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CrossMark

This study aimed to identify, synthesize, and present an integrated framework of
success factors for university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems in Iran. This applied
study employed a descriptive—explanatory design with a qualitative approach based on
systematic review and meta-synthesis. The study population consisted of Persian and
English articles and theses published between 2015 and 2025. Following searches in
national and international databases, 70 initial sources were identified. After applying
inclusion and exclusion criteria, removing duplicates, and conducting quality appraisal,
31 sources, including 15 English and 16 Persian studies, were selected for final
analysis. The quality of the selected studies was assessed using the CASP tool and
Carlsen’s checklist, and inter-rater agreement was confirmed through Cohen’s kappa
coefficient of 0.78. Data analysis was conducted using Sandelowski’s seven-step meta-
synthesis model. In addition, a focus group of 7 experts was used to refine and validate
the final categories. The meta-synthesis findings indicated that the success factors of
university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems can be explained through five main
categories: policymaking, institutional support, and governance; infrastructure and
financial resources; entrepreneurial culture and education; interactions and
networking; and innovation, commercialization, and the role of university actors. The
findings revealed that the success of these ecosystems depends on the simultaneous
interaction of institutional, structural, cultural, financial, educational, and network-
based factors, and that no single factor alone can ensure ecosystem sustainability and
effectiveness. The proposed framework can serve as a strategic tool for higher
education policymakers, university managers, and entrepreneurship program designers
to design, improve, evaluate, and strengthen university-based entrepreneurship
ecosystems.

Keywords: University-based entrepreneurship ecosystem; success factors; meta-synthesis;
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, universities are no longer limited to their
traditional missions of teaching and research; rather, they are increasingly expected to act as strategic
actors in innovation, economic development, technology transfer, and entrepreneurial value creation. The
emergence of university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems reflects this transformation and highlights the
growing role of universities as hubs that connect knowledge production, human capital development,
industry collaboration, policy support, and commercialization. Entrepreneurial ecosystems are generally
understood as configurations of interdependent actors, institutions, resources, norms, infrastructures, and
networks that collectively support productive entrepreneurship (Isenberg, 2010; Stam, 2015; Stam & Van de
Ven, 2021). Within this broader perspective, university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems represent a
more specific form of entrepreneurial ecosystem in which the university functions as a central institution
for generating, transferring, and commercializing knowledge (Etzkowitz, 2013; Guerrero et al., 2016;
Lahikainen, 2021b).

The growing attention to university-based entrepreneurship is closely related to the expansion of
the third mission of universities. While the first and second missions emphasize education and research,
the third mission focuses on socioeconomic engagement, industry collaboration, regional development,
and innovation-oriented impact. Entrepreneurial universities are therefore expected to support start-ups,
spin-offs, technology transfer, innovation networks, and knowledge-based enterprises (Etzkowitz et al.,
2008; Mascarenhas et al., 2017; Schaeffer et al., 2018). However, the development of such ecosystems is not
automatic. The literature shows that the mere existence of incubators, technology transfer offices,
entrepreneurial courses, or research capacities does not necessarily lead to a successful ecosystem unless
these components are institutionally aligned and functionally integrated (Fuster et al., 2019; Padilla-
Meléndez & del-Aguila-Obra, 2022; Siegel & Wright, 2015).

From an institutional perspective, universities operate within complex and sometimes conflicting
logics. Scientific logic emphasizes academic autonomy, knowledge production, peer recognition, and
publication, whereas market logic emphasizes commercialization, efficiency, industry responsiveness,
and economic value creation (Bruton et al., 2010; Juusola, 2015). This tension creates both opportunities and
constraints for academic entrepreneurship. Faculty members and students may engage in
commercialization, patenting, and start-up creation, but their participation depends on institutional
incentives, organizational culture, legitimacy, and the availability of supportive mechanisms (Besharov &
Smith, 2014; Kitagawa et al., 2016; Lam, 2011). Therefore, identifying the success factors of university-based
entrepreneurship ecosystems requires a multidimensional approach that captures governance,
infrastructure, education, culture, networking, commercialization, and the role of academic actors.

