582).

Quotes from the interview transcripts have been used throughout Chapter 4 to illustrate the research findings. There are a number of instances where verbal fillers, unnecessary repetition or irrelevant detail have been omitted (indicated by […]) and in some case words have been replaced to anonymise data or aid the reader’s understanding of the text (indicated by [ ]). In all cases, care has been taken to ensure that the meaning of the participants’ utterances have not been altered as a result of these omissions.

3.10	Ethical considerations

Researchers agree that individuals taking part in research should be treated with dignity, sensitivity and respect (Matthews & Ross, 2010, p. 72). Bell (2010, p. 160) highlights the importance of briefing participants about the purpose of the research to enable them to make an informed decision about their participation. In line with Bell’s recommendations, participants were provided with a written briefing in advance of the interviews including information about the process and their right to withdraw at any time. At the start of each interview, participants were reminded of these points and formal consent to participate was obtained. 

Participants’ personal data was collected, processed and stored according to the General Data Protection Regulation (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2018). Where quotes have been used in this report they have been anonymised so that individual participants cannot be identified, in line with best practice (McNeill & Chapman, 2005, p. 13). At all times, the project has adhered to the Research Integrity and Ethics Code of Practice of the University of Wales Trinity St David (University of Wales Trinity St David, 2017) as well as the relevant policies of the University operating the Programme.

3.11	Research impact

The findings of this project will contribute to the limited existing literature on accelerator and incubator programmes in rural locations.

As this research project has focused on the experiences of participants in a particular accelerator, there is actionable insight which can be implemented by Programme staff to enhance existing provision for future cohorts. 

The findings will also be shared with key stakeholders from local government, the business community and education providers with the aim of influencing local policy and improving the support available to future entrepreneurs.

3.12	Limitations and opportunities for further research

It is important to note that this research project is not without its own limitations.

Firstly, the project is focused on the experiences of a group of participants from one accelerator programme and, as such, the findings cannot be applied to other locations (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009). The small sample size and non-random sampling method also dictate that the findings should not be considered representative of the general population (Walliman, 2006, p. 75-8). Further research could be undertaken in other rural locations to establish whether the results are comparable.

Secondly, all of the participants in this project had successfully completed the 12-month accelerator phase – it did not include any participants who left the Programme prematurely. Research findings are influenced by those who do not participate as much as they are influenced by those that do (Saunders et al. (2016, p. 397). In order to gain a more complete picture of participants’ experiences, further research could involve interviewing participants on multiple occasions, including earlier stages of the Programme.

The third observation is that the project examined the experiences of participants at a particular point in time, early on in the business lifecycle. A more comprehensive picture of the rural start-up landscape may be achieved through a longer-term perspective where participants are interviewed on more than one occasion over a period of several years.

The final point is that all of the participants involved in this project were developing digital products and services. It would be therefore be interesting to examine how the experiences of entrepreneurs operating in non-digital sectors in rural areas would compare with the findings of this study.

3.13	Conclusion

This Chapter has identified a number of potential risks around the subjectivity of the participants and the researcher. However, qualitative research techniques offer opportunities to gather highly valuable insights and, with appropriate controls in place, it is hoped that this research will make a worthwhile contribution to literature on accelerator and incubator programmes and rural innovation eco-systems.


Chapter 4: Analysis

4.1	Introduction

This Chapter outlines the findings of the thematic analysis of data collected from interviews with the Programme participants. Over sixteen hours of audio recordings were collected in total; the following pages summarise the key themes which emerged during these interviews.

4.2	Presentation of findings

The analysis revealed eighteen interconnected factors which – to varying degrees - affected the experiences of Programme participants. Three over-arching categories, representing different levels within the local innovation eco-system, were also identified: factors present at the start-up level; the accelerator level; and the business environment level.

Diagram 1 (below) shows the relationships between the three categories and the factors associated with each of them. The key observations associated with each factor are detailed within the remainder of the Chapter.
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Diagram 1: Factors affecting participants in an accelerator located in rural South West England
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4.2.1	Factors present at the start-up level

i. Skills

Many participants felt there was a lack of business knowledge and experience within their teams.

