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Abstract
Although incubation is a well-known and accepted strategy for the growth of business start-ups in Uganda, little
is known about its extent. What is known is that the majority of the start-ups fail in less than one year. This study
explored the role of incubators on the growth of business start-ups in Uganda. The study interviewed managers
of the incubation services and business starts-ups on how they received this support. The study is qualitative and
respondents were purposively selected. Key informant interviews and focus group discussions were used to
capture the perceptions of the services and how the support enabled the enterprises to grow. The findings show
that various services were offered to support the growth of business start-ups. The services ranged from the
creation of networks to other business development services such as mentorship, coaching, and marketing. The
perceptions of the owners of business start-ups were somewhat mixed because while the majority viewed the
support as crucial in the growth of their start-ups, a few others said they did not. Thus, a few owners of business
start-up viewed incubators as playing a limited role. The findings are pertinent for policy formulation on the role
of business start-ups and for streamlining incubation support processes in emerging economies.
Keywords: business incubation, growth, start-ups, Uganda
1. Introduction
Business incubation started in the early 1950s in the United States of America as a pathway for the growth of
business start-ups (National Business Incubation Association, 1985). The aim of business incubation is to create
new successful businesses, wealth, employment and economic development (Ganamotse et. al., 2017; Bruneel,
Ratinho, Clarysse & Groen, 2012; M’Chirgui, 2012; Chandra & Fealey, 2009; Xu, 2009). Although many
countries face challenges in building strong business start-up ecosystems and incubations, big business
enterprises can emerge from them once they are properly natured (Yin & Luo, 2018). By definition, business
start-ups are infant and micro with brilliant ideas (Salamzadeh & KawamoritaKesim, 2015). Rompho (2018)
defines a start-up as “a young company, less than 10 years old, with an innovative business model and/or
innovative technologies. The reason they are called start-ups is because they must learn how to monetise, validate
and test their business model.
Start-ups are very important in many economies because they provide a platform for business trials. They serve
as driving factors for national competitiveness in the 21st century (Kim, Lee & Kim, 2014; Xu, 2009). In Uganda,
businesses are developed to contribute to human life. Thus, supporting the growth of business start-ups is critical
because they provide goods and services, employment, new innovations to the market, responding to the needs
of the communities and paying taxes to governments. Moreover, once businesses are developed then their
spill-over effects are always enormous. Hence, nothing is fundamental today to modern human societies than
businesses (Reynolds, 2001).
The significance of businesses to human societies is the main reason why new ways of developing and growing
them were invented. One such invention is “incubation”, which is a cornerstone for the growth of business
start-ups (Yin & Luo, 2018: Bruneel et. al., 2012). Consequently, business incubation has become a global
phenomenon. Business incubation offers critical facilities such as access to resources, management training,
shared rooms, networks and knowledge (Nair & Blomquist, 2018; Yin& Luo, 2018; Bruneel et. al., 2012; Xu,
2009). It contributes to economic development and job creation (Nason & Wiklund, 2018; Bruneel et. al., 2012).
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The goal of incubation is to reduce the failure rate of business start-ups and to shorten the period and cost of
establishing and growing a business. The growth of business start-ups is necessary for economic development
and job creation (Nason & Wiklund, 2018; Bruneel et. al., 2012), and the desired growth is powered by incubators
(Bruneel et. al., 2012). Incubators are bedrocks for infant businesses (Bruneel et. al., 2012; Wanklin, 2002);
entrepreneurial infrastructure designed to offer support services to stimulate their growth through entrepreneurial
ecosystem (Hong & Lu, 2016; Jamil et. al., 2016; Chandra & Fealey, 2009); incubation centres bring together an
array of skills critical to support the growth of business start-ups; and source of financial support
(Harper-Anderson & Lewis, 2018; Mutambi, 2011; Tötterman & Sten, 2005).
However, its value depends on how uniquely the support is dispensed to the business start-ups (David-West,
Umukoro & Onuoha, 2018). Some of the factors considered for admission into the lab include; having a good
business idea cable of being scaled, availability of financial records, a team managing the business, and robust
business proposal (Wanklin, 2002; David-West, Umukoro & Onuoha, 2018). However, entry barriers do exist
which sometimes limit potential businesses from getting incubated.
Nevertheless, given their significant contributions, incubation centres are organised and run by both government
and private enterprises (Xiao & North, 2018). In Uganda, examples of incubators include among others;
