
Enablers and Inhibitors of Academic Entrepreneurship  

Extended Abstract, Instituto Superior Técnico, Lisboa, November 2017 

 

Enablers and Inhibitors of Academic Entrepreneurship 

Extended Abstract 
 

Rafael Almeida Soares 

Instituto Superior Técnico, Universidade de Lisboa, Portugal 

rafael.soares@tecnico.ulisboa.pt 

Abstract  

Academic entrepreneurship is seen as a major source of innovation. Trying to increase academic en-

trepreneurship rates, in the last 3 decades, universities, governments, and private organizations 

across the globe have been taking a variety of measures, contributing to the growth of the entrepre-

neurial ecosystem. However, some universities still struggle to become more entrepreneurial, making 

necessary to identify the problems that persist. Following a mixed-method research methodology, we 

conducted a Delphi study with entrepreneurship specialists, a questionnaire to more than 200 higher 

education students from Portugal most recognized universities, and a set of interviews in order to 

identify the existent enablers and inhibitors that influence academic entrepreneurship. We managed to 

identify 18 enablers and 19 inhibitors that play a role in academic entrepreneurship rates. 

Some of the most present enablers to academic entrepreneurship were the quality of research findings, 

the access to international networks, the entrepreneurship infrastructures available and the crescent 

wave of entrepreneurial events. As for the inhibitors, the academics lack of risk-taking capability and 

opportunity recognition, their low level of business skills and market experience as well as the difficul-

ty in accessing financing seemed to act as major barriers to entrepreneurial activity. 

Keywords: Academic Entrepreneurship, Innovation, Entrepreneurial University, Entrepreneurial Eco-

system, Delphi.  

1 Introduction 

In pursuit of economic development, countries all over the globe aim to create more entrepreneurial 

societies, where members are encouraged to exploit new opportunities.  

Universities, as sources of knowledge and innovation, play a major role in these societies, being natu-

ral incubators [1], creating new ideas and technologies, crucial to achieve a competitive advantage.  

For this reason, over the past three decades, academic entrepreneurship has become a global phenom-

enon [2], gaining the attention of governments, academics, policymakers, and researchers. However, 

despite the global desire to promote entrepreneurship, studies showed that some universities are more 

successful generating startups than others [3]. This cross-variance between universities has been 

subject of research ever since, trying to understand what factors influence the most this discrepancy. 

These studies served as guidelines to be followed by countries and universities interested in becoming 

more entrepreneurial, resulting in policy changes and creation of the needed structural conditions. 

Nevertheless, recent data reveals that several obstacles to entrepreneurship persist and that academic 

entrepreneurial rates remain low in several EU countries. This suggests for the urgency to do a reas-

sessment of those efforts and get an updated view on which support factors have been created so far, 

and measure their impact, also identifying the barriers constraining entrepreneurship that still persist.  

The main goal of this research is then to identify and classify the enablers (also known as support fac-

tors) and the inhibitors (also known as barriers) that exist in present-day societies that play a role in 

academic entrepreneurship rates. To accomplish this goal, we conducted a ranking-type Delphi study 

together with 19 entrepreneurship experts, and a questionnaire to more than 200 high education stu-

dents in Portugal complemented with a set of interviews. 
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2 Background 

Entrepreneurship can be defined as a process, taken by one or more individuals (called entrepreneurs), 

of vision, creation and change towards the implementation of new ideas, and solutions [4], resulting on 

new products, methods, and markets [5], contributing to innovation, and stimulating economic growth, 

while taking the necessary risks [6]. 

There are some different definitions for the terms academic entrepreneurship and university spinoff. 

We decided to adopt Smilor et al. definition [7], stating that a university spinoff can be characterized 

as a company founded by a faculty member, researcher, professor, or student, after leaving the univer-

sity or while still affiliated with the university, usually around a technology-based idea, developed 

within the university context. 