Participant 5:
“…we’re all just developers desperately trying to do our best with the business side of things.”

Another concern was the lack of technical skills within the Programme which was widely attributed to the rural location and difficulties in attracting talent to the area.

Participant 3:
“…there’s […] a big need for developers […] but not many want to come down [here].” 

Some teams overcame their technical skills gaps by using agencies outside the region but, in some instances, there was an impact on quality and project timescales. 

	Participant 13:
“…you can just tell that [they’ve] got […] [a] sheet there and [they’re] just […] ticking it off […] no passion in it […] no […] urgency.”

Many participants stressed the value of soft skills and the difficulties in finding people with both soft and technical skills. 

	Participant 13:
“…if you don’t have those social skills […] or communication or emotional intelligence, I think it’s [going to] be very detrimental to the progress within that team.”

ii. Mindset

A theme raised by many participants was the need to have the right mindset for entrepreneurship, including self-belief, passion, commitment and a willingness to take some risks.

Participant 7:
“…you just have to get on with it […] if you’ve got that determined nature, you’re willing to go and put your neck out there […] you just give it a go and […] take a calculated risk.”

Participant 14:
“…a lot of this is about the mindset of what you […] see yourself being able to do […] one follows the other.” 

Several participants suggested that some of their peers lacked the necessary determination and resilience to deal with the challenges of the Programme.

Participant 2:
“…you’ve got to be like […] right I’m [going to] do this for […] the next five years […] if you don’t feel like that […] you should stop and not do [it] […] the challenge is so difficult that, if you do have any doubt […] you either need to change it or just to do something else.”

iii. Motivation

Participants’ motivations for joining the Programme ranged from wanting to make a contribution to society to wanting more control and impact from their work. Most were not motivated by financial drivers.

Participant 4:
“…it can sometimes just feel like you’re […] a cog in the machine […] whereas [with] this […] you’re directly seeing […] what you’re doing […] mattering.”

Several participants – particularly those with less work experience – had initially regarded the Programme as an opportunity for personal development. However, over the course of the Programme they developed commitment to their businesses.

Participant 8:
“…I joined because it was a stepping stone for my CV but then it […] morphed into something […] over the […] [last] couple of months and now we’re here.”

One participant suggested that the rural location could actually encourage increased commitment from participants due to the effort involved in moving to the area and the fact that there were fewer well-paid job opportunities locally to tempt them away from the Programme.

	Participant 12:
“…a big problem with the [incubators] in London [is that] people […] get offered a better job [and the] team falls apart […] most of the people who’ve come here, they’ve moved to [the area] […] so it’s the shared commitment.”

iv. Relationships

The team’s ability to work together and treat each other with honesty, respect and trust was identified as a critical factor for success. 

	Participant 8:
“…we went into the Programme [with the attitude that] we were going to make it work […] that willingness to really […] work with each other and not as much compromise as just [try] to find a solution that everybody was happy with.”

Some of the teams that had to outsource tasks to external agencies as a result of technical skills shortages reported difficulties in developing relationships with remote workers.

Participant 13:
“…we can’t get that relationship going with him because I find it really hard over Google Hangouts […] it’s not the same […] so we don’t know the developer very well.”

Several participants experienced team conflict, highlighting the negative impact on mental health as well as business performance.

Participant 1:
“…we were all trying hard at the beginning to make it work […] after a few months of […] beginning to learn […] whether the trust was there or not, that’s when things started to deteriorate.”

4.2.2	Factors present at the accelerator level

i. Learning

The Programme was generally considered a valuable learning experience which enabled participants to understand their own capabilities as well as how to start a business. 

Participant 10:
“…the situations are […] transformational […] you’re managing your business and you’re managing personal relationships, business relationships […] it’s forced me to […] find within myself what was missing within the team.”

Participants also described the benefits of being able to try new things without fear of failure and the value of receiving feedback and advice from staff, industry contacts and potential investors.

	Participant 11:
“It’s doing it in a safe environment that […] allows you to fail […] you’ve got people […] [who] will pull you back before it’s too late […] otherwise you have to go out and […] make those mistakes potentially to their worst conclusion.”