Innovation Village, Outbox Hub, Hive Colab, Design Lab Kampala, Tech-Buzz Hub, The Mawazo Innovation
Hub, Witu Hub, Uganda Research Institute, and the Consortium for enhancing University Responsiveness to
Agribusiness Development Limited (CURAD).
This study is based on Barney’s (1991) resource-based view theory (RBV) which explains how resources aid in
the growth of business start-ups (David-West et. al., 2018; Nason & Wiklund, 2018). In this study growth was
measured through: the number of jobs created; assets acquired, profits made, new branches opened, increase in
number of employees, and change in equity value (Davila, Foster & Gupta, 2003).These measures were selected
for the growth of business start-ups because they are easily identifiable and they can portray a clear growth
direction. Once business start-ups are able to exhibit such characteristics then it demonstrates that they are
growing.
All incubation facilities aim to nurture and grow start-ups in order to reduce the failure rate and possibly reduce
unemployment among the youth by stimulating economic development (Chandra & Fealey, 2009). Despite the
burgeoning business incubation centres, their effectiveness in stimulating growth of start-up remains unclear. Yet
80% to 90% start-ups started every year fail within the first five years globally and 30% of the business start-ups
in Uganda are not able to operate for more than one year (Ganamotse et. al., 2017; Ishengoma & Kappel, 2011).
Although incubators are seen as a panacea to the growth of business start-ups, no study has examined their
contribution in Uganda. Rogova (2014) notes that incubations are places where academic and entrepreneur
strength merge. Instead, researches on incubation focus on evaluating their organisation, processes and financial
aspects (Wanklin, 2002; Tötterman & Sten, 2005; Reynolds, 2001) without investigating their actual role in
growing enterprises. The findings of this study show that there is minimal contribution that may not justify the
huge investment in incubation facilities. In addition, the modus operandi needs to be changed to suit specific
context of business start-ups in order to address the peculiar challenges that may emerge.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
Incubation is a globally accepted model that stimulates the growth of business start-ups (Rogova, 2014; Mutambi
et. al., 2010). Although this may be partly correct, there is paucity of information about the role of incubators in
enhancing growth of business start-ups in Uganda. While many incubators exist in Uganda to support the growth
of businesses, reports from Uganda government on business start-ups show a decline in the growth of registered
businesses from 800,000 in 2001 to 25,000 in 2007 (GoU, 2010). Yet Uganda was ranked as one of the most
entrepreneurial countries by Global Entrepreneurship Monitor in 2016. Therefore, the central thesis of this study
is to explore the role of incubation in the growth of business start-ups.
1.3 Objective of the Study
The overarching objectives of this study are twofold. First, is to profile all the incubators operating in the
Kampala area and to review the past and current support given to business start-ups. Kampala is chosen for this
study because it is the central business district (CBD) of Uganda where the majority of the incubators are found.
Second, is to explore the barriers limiting the growth of incubators. Henceforth, the key questions guiding the
study are; how does incubation support the growth of business start-ups? What are the challenges limiting the
growth of business start-ups?
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1.4 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to provide anecdotal evidence of the number of incubation centres operating in
Kampala through a headcount, enumerating the kind of services they offer to business start-ups and assess the
contribution of the evidence to the growth of business start-ups. The research contributes to the role of
incubators on the growth of business start-ups.
2. Literature Review
By 2012 the National Business Incubation Association estimated the number of global incubators to be 7000
(Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). The rationale of incubation is premised on the vital contribution of business
start-ups to economic growth and social contribution through job creation, and increased rates of infant business
mortality (Xu, 2009).Incubation of start-up firms is regarded as one of the strongest strategy in supporting
business growth in many economies today (David-West et. al., 2018; Xu, 2009). This is because business
start-ups face enormous challenges in creating networks, mobilising resources, creating awareness to potential
customers, securing legal recognition and negotiating favourable terms with suppliers, among others. Networks
are critical to business start-ups because they easily link the products and services to the customer besides
facilitating access to expert knowledge and other resources (Bruneel et. al., 2012). Thus, incubators are known to
address such complex challenges for the business start-ups in the growth trajectory (Nair & Blomquist, 2018).
The incubation facilities protect business start-up from harsh realities of operating costs and competition in the
market to increase their survival rates (Allen & McCluskey, 1991; David-West, Umukoro & Onuoha, 2018;