Entrepreneurship is globally recognized as one of the most crucial mechanisms for innovation and 

economic evolution. Kuratko [4] refers to entrepreneurship as “the most potent economic force the 

world has ever experienced”. For this author, entrepreneurial firms are responsible for changing the 

market structures, playing a crucial role in innovation, and contributing to technology change and 

productivity growth.  Although all the entrepreneurs contribute to economic growth, arguably not all 

entrepreneurs and startups are equal from one another. Some, indeed, contribute to innovation and 

markets transformation, broadly defined as innovative entrepreneurs [8][9], while others set their busi-

ness around already explored ideas, called replicative entrepreneurs [10].   

Nowadays, countries all over the globe have been showing a significant interest in spinoff activities, 

contributing to that phenomenon in several ways. Unfortunately, while some universities became a 

reference in terms of technology-transfer and successful entrepreneurial firms created, others appear to 

not share the same success [3]. This variance was the target of research by several authors, trying to 

identify the determinants that influence academic entrepreneurship activities. These studies seemed to 

approach three major categories: the study of the entrepreneurial university, the study of the entrepre-

neurial ecosystem, and the study of individual’s characteristics that play a role in their entrepreneurial 

intentions. 

At universities, the identified determinants are based essentially on good practices extracted from ref-

erence universities, going from the mission statement itself, in terms of entrepreneurship orientation, 

strategy and commitment [3] [11], all the way to the human resources and infrastructures available to 

assist entrepreneurs [12][13]. The legacy in terms of spinoff creation to serve as role models [13], the 

practice of entrepreneurship education to create an entrepreneurial mindset and business skills among 

students [14], and relations with industry and government, known by the triple-helix, also play a sig-

nificant role. 

As for the surrounding environmental conditions, is pointed by several the availability of local incuba-

tors, the level of access to credit or venture capital and the complexity of bureaucracies involved in 

company creation, the taxes regulation, as well as several socio-cultural factors that lead to fear of 

failure [15][16]. 

Concerning each individual, it is mentioned that family experience an opinion in terms of entrepre-

neurship, opportunity recognition and risk-taking capabilities, along with the personality characteris-

tics of the individual[17] have an impact on individuals entrepreneurial will. 

Although these determinants have already been identified in previous studies, none of the previous 

authors picked up all these determinants at once and tried to understand which ones positively influ-

ence academic entrepreneurship (acting as enablers), and, on the other hand, which ones negatively 

influence this activity (acting as inhibitors). Instead, most authors focused their research on only one 

of these categories.  

Moreover, entrepreneurial universities, and in fact, the entire entrepreneurial ecosystem are constantly 

evolving, making it necessary, from time to time, to make a reassessment of these determinants. 
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This research seeks to make that reassessment, identifying and categorizing as enablers and inhibitors, 

all the determinants that currently influence academic entrepreneurship activity. Furthermore, the main 

focus of this research will be on the entrepreneurial activity performed by higher education students. 

To achieve this objective, we considered the case of Portugal, which had a Total Early-Stage Entre-

preneurial Activity of 8.2%, setting its economy closely to countries with economies faced towards 

innovation, accordingly with a 2015 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor data1.  

3 Research Methodology 

To conduct our research, we adopted a mixed-method research methodology. This decision was based 

on the fact that a mixed-method research allows the combination of strengths from both, quantitative 

and qualitative research approaches, which have been proven to be more effective together than sepa-

rately to deal with complex problems [18]. 

Creswell [18] defined several different strategies to conduct mixed-method research. This study fol-

lowed the Concurrent Triangulation Strategy which uses quantitative and qualitative methods sepa-

rately as a means to offset the weakness inherent within one method with the strengths of the other. In 

this approach, the quantitative and qualitative data collection is concurrent and made in one phase of 

the research, and the data analysis, where data from both quantitative and qualitative approaches are 

crossed, in a triangulation process, is made on another phase of the research. 

Following this strategy, this study adopted 3 different research methods which complemented each 

other: 

• A Delphi study conducted with 19 entrepreneurship specialists, consisting of higher education in-

stitutions entrepreneurship professors and researchers, representative members of entrepreneurship 

organizations, and entrepreneurs, aiming to identify the most relevant enablers and inhibitors to ac-

ademic entrepreneurship. 

• A questionnaire to more than 200 high education students from some of the prestigious universities 

in Portugal, aiming to gather quantitative data on this population’s entrepreneurial intentions, as 

well as identifying their perceived inhibitors and enablers to academic entrepreneurship.  