Participant 8:
“…a lot of [the time] you don’t know what you’re supposed to do and so having people who have gone through all of those hoops before definitely helps.”

ii. Recruitment

Recruitment was highlighted as a critical factor in ensuring that teams had the right combinations of technical and soft skills.

Participant 3:
“…if you bring in the wrong ones […] you’re [going to] set up a team for failure […] finding […] the required skill at a certain level as well as someone who can actually work within a team […] that’s always the hardest part.”

Several participants remarked on difficulties in recruiting skilled people to the Programme. There was speculation that the rural location may be off-putting to some applicants and that people with desirable skillsets may be more reluctant to give up well-paid jobs outside the region.

Participant 5:
“…we also know […] how difficult it’s been just getting people to move to [the area] […] a lot of people with talent have probably already settled down […] and, you can’t ask them to up stakes and move four hundred miles.” 

Participant 12:
“…attracting a programmer here […] is quite hard [because] […] they could earn far more than [the value of the stipend] elsewhere.”

iii. Financial support and resources

All of the participants stated that the financial support and resources provided by the Programme were invaluable in enabling them to develop their businesses.
 
Participant 2:
“I tried to start businesses […] in my own time but you don’t really get paid […] to work on your own ideas […] that was the most appealing thing for me, just having the time to be able to flesh something out.”

However, when the stipend payments finished, many participants struggled to support themselves until they were able to secure investment.

Participant 5:
“…it just takes a long time […] to find the right investors […] and we burned through all of our savings […] we were at breaking point when we finally got the deal.”

Several participants recognised that the Programme had received investment from the European Regional Development Fund and there was concern that Brexit could affect ongoing support for entrepreneurship in the region.

Participant 11:
“…looking at […] a future where we don’t have the current support from the EU […] is concerning.”

iv. Network brokering

Introductions to industry contacts were considered to be highly valuable opportunities for learning and securing investment. 

Participant 7:
“[Programme staff] helped us open up those connections […] with investors primarily […] but also in […] business introductions […] finding out who we could talk to.” 

Some participants also thought that the Programme’s affiliation with the University helped to facilitate useful connections.

	Participant 12:
“…the University has a network […] it’s connections like that where you just end up talking to people and you help each other out […] serendipitous moments that you get from being based in such a close proximity.” 

Despite this, some participants felt that the rural location had a negative impact on the Programme’s ability to engage with high-value business contacts in urban areas.

Participant 9:
“…it’s hard for staff to put us in touch with really good contacts […] a lot of people think oh, there’s this small incubator […] it’s probably […] quite relaxed over there and […] they’re far away […] it [will] take a while for that to change.”

v. Community

Many participants remarked on the sense of community around the Programme which provided both social and work-related benefits. Participants described receiving support, feedback and advice from peers across the Programme. 

Participant 6:
“Being able to just […] casually talk to each other and […] bounce […] ideas off each other […] having those connections […] that’s probably one of the things I found most valuable.”

Some teams took advantage of the talent within the community to fill skills gaps, either by employing other Programme participants or hiring graduates from the University. 

	Participant 7:
“…we’ve found some really young […] fresh grads […] with the support of [the University] […] we were […] able to choose the right candidates […] because we had such a good response.”

However, some participants were concerned that their association with the Programme could signal to potential investors that the companies were less credible.

Participant 10:
“…when people see the University […] people instantly put a stigma to it, they’re like oh, they’re students, it’s not going to be as good […] they don’t take you as seriously.”

vi. Pastoral support

Staff played an important support role in helping some participants through stressful periods and team conflict.

	Participant 15:
“…the most important [thing] […] for me has been […] people wanting you to do well, which is a very very rare thing […] just knowing that you’ve got that support behind you has meant the world.”

4.2.3	Factors present at the business environment level

i. Culture

A number of participants suggested that entrepreneurial culture in the UK was under-developed and that there was a lack of information about entrepreneurship. Before joining the Programme, nearly half of the participants had not considered entrepreneurship as a career option.

Participant 6:
“…I didn’t know […] [accelerators] existed before I heard about [this Programme].”