Harper-Anderson& Lewis, 2018; Xu, 2009). Although there is a strong belief in incubation as a strategy to the
growth of business start-ups, the failure rates are still alarming; about half fail in the first five years (Allen &
McCluskey, 1991).
Yet, several studies view incubators as having abilities to spur growth of start-up firms (Harper-Anderson &
Lewis, 2018; Gloor, Woerner & Zhou, 2018; Jamil et. al., 2016; Rogova, 2014; Mutambi et. al., 2010). Ganamotse
et. al., (2017) argue that incubation centres nurture new businesses to grow. However, there are other businesses
that have grown from infancy to maturity without necessarily going through business incubation centres.
Similarly, even some of the businesses that have been in incubation centres die at infancy (Mas-Verdu et. al.,
2015).
2.1 Types of Business Incubators
In light of declining economic growth and high rate of unemployment globally, incubation of business start-ups
has become a pertinent policy issue in many countries (Fukugawa, 2018; David-West, Umukoro & Onuoha, 2018;
Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015; M’Chirgui, 2012). Von Zedtwitz and Grimaldi (2006) identify five archetypes of
incubators: regional business incubators, virtual incubators, university incubators, independent commercial
incubators, and company-internal incubators. The most common incubators in Uganda are the last three. Such
incubators are started with diverse objectives and quite often admit different business start-ups aligned to their
original objective. Incubators have evolved over three generations starting with job creation and real estate focus,
to intangible services and high-tech (information and communication technology and other technologies)
(M’Chirgui, 2012).
Although incubators are motived by increasing the capacity of business start-ups, they are of various types.
Nunberger (2017) and M’Chirgui (2012) note that incubators are of three categories: multi-purpose incubators
admitting all kinds of business satisfying criteria for entry; specialized incubators which focus on a particular
activity, or industry, or sector; and virtual incubators working online. The benefit of allowing incubators in
various industries is that it brings innovations which eventually breed the creation of new business ideas.
Therefore, it is the incubator’s mandate to select start-ups with high growth potential (Davila et. al., 2003;
M’Chirgui, 2012).
The other notable categories of incubators are based on the services they offer as the main target of the start-ups.
M’Chirgui (2012) provides two specific categories - economic development and technology. Aernoudt (2004)
identifies mixed incubators, economic development incubators, technology incubators, social incubators and
basic research incubators. These are formed with the object of creating start-ups, improving on regional
development, creating entrepreneurs, integrating social categories and blue-sky research (Xu, 2009; Aernoudt,
2004). An incubator should be able to produce business start-ups that can succeed (Xiao & North, 2018;
Aernoudt, 2004).
2.2 Services Offered by Incubators
There is a strong belief that incubators support business start-ups to grow by providing supportive infrastructure
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(Mas-Verdu et al., 2015; Xu, 2009). Full-service incubator should be able to offer start-up space, business
counselling, business services such as responding to telephone calls, marketing (Nunberger, 2017; Kim, Lee &
Kim, 2014; Xu, 2009). Fukugawa (2018) notes that:
In fact, business incubators provide start-ups not only with physical resources, such as laboratories, offices,
internet connection, reception, but also with non-physical resources to solve problems entrepreneurs face.
Hence, such support is aimed at fostering growth. The assumption is that the managers and mentors in the
incubation centres have the ability to transfer skills that can initiate business start-ups and to enable them to grow
(Fukugawa, 2018). On the other hand, Von Zedtwitz and Grimaldi (2006) argue that incubators help business
start-ups by giving them skills to develop business and marketing plans, obtain venture capital, build management
teams besides office space and specialised administrative services. These were further summarised into five;
physical infrastructure, office support, access to capital, process support, and networking.
Incubators builds social capital for start-ups which is valuable in breaking the liability of newness and establishing
social legitimacy known to be difficult for business start-ups (Fukugawa, 2018; Ebbers, 2014; Xu, 2009). In
addition, incubators are linked with the growth of start-ups due to the services they offer i.e. access to resources
pertinent for their survival (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). With such support, business start-ups are expected to
grow. However, such growth is still not clearly seen despite the increasing numbers of incubation centres.
2.3 Growth of Start-ups
The growth in business start-ups is realized where there is an increase in size from one point in time to another
(Nason & Wiklund, 2018).The change in the growth of business start-ups should result into increase in the
number of employees, profits, new branches, creation of new jobs and acquisition of capital assets (Davies,