• A set of semi-structured qualitative interviews made also with high education students, aiming to 

collect testimonials and stimulate the discussion on the state of academic entrepreneurship in Por-

tugal, filling up the gaps that the questionnaire alone couldn’t fulfill.  

Afterwards, data from the three research methods was triangulated for the validity of results. 

4 Results 

4.1 Delphi Results 

After three ranking iterations, the final value of Kendall’s W coefficient of concordance, which 

measures the participants level of consensus, was 0.53 for the enablers list and 0.61 for the inhibitors 

list, representing a moderate to strong level of consensus among participants [19]. It was decided to 

finish the ranking phase.  

To finish the Delphi study, the participants were asked to assess each enabler and inhibitor in the top-

10 best ranked, according to each item expected effect on academic entrepreneurship rates, and its lev-

                                                      

1 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor – Data Available at: http://www.gemconsortium.org/country-profile/100  (15/10/2017) 



Enablers and Inhibitors of Academic Entrepreneurship  

Extended Abstract, Instituto Superior Técnico, Lisboa, November 2017 

 

el of achievement in society, for the enablers, and the expected effect and its perceived difficulty to 

mitigate for the inhibitors.  Table 1 and Table 2 present the Delphi study final results.  

By analyzing the enablers table, it is easily perceivable that most of the identified enablers belong to 

the entrepreneurial ecosystem, for instance, some of the most relevant are: the mechanisms to facilitate 

the access to international networks, the support infrastructures currently available, the growing wave 

of entrepreneurship initiatives and the methodologies to produce and commercialize innovation. On 

the other hand, when we look closely to the inhibitors table, the tendency reverses with most of the 

identified inhibitors belonging to the university domain, namely: the academics lack of business skills, 

knowledge and market experience suggesting an absence of proper entrepreneurship education pro-

grams, universities lack of strategies and commitment to foster entrepreneurship, the shortage of en-

trepreneurship staff, the absence of reward systems to academic entrepreneurs, the weak relation with 

former spinoffs, and a weak bet on knowledge diversity. Nevertheless, according to the experts, the 

lack of entrepreneurial culture leading to risk aversion and a global fear of failure among academics 

and general population still is the inhibitor with greater impact and more difficult to mitigate inhibitor 

against academic entrepreneurship. 

 

Final 

Rank 

Enabler Average Ex-

pected Effect 

Average Achieve-

ment Level 

Top-10 

1 Individuals personality 4.63 3 

2 Quality of research technology development 4.36 3.27 

3 Existence of role models / Examples of success cases 4.18 2.6 

4 Access to international networks 4.09 3.11 

5 Infrastructures (incubators, TTOs) available at universities and in 

the external ecosystem 

4.27 3.33 

6 Existent technology that removes barriers to entry in wider mar-

kets 

4.36 3.30 

7 Entrepreneurship initiatives/contests (ex: Web summit) 4 3.64 

8 Regional entrepreneurial ecosystem and existent triple-helix inter-

actions university-industry-government 

4 3.1 

9 National Innovation System - methodologies in place to produce 

and commercialize innovation 

3.91 3.00 

10 Family with entrepreneurial experience 3.45 NA 

 

11 Existent IPR and spinoff public policies in place favoring entre-

preneurship 

 

12 Media attention and publicity to academic entrepreneurship and 

entrepreneurs 

13 Economy status (recession) 

14 Easiness of business registration procedures ("On the Spot Firm"2) 

Table 1. Delphi study enablers final results 

                                                      

2 On the Spot Firm – “Empresa na Hora”: www.empresanahora.mj.pt/ 

Expected Effect: 1 – No Effect; 2 – Minor Effect; 3 – Neutral; 4 – Moderate Effect; 5 – Major Effect 

Achievement Level: 1 – Not Achieved; 2 – Slightly Achieved; 3 – Medium Achieved; 4 – Highly Achieved; NA – 