Several participants felt the media had created unrealistic images of entrepreneurship and that the term ‘entrepreneur’ had negative rather than positive connotations.

Participant 5:
“I don’t view myself as an entrepreneur. I don’t like the term […] it’s very self-congratulatory and nebulous. It doesn’t necessarily mean successful.”

Many participants talked about the importance of supportive figures – including family members, teachers, employers or members of the business community – who inspired or encouraged them to pursue entrepreneurship.

Participant 7:
“…because of the support from [the University] but also […] the outlook of […] all the businesses in the region, it’s […] really positive. And that’s really helped us.”

ii. Education and experience

For most participants, entrepreneurship was not a topic discussed at school. Some felt this had limited their career options and that they had not been sufficiently prepared for the realities of starting a business.

	Participant 15:
“…it wasn’t even something we thought about at school […] school’s totally geared towards jobs.”

Many participants talked about the value of learning from mistakes but felt that this approach was not sufficiently embedded in schools where there was too much focus on getting things right.

	Participant 5:
“…the best life lessons I’ve learned have been through […] failures […] but they’ve also been very damning for my grades […] you can’t reward failure in academia.”

Team-working was considered a crucial skill for co-founders. Interestingly, all of the participants had experience of working in teams either through their education, careers or personal interests.

Participant 13:
“I’ve always been doing loads of sport […] team cycling […] [the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award] and I think […] team-building sessions and skills really […] helps [in] this kind of environment […] there’s definitely a correlation there.”

iii. Labour market

Several participants raised concerns about the local population size and the availability of skilled workers for their businesses.

	Participant 3:
“…getting the correct types of skills is […] difficult […] if we were to expand […] we wouldn’t be able to find that many people in [the area].”

Participants also felt that the location did not offer enough well-paid job opportunities to attract talent from outside the region.

Participant 9:
“…friends I had in London […] are looking now to move out […] [but] there’s just not enough here.”

The University was identified as a potential source of talent but it was also highlighted that, without high-value jobs, graduates may move away after graduation.

	Participant 3:
“There’s the University close by […] for us to get fresh graduates […] [but] a lot of [them] tend to go back home […] not many stick around.”

Many teams were using remote workers to fill skills gaps in the short-term and some were considering setting up urban branch offices to access larger talent pools.

Participant 12:
“There is a huge skills shortage [here] [but] you can get agencies through the internet and the agency we’ve gone with, they’re actually based just outside of London.”

iv. Access to finance

Some participants speculated that investors might not take rural businesses seriously or that they could be put off by the distance from urban business centres.

Participant 1:
“…maybe it could put them off […] it could be [a case of] why [there]? And that’s not something that’s […] appealing to them in terms of risk.”

However, several companies had secured finance from local, national and international investors and some participants thought the location could be an advantage because of reduced competition and access to grants aimed at rural businesses.

	Participant 14:
“…it might be even an asset […] we have some pitch competitions where […] they are seeking to have representatives from different parts […] of the UK […] being in the South West where it’s less saturated can enable you to get into this [more easily].”

Companies that had secured investment did not report any difficulties in being able to maintain relationships with investors based outside of the region.

	Participant 3:
“…location isn’t an issue […] our [investor is] in […] the complete opposite end of the UK […] we’ve never been to their offices.”

v. Markets

The lack of high-value markets in the region was highlighted by several participants.

Participant 13:
“… before I found this programme […] I had a job secured in […] Guildford […] I couldn’t find any anything down here […] the only thing that was taking me away […] was the money.”

However, it was noted that some higher-value industry clusters were beginning to form locally. Some participants suggested that the lack of competition could actually create opportunities for rural start-ups.

Participant 5:
“…it’s like a blank canvas in a way […] it’s growing and you can see the benefits of […] people […] starting up […] there’s opportunity but it’s not been over-explored already.” 

As producers of digital products and services, the businesses were well positioned to access global markets.  

	Participant 2:
“In five years? […] we’ll have our first platform out with about six, seven million monthly active users […] hopefully be multinational by then.”

vi. Infrastructure

A common frustration was the time and cost involved in travelling by road or rail to attend events or business meetings outside the region (although it was acknowledged that the local airport provided good connections to major cities).