Previous studies have highlighted different dimensions of successful entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Some have emphasized supportive policy, institutional quality, governance, and legal frameworks (Al
Qahtani & Sankar, 2025; Audretsch et al., 2021). Others have pointed to financial resources, technology
infrastructure, university-industry collaboration, opportunity spaces, and knowledge transfer mechanisms
(Ankrah & Omar, 2015; Hsieh & Kelley, 2020; Rinkinen et al., 2024). A further group of studies has focused
on entrepreneurship education, student participation, experiential learning, digital entrepreneurship, and
inclusive access to entrepreneurial opportunities (Belitski & Heron, 2017; O'Brien et al., 2019; Wahyudi et al.,
2025; Wang et al., 2021). In addition, sustainability and inclusion have become important themes in recent
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ecosystem studies, indicating that successful entrepreneurship ecosystems should not only generate
economic outputs but also support social responsibility, environmental sustainability, and fair access to
resources (Belz & Binder, 2017; Hameed et al., 2023; Hariram et al., 2023; Ninh & Hue, 2025).

In Iran, university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems have received increasing scholarly and
policy attention, particularly due to the need for knowledge-based development, graduate employability,
innovation commercialization, and stronger university-industry linkages. Domestic studies have examined
components of academic entrepreneurial ecosystems, barriers to ecosystem growth, entrepreneurial
university models, cultural factors, governance requirements, and technology-based academic
entrepreneurship (Aliabadi et al., 2020; Alizadeh et al., 2018; Entezari, 2022; Mir et al., 2024; Mohaghar et al.,
2019). Despite this growing body of research, findings remain dispersed across different contexts, sectors,
methods, and conceptual frameworks. Accordingly, there is a need for an integrated and evidence-based
framework that synthesizes existing knowledge and identifies the key success factors of university-based
entrepreneurship ecosystems. The present study was conducted to identify, synthesize, and organize the
success factors of university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems through a meta-synthesis approach and
to provide a coherent conceptual framework applicable to the Iranian higher education context.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and descriptive—explanatory in nature. A qualitative research
approach was adopted, and data were collected and analyzed through systematic review and meta-
synthesis. The purpose of using meta-synthesis was to integrate the findings of previous studies, extract
recurring concepts, classify related factors, and develop a comprehensive framework of success factors
for university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems. The meta-synthesis process followed Sandelowski’s
seven-step model, including formulating the research question, conducting systematic search, selecting
relevant studies, extracting findings, analyzing and synthesizing concepts, assessing study quality, and
presenting the final framework.

The study population consisted of Persian and English articles, theses, and dissertations published
between 2015 and 2025. Searches were conducted in international databases, including ScienceDirect,
SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library, Taylor & Francis Online, Sage Journals, ProQuest Dissertations,
Emerald, IEEE Xplore, PubMed, and ERIC. Persian databases such as Noormags, Civilica, SID, the
Comprehensive Portal of Humanities, Ganj, and EImnet were also searched. The main Persian and English

29 ¢e

keywords included “university-based entrepreneurship ecosystem,” “success of the entreprencurship

99 ¢¢

ecosystem,
based entrepreneurship ecosystem,” and “factors affecting the success of university-based entrepreneurial

success factors of university-based entrepreneurship ecosystem,” “framework of university-

ecosystems.”

Initially, 70 studies were identified. After reviewing titles, abstracts, full texts, removing duplicate
records, and applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, 31 sources were selected for final analysis,
including 15 English and 16 Persian sources. The quality of selected studies was assessed using the CASP
tool and Carlsen’s checklist. Two independent reviewers evaluated the sources, and disagreements were
resolved by a third reviewer. Cohen’s kappa coefficient was calculated at 0.78, indicating acceptable inter-
rater agreement. After coding and synthesis, a focus group consisting of 7 experts in university
entrepreneurship ecosystems and entrepreneurship policy was formed to refine, validate, and improve the
extracted themes and components.
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Findings

The meta-synthesis process led to the extraction and organization of success factors into five main
categories. The first category was policymaking, institutional support, and governance. This category
included governmental and university support policies, the role of supportive institutions and governance
mechanisms, financial management and resource allocation, social support mechanisms, and movement
toward social and environmental sustainability. This category indicated that the success of university-
based entrepreneurship ecosystems depends strongly on coordinated policy, agile governance,
institutional legitimacy, and supportive decision-making structures.