Non-Applicable 
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Final 

Rank 
Inhibitor 

Average Ex-

pected Effect 

Average Diffi-

culty to Miti-

gate 

Top-10 

1 Lack of risk taking capability and opportunity recognition 4.64 2.18 

2 Socio-cultural factors leading to fear of failing 4.27 2.09 

3 
Academics low level of corporate experience, market knowledge and con-

tacts with industry 
4.27 3.27 

4 
Lack of universities policies, strategy, commitment and organization to foster 

technology-transfer 
4.09 3.45 

5 
Shortage and low capability of support staff allocated to entrepreneurship (at 

TTOs and incubators) 
3.82 3.45 

6 Individuals personality 4.27 2.09 

7 Lack of pre-seed capital 3.82 3.45 

8 Lack of business skills and entrepreneurial drive among students 4.09 3.18 

9 
Lack of a reward mechanism to HEI staff involved in Technology-

Transfer/Company creation 
3.73 3.45 

10 Difficulties in access to credit/financing 3.27 3.73 

 

11 Taxation procedures that do not favor new startups 

 
12 

Lack of strategies to promote cross-competence diversity between internal 

stakeholders (academics) that could contribute to the formation of more 

knowledge-diverse teams to take on entrepreneurial ventures 

13 Lack of connection between universities and former academics spinoffs 

14 Economy status (recession) 

Table 2.  Delphi study inhibitors final results 

4.2 Questionnaires Results 

The sample of the online questionnaire consisted of 221 high education students, representatives of 

several of the most prestigious universities in Portugal. Most of the sample were students from Lisbon 

and Porto universities and enrolled IT-related engineering degrees since these disciplines are often 

more related to innovation. 

 Most of the respondents were not involved in any kind of entrepreneurial activity (85.1%), however, 

it appears that many of them have indeed a business idea that they would like to achieve. In fact, from 

the respondents who have a business idea they would like to achieve, only 28% are taking steps to-

wards it. 

As for the entrepreneurial intention itself, it appears that the generality of the respondents plan to be 

self-employed one day in the future, however when they finish their degrees they prefer to start work-

ing on behalf of another until they get some economic stability. 

Table 3 presents the enablers and inhibitors that we could withdraw from the results of the 

questionnaire. 

Most of the enablers and inhibitors identified by the students in the questionnaires had already been 

identified in the Delphi study. For the enablers, the students pointed to the existence of human re-

sources at universities (most of them professors) available to help them develop their business ideas, 

an enabler not pointed by the experts in Delphi. As for the inhibitors, the simple lack of business ideas 

is pointed by the students as a logical impediment to entrepreneurship, and students also referred to the 

quantity and difficulty of the bureaucracies involved in company creation and management, something 

Expected Effect: 1 – No Effect; 2 – Minor Effect; 3 – Neutral; 4 – Moderate Effect; 5 – Major Effect 

Difficulty to Mitigate: 1 – Very Difficult; 2 – Difficult; 3 – Neutral; 4 – Easy; 5 – Very Easy 
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that is pointed as an enabler in the Delphi study, mentioning the existence of the “On the Spot Firm” 

program that simplifies the business creation process. 

 
Enabler 

Media and web publicity to entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship workshops, seminars, talks and contests inside universities 

Entrepreneurship disciplines 

University-affiliated incubators and local ecosystem incubators 

Human resources to help students in their entrepreneurial activities at universities 

Government funds to support entrepreneurs (Europe 2020 program) 

Inhibitor 

Students lack business knowledge, skills, and experience 

Difficulties in access to credit or funding sources 

Fear of failure and risk aversion 

Lack of business ideas 

Quantity and difficulty of bureaucracies involved in company creation and management 

High taxation procedures to companies 

Universities lack of adequate entrepreneurship education programs offer 

Economic status 

Neutral 

Individuals personality 

Family experience and opinion on entrepreneurship  

Table 3. Questionnaires Enablers and Inhibitors 

4.3 Interviews Results 

The interviews sample consisted of 101 higher education students, most of them enrolled engineering 

degrees at Lisbon University. Table 4 summarizes the enablers and inhibitors to academic entrepre-

neurship collected from the interviewee's testimonials.  