Participant 4:
“The biggest thing for me is […] it feels very disconnected […] I don’t mind being far away it’s just frustrating to take a train from [here] to London and it take five or six hours.”

To overcome these difficulties, some of the businesses planned to open branch offices in city locations.

Participant 3:
“…we may […] open a second studio […] somewhere with better connection links.”

Participants found that internet connectivity was generally good, meaning that a lot of communication could be carried out virtually rather than in person.

Participant 14:
“…the place is factor but […] it’s a digital age, you can […] have a call with anyone anywhere and […] get around [it].”

Several businesses had moved into local co-working spaces and more were planning to do the same. However, it was recognised that spaces could become limited as more companies were incorporated.

Participant 8:
“…it’s […] where most people tend to go […] there has been talk about going [there] if they […] have space for us.”

One participant was concerned that the co-working space would become less suitable as the business grew and employed more staff.

Participant 7:
“…hopefully by this time next year we’ll be double the size or even more so […] how do we house all those people in one […] unified space that actually works for us?”

vii. Networks

Participants recognised the importance of networks but felt that opportunities to engage in industry events were limited at the local level, resulting in participants having to travel to cities with larger networks.

Participant 9:
“…we need to go to London quite a lot […] it’s nice to be here but we are quite sheltered […] from the rest [of the sector].”

However, it was pointed out that whilst local networks were smaller, they were also very strong and local businesses were generally highly supportive of each other.

Participant 13:
“…the sense I get down here […] is it’s a really strong […] business network and everybody’s there to help each other […] it’s really nice, you don’t feel alone.”

viii. Lifestyle

For those already living locally, the Programme enabled them to pursue entrepreneurship without having to sacrifice their rural lifestyle. 

Participant 11:
“…there are a lot of [accelerators] in the cities […] but […] not down here […] [the Programme] allowed me to do this when I probably wouldn’t have [otherwise].”

For others, the natural environment of the location provided respite from city life and had a positive impact on health and wellbeing.

Participant 5:
“None of us really want to move away […] it’s a nice place to be and there’s nowhere near as many […] normal life stresses as you would find in [the city].” 

A small number of participants were less enthusiastic about staying locally, as the location did not offer the same standard of leisure facilities as urban areas.

Participant 10:
“…there’s not many big franchise restaurants […] there’s no Odeon. There’s just [a local cinema chain] which I’ve never heard of before and […] [the] screen is tiny.”

4.3	Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that there are many factors – both positive and negative – which have influenced the experiences of participants. The following Chapter will explore the relationships between these factors and draw conclusions about what can be done to provide early-stage entrepreneurs in the region with the best chance of success.


Chapter 5: Discussion

5.1	Introduction
This Chapter examines the relationships between the identified themes and draws conclusions about the opportunities and challenges for local entrepreneurs. To ensure that the discussion addresses the original research aim, each of the four research questions will be re-visited.

5.2	What are the most valuable sources of support available to early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and can these sources of support be enhanced to deliver greater impact? (RQ1)

i. The stipend provided by the Programme was extremely valuable for participants as it enabled them to cover living expenses while they focused on developing their businesses. However, after producing the minimum viable product, the process of negotiating with investors often took time. Several participants struggled financially during the period between the final stipend payment and the point of investment.

Since the economic crisis of 2008, investor caution has made it challenging for many start-ups to fund their growth (HM Treasury, 2017). A few participants suggested that the rural location could be an advantage when seeking investment due to reduced competition and the availability of grant funding aimed at rural businesses. However, several participants reported that grant funding application processes were complex to understand, time-consuming to complete and had a high chance of being rejected. 

To help businesses bridge this funding gap there is a need for access to more pre-seed finance.

ii. According to participants, the most valuable learning experiences involved situations where they were required to try things for themselves and make mistakes. The positive influence of ‘experiences in the actual world’ and ‘learning from failure’ is well documented in existing literature (Caggiano et al., 2017; Huovinen & Tihula, 2008).