The second category was infrastructure and financial resources. This category included physical,
technological, and educational infrastructure; diverse financial resources and investment; technology
transfer offices; patenting experience and interdisciplinary innovation; and risk-taking and sustainable
innovation. The findings showed that university-based ecosystems require more than knowledge
production; they also need financial instruments, technological platforms, commercialization
infrastructure, and mechanisms that help transform ideas into marketable innovations.

The third category was entrepreneurial culture and education. This category included
entrepreneurial culture and innovation, entrepreneurship education and skill development, entrepreneurial
pedagogy and modern teaching methods, participatory and interactive learning, and student participation
in entrepreneurial activities. The analysis showed that a successful ecosystem requires cultural
transformation inside the university. Students and faculty members must be exposed to practical learning,
experiential education, creativity, opportunity recognition, and entrepreneurial thinking.

The fourth category was interactions and networking. This category consisted of university-
industry-institutional cooperation, networking and social capital, trust between university and industry,
stakeholder interactions, and international collaboration. The findings indicated that university-based
entrepreneurship ecosystems are network-dependent systems. Their success depends on the quality of
relationships among actors, the flow of knowledge, mutual trust, shared objectives, and effective
communication among universities, industries, government agencies, investors, and society.

The fifth category was innovation, commercialization, and the role of university actors. This
category included support for knowledge commercialization and open innovation, accelerators and start-
up support, the role of students and faculty members, idea validation and market interaction, and the civic
role and social responsibility of the university. The findings showed that university actors should not be
considered merely as knowledge producers. They can also act as innovators, founders, mentors, boundary
spanners, and contributors to regional and social development.

Overall, the findings demonstrated that the success of university-based entrepreneurship
ecosystems is not the result of a single factor. Rather, it emerges from the dynamic interaction of
institutional, structural, cultural, educational, financial, network-based, and commercialization-related
elements. The final framework presented in the study provides a multidimensional model for designing,
improving, and evaluating university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems should be
understood as complex, multidimensional, and context-dependent systems. Their effectiveness depends
on the integration of governance, infrastructure, financial resources, education, culture, networking,
innovation, and commercialization. This means that isolated interventions, such as establishing an
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incubator, offering a few entrepreneurship courses, or creating a technology transfer office, are unlikely
to produce sustainable ecosystem outcomes unless they are embedded within a coherent institutional and
strategic framework.

The results also suggest that universities must redefine their role in society. A successful
entrepreneurial university is not only a center of teaching and research but also a platform for innovation,
collaboration, start-up creation, social impact, and regional development. To achieve this role, universities
need supportive policies, flexible governance structures, entrepreneurial curricula, strong industry
partnerships, access to financial resources, and mechanisms for transforming academic knowledge into
economic and social value.

Another important implication of the study is that ecosystem success requires balance. Universities
must balance scientific values with market engagement, local development with global collaboration,
commercialization with social responsibility, and innovation with sustainability. If the ecosystem focuses
only on economic outputs, it may ignore inclusion, public value, and long-term sustainability. Conversely,
if universities remain disconnected from market and societal needs, their knowledge production may have
limited practical impact.

The proposed framework can serve as a strategic tool for higher education policymakers,
university managers, entrepreneurship centers, incubators, technology transfer offices, and innovation
policymakers. It can be used to diagnose weaknesses, identify development priorities, design supportive
policies, allocate resources, strengthen university-industry collaboration, and evaluate ecosystem
maturity. In conclusion, the study shows that the success of university-based entrepreneurship ecosystems
depends on the coordinated and dynamic interaction of multiple factors, and the proposed meta-synthesis
framework provides an integrated basis for strengthening entrepreneurial universities and advancing
knowledge-based development.
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