 
Enabler 

Growing number of incubators available 

National and international entrepreneurship events that give visibility to the entrepreneurial 

path 

Government fund support programs (Europe 2020) 

Inhibitor 

Fear of failure culture and risk aversion 

Students precarious economic situation when they are studying or immediately after they 

finish their studies 

Lack of university strategies to promote entrepreneurship 

Students lack of business skills  

Lack of proper entrepreneurship education programs offered in all higher education degrees 

High employment offer in the IT area, causing students from these areas to neglect the entre-

preneurship path 

Lack of pre-seed funds  

Quantity of bureaucracies involved in company management 

Difficulty on insert new products on markets 

Neutral 

Individuals personality 

Family experience and opinion on entrepreneurship 

Table 4. Interviews Enablers and Inhibitors 
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As it is possible to verify, the enablers and inhibitors collected from the interviews are mainly the 

same as those retrieved from the questionnaires. Even so, the interviews gave us crucial feedback to 

better understand some of the inhibitors. For example, it became clear that students’ precarious eco-

nomic situation when their finish their studies constituted a major inhibitor to entrepreneurship. Inter-

viewees also mentioned their perceived difficulty in inserting new products on the market, something 

that was not thoroughly addressed in the questionnaires. 

5 Analysis 

This section presents the results from the triangulation of the three research methods described above. 

5.1 Triangulation 

Data collected from the three research methods were then crossed in a triangulation process. The re-

sults of this triangulation can be found in Table 5 (enablers) and in Table 6 (inhibitors). 

 

Level Enabler Delphi Questionnaire Interviews Literature  

Entrepreneurial 

University 

Quality of research technology develop-

ment  
✓   ✓

Human resources to help students in their 

entrepreneurial activities at universities  
 ✓  

Entrepreneurship disciplines at universities   ✓  ✓

Entrepreneurship workshops, seminars, 

talks and contests inside universities  
 ✓  

Existence of role models / Examples of 

success cases  
✓   ✓

Infrastructures (incubators, TTOs) availa-

ble at universities  
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem 

Access to international networks  ✓   ✓

Existent technology that removes barriers 

to entry into wider markets  
✓   

National and international entrepreneurship 

initiatives, contests (ex: Web summit)  
✓ ✓ ✓ 

Existent triple-helix interactions university-

industry-government in regional entrepre-

neurial ecosystems 
✓   ✓

National Innovation System - methodolo-

gies in place to produce and commercialize 

innovation  

✓   ✓

Existent IPR and spinoff public policies in 

place favoring entrepreneurship  
✓   ✓

Media attention and publicity to academic 

entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs  
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Economy status (recession)  ✓
Pointed as an 

inhibitor 

Pointed as an 

inhibitor 
 

Easiness of business registration proce-

dures ("On the Spot Firm")  
✓    

Government funds to support entrepreneurs 

(Europe 2020)  
 ✓ ✓ ✓

Characteristics of 

Individuals 

Individuals personality  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Family with entrepreneurial experience  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Table 5. Triangulation of the three research methods: enablers to academic entrepreneurship 
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Level Inhibitors Delphi Questionnaire Interviews Literature  

Entrepreneurial 

University 

Lack of business skills and entrepreneurial drive 

among students  
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Lack of a reward mechanism to HEI staff involved in 

Technology-Transfer/Company creation  
✓   ✓

Academics low level of corporate experience, market 

knowledge and contacts with industry  
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Lack of universities policies, strategy, commitment 

and organization to foster entrepreneurship and tech-

nology-transfer 

✓  ✓ ✓

Shortage and low capability of support staff allocated 

to entrepreneurship (at universities TTOs and incuba-

tors)  

✓   ✓

Lack of strategies to promote cross-competence di-

versity between internal stakeholders (academics) 

that could contribute to the formation of more 

knowledge-diverse teams to take on entrepreneurial 

ventures  

✓   ✓

Lack of connection between universities and former 

academics spinoffs  
✓   ✓

Lack of proper entrepreneurship education programs 

in place at universities  
 ✓ ✓ ✓

Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem 

Lack of pre-seed capital  ✓  ✓ ✓

Difficulties in access to credit/financing  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Taxation procedures that do not favor companies  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Difficulty on insert new products on markets    ✓ ✓