However, participants observed that these types of experiences were unusual within traditional educational systems which focused on testing theoretical knowledge and rewarding those who got things right. Participants suggested that people were less inclined to take risks if they thought it would affect their grades.

If the future economy requires more people with entrepreneurial skills (Cooney, 2012), current approaches for delivering and assessing learning need to facilitate and reward innovative behaviours rather than inhibiting them.

iii. Supportive individuals – including family members, peers, teachers, employers and business mentors – played important roles in participants’ entrepreneurial journeys; a finding consistent with existing research on entrepreneurial role models (Bosma et al., 2012). Participants also spoke about positive experiences with staff, industry mentors and potential investors involved with the Programme who provided inspiration, encouragement, feedback and advice.

Several participants talked about the support they received from the local business community. Participants speculated that this was linked to the region’s economic difficulties and a collective desire to see the local economy improve. Previous research suggests that rural areas often consist of strong local connections which are beneficial for new firms (Roundy, 2017).

A positive and supportive culture can have a significant impact on entrepreneurial success and should be embedded at every stage of the entrepreneurial journey.

iv. Many participants benefitted from connections in and around the accelerator. This included interactions and collaborations with peers across cohorts with some businesses even employing other participants from the Programme.

A small number of participants were concerned that their association with the University and their student status could be perceived negatively by potential investors. However, the majority of participants felt positively about the connection as it enabled them to tap into the University’s network and access local graduate talent. 

Networks play an important role in helping businesses to find customers, investment, talent and support (Ellison et al., 2010). By develop its existing network, the Programme can further increase its value to participants.

5.3	What support is needed by early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs that they are not currently receiving and how could this be implemented by key actors within the innovation eco-system? (RQ2)

i. Around half of participants had never considered a career in entrepreneurship prior to joining the Programme; many discovered the opportunity by chance when browsing for job vacancies. Participants felt that there was a lack of information about entrepreneurship and support for entrepreneurs.

Part of the problem was the media’s portrayal of entrepreneurs; participants argued that unrealistic, glamorised images of entrepreneurship made it more difficult for people to understand. 

Another factor was the lack of entrepreneurship education at school. Several participants were previously unaware that entrepreneurship was a valid career choice and some also felt that the absence of business-related education had contributed to a lack of basic business knowledge within the businesses.

Mueller (2006) suggests that the use of positive news stories can be an effective method of raising awareness about entrepreneurship. However, as Roundy (2017) points out, this can be more difficult in rural regions where there are fewer entrepreneurial role models.

Entrepreneurship needs to be more visible and better understood by the public. People also need to be educated about entrepreneurship from an early age to help them develop the necessary skills and establish entrepreneurship as a legitimate career option.

5.4	What impact does rural location have on early-stage, innovative entrepreneurs and what can be done by key actors to overcome any location-related barriers? (RQ3)

i. Skills shortages in the local labour market were a significant issue, both for staff recruiting participants to the Programme and for the businesses as they began to employ staff. The deficits included technical (programming and digital) skills and business skills, but also soft skills such as team working, communication and emotional intelligence.

Existing research suggests that rural skills shortages are a result of smaller populations and smaller talent pools (Townsend et al., 2013). A lack of high-value markets and well-paid employment opportunities can drive skilled workers out of rural regions (Li & Artz, 2019) and the same issue can also be a barrier to attracting talent from outside the area (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019). However, participants were optimistic about the growth of the local digital sector, which was largely unaffected by geographical barriers and enabled engagement with high-growth global markets irrespective of demand in the local market. 

Several teams overcame their skills gaps by utilising remote workers from agencies outside the region. However, this brought its own challenges around communication, quality and failure to meet project deadlines. Whilst participants were content to use remote workers in the short-term, it was not considered a feasible long-term solution.

To reduce the skills gap, the region needs to retain its ‘home-grown’ talent as well as attracting skilled workers from outside of the area. By supporting the growth of the local digital sector the region will become more attractive to skilled workers. 

ii. Participants highlighted a lack of local networking opportunities and that more valuable events took place in urban centres. Several participants also felt that the Programme’s isolated location was a disadvantage for engaging with city-based investors because of the time involved in travelling to the accelerator.