Haugh & Chambers, 2017; Davila et. al., 2003). In this study these variables are used in measuring the growth of
business start-ups. Other factors that determine the growth of start-ups such as age, level of education, team of
partners, business level, choice of sector, ownership of the firm, access to finance and post-start-up strategy
(Thompson Agyapong, Mmieh & Mordi, 2018) were observed. Accordingly, the variables are acknowledged as
pertinent in building capabilities and routines for start-up success (Bruneel et. al., 2012).
3. Methodology
The study used a descriptive survey design. Using qualitative approach, interviews and focus group discussions
(FGDs) were conducted. A qualitative approach was preferred because of the need for deeper understanding of
the contribution of the growth of incubators (Miles & Huberman, 1994) through the direct feedback of the actors.
To realise this objective, the study employed exploratory approach to assess and describe the role of incubators
in supporting the growth of business start-ups. This is consistent with Abduh’s (2003) model which captures the
perceptions of the value and usefulness of the incubation services to business start-ups (Xu, 2009). Also, the
study employed a survey method where face-to-face interviews were conducted to collect data. Twenty-two
interviews, one in every incubation laboratory, were conducted with the Chief Executives Officers (CEOs) of the
business start-ups. The interviews with the CEOs (i.e., owners) of the incubators aimed to get an overview of the
services they offered. These were able to give vivid account of their experiences of owning and managing a
business. Twenty-two FGDs were conducted in every laboratory. Each FGD consisted of 6 to 10 members based
on the period they had stayed in the lab. The FGDs were meant to collect information on their perception of the
services given in relation to the growth of the businesses. They were also able to highlight the challenges
confronting the businesses.
An exploratory design was also used because incubation is still a new phenomenon in Uganda thus its
understanding requires talking and recording participants’ experiences (Chandra & Fealey, 2009; Tötterman &
Sten, 2005). As well, many substantive issues in entrepreneurship are hardly addressed (Tötterman & Sten, 2005).
Thus, the barriers and performance of business start-ups and the overall contribution of the incubators that host
the majority of business start-up in Kampala district were explored and reported on. Kampala was chosen
because it is the commercial heartland of Uganda where most business activities, including incubators, take place
(Orobia et. al., 2013).
To study the businesses, a list of incubation centres was obtained from the registrar of incubators. Using
snow-balling the incubators gave the contacts of other incubators. Then, the managers of the incubators were
contacted to fix appointments. After securing an appointment, each incubation centre was visited to get an
overview of services they offered to the start-ups. Thereafter, the list of the start-ups supported by the incubation
centre (current and previous) was obtained to help in contacting the owners of the start-ups to engage in a FGD.
The purpose of the FGD was to find out how the support received by the start-ups from the incubation centres
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supported their growth.
Before visiting the business start-ups, a semi-structured interview guide with open-ended questions (to stimulate
the discussion and allow for probing) (Turner, 2010) relating to growth was developed. As it is for most
qualitative interviews more questions were developed during the interview while others were adopted from
similar studies to guide the discussion during the FGD. The FGDs comprised of start-up
proprietors/owners/managers because they have the experience and they exhibited homogeneous characteristics
(Powell & Single, 1996; Reisner et. al., 2017).
The study was three-phased. Phase one started with profiling the incubators in Kampala where they are located.
In phase two we interviewed the proprietors/owner/managers of the incubation centres. While in phase three
carried out FGDs with the start-up firm owners. Data analysis was done aided by Nvivo 10 software. Before the
data was analysed, it was arranged according to themes, edited to eliminate unwanted information, and then
transcribed. The analysis started from the field where phrases were recorded as verbatim quotes.
4. Results
In this study Miles and Huberman’s (1984) techniques of analysing, displaying and managing qualitative data
such as tables and graphs were used. The findings from profiling incubators reveal that there are many
incubators operating in Kampala (Table1). The National Population Census Report of 2014 estimated Kampala’s
population at about 1.5 million people. This partly explains the reason for the heavy concentration of incubators
in Kampala. More so, Kampala is the central business district (CBD) of Uganda. Administratively Kampala is
divided into five divisions (Kampala central, Nakawa, Rubaga, Kawempe and Makindye). It is the study
objective to explore the numbers of incubators in the various divisions. The findings in Table 1 show the
distribution of incubation facilities in Kampala.
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Table 1. Physical location of the incubator by division
Name of the incubation LAB