Economy status (recession)  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Quantity and difficulty of bureaucracies involved in 

company creation and management  
✓ ✓ ✓

Socio-cultural factors leading to fear of failing  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Characteristics of 

Individuals 

Students precarious economic situation when they are 

studying or immediately after they finish their studies  
  ✓ 

Lack of business ideas   ✓  

Individuals personality  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Lack of risk taking capability and opportunity recog-

nition  
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Table 6. Triangulation of the three research methods: inhibitors to academic entrepreneurship 

A great amount of the enablers and the inhibitors collected from the questionnaires and interviews 

overlap the ones identified by experts in the Delphi study. However, it appears, that students identified 

some items as been enablers and the experts identified the same items as inhibitors, and vice-versa, 

such as the difficulty and quantity of bureaucracies involved in business creation and management, 

that represent an inhibitor to students and is mentioned as an enabler by the experts, mentioning the 

“On the Spot Firm” program. Students referred the existence of government funds to support entrepre-

neurs, whereas experts criticize a lack of pre-seed funds. 
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5.2 Lessons Learned 

From the data recovered from the three research methods used, it appears that in the recent years the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem was the pillar where evolution was most notable. Nowadays this ecosystem 

has an endless number of resources to help nascent entrepreneurs transform their ideas into successful 

companies and encourage latent entrepreneurs in taking the first step towards the entrepreneurial path, 

namely: incubators, VC agencies, and business angels. Furthermore, accordingly with students and 

experts feedback, there appears to be a crescent wave of entrepreneurship events that capture the me-

dia attention, useful to present today’s role models to serve as inspiration for others to follow. Gov-

ernments also put into practice several policies that favor the academic entrepreneur. However, there is 

still a lack of pre-seed funding, that alongside with the difficulties in accessing credit, make several 

potentially good ideas to stay on the shelf. The high taxation procedures to companies and the eco-

nomic recession still move people away from entrepreneurship, as well as the substantial quantity of 

bureaucracies needed to comply with all the legal obligations of a business. Policy-makers urgently 

need to take actions in order to create more proof of concept fund programs for academic entrepre-

neurs, to substantially reduce taxation procedures, as well as, to create mechanisms to easily deal with 

legal bureaucracies. 

At universities, the evolution seems to have been slower, despite that the quality of research develop-

ment has been increasing, and some steps have been taken towards a more entrepreneurial academic 

community, the truth is that there is still a long way to go to reach fully entrepreneurial universities, 

especially in terms of entrepreneurship education programs, since those that currently exist clearly are 

not delivering the desired effect in providing students with entrepreneurial skills and developing their 

entrepreneurial mindset. These programs should reach a wide spectrum of students, but it appears that 

currently, only a few degrees contain entrepreneurship disciplines in their curriculum. Briefly, univer-

sities need to embrace entrepreneurship as part of their core mission, taking actions towards it, such as 

providing entrepreneurship education programs to most engineering and IT-related students, reinforce 

entrepreneurship promotion initiatives, and ensure that nascent academic entrepreneurs have all the 

needed resources, from access to human capital to physical infrastructures and the right external part-

ners. 

With regard to individuals’ characteristics, it seems that not everyone was born to become an entre-

preneur and that some individuals have a more propitious personality to follow this path than others. 

On the other hand, previous research had proven that individuals’ personality can at least be stimulated 

to this path, as well as, the capability to recognize opportunities can be learned.  

In general, people maintain a culture in which failure is not a valid option which dictates a common 

fear of taking risks, as those involved in an entrepreneurial venture. 

6 Conclusion 

This research managed to identify the weakest points in present-day society that constitute constraints 

to academic entrepreneurs, as well as, the existent support factors that promote this population entre-

preneurial activity. These findings are useful for policymakers and universities chairmans to trace the 

next steps to follow towards a more entrepreneurial community.  

Further research could extend the students sample to other degrees in addition to engineering, to ana-

lyze how academics from different disciplines compare to each other when it comes to entrepreneurial 

intentions and perceived barriers to entrepreneurship. Future research could also study the relation-

ships between inhibitors to try to understand the cause of each one and find out efficient ways of miti-

gating them. 
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