The financial costs and time commitments required for travelling to events and meetings were a significant issue for many participants. As is common in rural areas (Powe & Pringle, 2017), participants felt that the problem was exacerbated by poor road and rail infrastructure. At the same time, the local airport was recognised as significant asset, enabling travel to city locations in much shorter timeframes. 

Fortunately, recent investment into the local digital infrastructure meant that many of the businesses were able to maintain relationships with contacts through digital channels. Several participants gave examples of relationships with investors where they had never physically met. 

Fast and reliable internet connectivity is critical to enabling rural businesses to engage with national and international networks and markets (Pattinson & Dahlöf, 2019). However, for initial introductions, in-person meetings are often preferred (Boschma, 2005); it is therefore important that the region’s transport infrastructure is also fit for purpose.

5.5	What are the specific mechanisms, incentives or conditions that could be created to encourage more people to pursue innovative entrepreneurship in rural locations? (RQ4)

i. Several participants had moved, or were thinking of moving, into local co-working spaces. Participants felt they offered good value and that they enabled the businesses to develop new local connections.

However, some participants were concerned that they may outgrow their workspaces as their businesses expanded. Participants who had not yet made the move to the co-working spaces were also mindful that there may be increased competition for space as more businesses emerged from the Programme.

Business infrastructure is critical to the growth of start-ups but rural areas often lack these essential resources (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019). Ensuring that new businesses have local space in which to go will prevent the region’s talent from disappearing out of the area.

ii. Several participants acknowledged the investment from the European Regional Development Fund which had enabled the Programme to be established. However, uncertainties associated with the UK’s departure from the European Union were also noted. Whilst the UK Shared Prosperity Fund was expected to replace some of the funding lost through Brexit (House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019) many were concerned for the future of entrepreneurship in the region. Several participants – especially those living locally prior to joining the Programme – talked about the opportunities that the Programme had created that would not otherwise have been available in the area. 

Many participants stated that they would not have been able to establish their businesses without the support of the Programme. In order to ensure the growth of the region’s economy, ongoing investment in infrastructure to support entrepreneurship needs to remain a priority. 

iii. The findings of this research are broadly aligned with the eight pillars of innovation eco-systems as defined by the World Economic Forum (2014) and explored in Chapter 2. However, one factor identified within project’s findings does not feature within the eight-pillar framework.

For a small number of participants, the region’s lack of leisure and entertainment facilities was a drawback and had a negative impact on their desire to remain in the area long-term. However, for the majority, the rural lifestyle and its associated health and wellbeing benefits were significant incentives for participants to stay. For many, the natural environment helped them achieve a better work-life balance as well as helping them to manage the stress of starting a business.

As Zahra & Wright (2015) note, entrepreneurship can play an important social role in communities including enhancing people’s health and wellbeing. The region may be able to capitalise upon this in order to attract more skilled workers.

5.6	Conclusion

This chapter has explored the key themes which emerged from interviews with fifteen participants who attended an accelerator programme in a rural part of South West England. The final Chapter will summarise what society can learn from these experiences and outline a series of recommendations for key actors within the local innovation eco-system to consider.


Chapter 6: Conclusion and recommendations

6.1	Conclusion

The aim of this research project was to explore the experiences of fifteen participants who attended an accelerator programme in a rural part of South West England. The research set out to understand the range of factors affecting participants’ experiences with a particular focus on the impact of the rural location.

The research identified eighteen interconnected factors which fell into three categories: factors which were present at the start-up level, the accelerator level and at the business environment level.

A dominance of low-wage sectors in the local economy led to problems in retaining and attracting talent; these skills shortages made it difficult for the start-ups to develop their products and led to a reliance on agencies based outside of the region. The skills deficits were also thought to be part of a national problem with the education system which was failing to meet the needs of industry - in particular, the need for digital, business and soft skills.

Some of the businesses struggled to engage with business contacts due to the time and cost involved in travelling to urban centres. However, recent investment in digital infrastructure meant that the businesses were able to largely overcome this barrier through the use of digital platforms. Some start-ups found that the rural location and its less-developed business environment made it easier to get noticed by investors and also highlighted the benefits of better work-life balance and improved wellbeing as a result of the rural lifestyle.

Participants highlighted the importance of the accelerator and the business community and infrastructure around it. However, despite the financial support provided, many of the businesses suffered from cash shortages whilst waiting for negotiations with investors to conclude. Given that the European Union had made a significant investment to support entrepreneurs in the region, there were also concerns about the future of local entrepreneurship post-Brexit.

Based on these findings, the final section provides ten recommendations aimed at key local actors within the local innovation eco-system. Through the implementation of these recommendations it is hoped that the next few years will see the region taking advantage of its fertile ground, nurturing an annual crop of new high-growth businesses and supporting the local economy to blossom.

6.2	Recommendations

i. Education providers should embed entrepreneurship education into the curriculum early on so that young people grow up with more awareness of entrepreneurship and the skills and mindset required to pursue entrepreneurial careers.

ii. Education providers and relevant Government departments should work together to devise new approaches to deliver and assess learning so that young people are rewarded for demonstrating skills and behaviours which support innovation and entrepreneurship.

iii. Education providers, the Local Authority and the local business community should do more to promote a positive culture of entrepreneurship that encourages and celebrates the efforts and achievements of entrepreneurs.

iv. The University and members of the business community must continue to work together to expand on their existing relationships and provide opportunities for students to learn from industry professionals and build their own business networks.

v. The Local Authority, the Local Enterprise Partnership and the local business community should do more to raise the region’s profile and attract skilled workers by highlighting the growing success of the digital sector as well as the benefits of the region’s rural lifestyle.

vi. The Government and the Local Authority should ensure that the region’s digital connectivity is maintained and upgraded in line with the rest of the country so that it can remain competitive in the digital sector.

vii. The Government and the Local Authority should invest in improvements to the region’s road and rail infrastructure and maintain support for the local airport.

viii. The Government and the Local Authority should review the region’s rail fares and consider introducing concessionary rates for early-stage entrepreneurs.

ix. The Government and the Local Authority should provide more opportunities for new businesses to access the capital they need, particularly at the pre-seed level.

x. The Government and the Local Authority should continue to invest in the Programme and other key business infrastructure such as flexible co-working space to ensure that new businesses have the support and space to grow.
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1 Could you tell me a little bit about your business?
2 What do you think motivated you to want to start a business?
3 Have you had any entrepreneurial experiences prior to this particular venture? If so, can you tell me a bit about them?
4 What made you decide to join this programme?
5 Could you tell me where you are from originally?
6 Was the location of the programme a factor that affected your decision to enrol on the programme?
7 Do you think the location of the programme has influenced your business in any way? If so, how?
8 Do you see yourself staying here in the long term? If so/not, why is that?
9 What elements of the programme have you found most valuable?
10 Are there any elements of the programme that you think could be improved?
11 Are there any elements of support that are missing from the programme?
12 What did you set out to achieve at the start of the programme and have you achieved those goals?
13 In what ways do you think you have developed over the course of the programme?
14 How have you found it working with your co-founders?
15 How have you found it working with your cohort peers?
16 Have you had to make any sacrifices in your personal life in order to pursue your venture?
17 Have you been able to access the support you’ve needed during the programme?
18 Can you tell me about your experience of the education system and whether you engaged in any entrepreneurial learning activities prior to joining the programme?
19 Are there any elements of the education system that could be improved to better prepare people who want to start a business?
20 Have you had to recruit any staff for your business? If so, how have you found that process?
21 Can you tell me about any barriers or disincentives that you’ve come across in the process of pursuing your venture?
22 Have you been able to make the connections that you’ve needed to develop your business?
23 How have you found the process of seeking and securing investment?
24 Have you thought about where you will set up business premises after you leave the incubator?
25 What has been your biggest challenge so far?
26 What are your next steps?
27 Where do you see yourself and your business in 5 years’ time?
28 Do you feel equipped to achieve your ambitions?
29 What are the things you enjoy most about being an entrepreneur?
30 What do you think would be the best way to encourage more people to pursue entrepreneurship?
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