Physical location in Kampala

Divisionlocation

Sex of the
LAB
proprietor

Renewable Business Incubator

Makerere College of Art Design and
Technology

Kawempe

Female

Venture Labs

Binayomba Rd, Bugolobi

Nakawa

Male

Hive Colab

Kanjokya Street, Kamwokya

Kampala
Central

Male and
Female

Outbox

Soliz House

Kampala
Central

Male

Food Technology Business
Incubator

Makerere College of Agriculture and
Environmental Sciences Food
Science Centre

Kawempe

Male

Business Development Centre

Forest Mall, Lugogo

Nakawa

Male

MUBS Incubation Centre

Makerere University Business
School

Nakawa

Female

Go Big Hub

Tirupati Mazima Mall

Makindye

Male

Yunus Social Business

Kanjokya Street, Kamwokya

Kampala central

Male

Resilient Africa Network

Upper Kololo Terrace

Kampala central

Male

TEXFAD

BweyogereIndustral Area Road

Nakawa

Male

Techbuzz

Kigobe Road, NajimMall,Ntinda

Nakawa

Male

Design Hub

Sixth Street Industrial Area

Nakawa

Female

Artificial Intelligence Lab

MUK College of Computing and
Information Sciences Block B Level
six

Kawempe

Male

The Square

Third Street Industrial Area

Nakawa

Male and
Female

Makerere university Innovation &
Incubation Centre

Makerere College of Computing and
Information Sciences Block B Level
five

Kawempe

Male

Software Business Incubation

MUK College of Computing and
Information Sciences Block B Level
six

Kawempe

Male

Consortium for enhancing
University Responsiveness to
Agribusiness Development
(CURAD)

Kabanyolo, Gayaza

Kawempe

Male

The Space Hub

Lugogo Bypass

Nakawa

Male

UTAMU Incubation Centre

Kiswa, Bugolobi

Nakawa

Male

Open Brain

Luthuli Avenue Bugolobi

Nakawa

Male

Tech Hub

Park Royale Building

Kampala central

Male

Kawempe

Male

Imuka ventures

st

Makerere University, 1 Floor New
FTBIC Building Makerere
University
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Table 1 clearly shows that the majority of the incubation proprietors/managers are male. This is so because fewer
women engage in business. Most of the time women are at home taking care of the children. The count in Table
1 provides distribution of incubators in CBD. It shows that the majority (10) of the business start-ups were
situated in Nakawa, 6 in Kawempe, 5 in Kampala central, 1 in Makindye and none in Rubaga division. The high
concentration of incubators in Nakawa division is justified by the many industries in the area. Nakawa is the
industrial area of Uganda. Thus, the incubators target business start-ups that want to imitate the mature existing
industries. Besides, there is a spill-over effect from existing industries and this stimulates innovations. Those in
Kawempe are premised on the presence of Makerere University since they are mainly housed at the university.
4.1 Services Offered
The profile of the results indicates that incubators have no collaborations and don’t work together. Hence, many
were ignorant about other incubators. Consequently, some start-ups keep on moving from one incubator to
another. This has made some start-ups to concentrate on prize-winning as a business in various incubation
centres based on the same idea. This explains why some start-ups stay in different incubation centres for a long
time. Thus, the growth of start-ups cannot be premised on the support of a single incubator. However, the CEO
of Ensibuuko, an alumni incubator, saw the support from incubators as useful to the growth of business start-ups
in the following words:
Outbox ensured that we did not burn out of resources, by introducing us to potential funding partners that
enabled us to build a product, test the product, build our team and gain traction. Outbox helped us find our first
funding at a very critical time.
Although the mission of incubators is to provide support for the growth of business start-ups, this is not realized
by all. Some of them were not in agreement that they received significant support for growth. Some compared
their support as minimal such as space provision. Those with this view argued that space was not the sole reason
for joining start-ups because they expected a lot more in areas like networking and financial support.
In the food technology and incubation centre, the lab manager noted that they provide support in the area of food
science. He argued that the centre provides a variety of services depending on the needs of the business start-ups.
He added that the centre gives technical knowledge, marketing, product development, good management
practices, space, power, water, and processing and packaging skills. The services offered are important in
supporting start-ups, for example, some business start-ups have grown into big businesses like; Biz Multiple,
AEN Uganda limited, Lena Uganda, Samaline, Smart food and Nutril Uganda limited. All these are big
companies that are up and running and employing other young people.
Furthermore, business start-ups received grants, and subsidized support services such as access to an expert
advisory (e.g., legal, marketing and finance). These services are sometimes charged a fee to promote their proper
use. The services offered are critical to business start-ups because of the ability to build an understanding of how
to run a business. For example, a manager in MIIC lab said:
Why we charge start-ups fees for space is to prepare them for rent in future. Business start-ups should know that
they have to improvise and pay rent. However, our rent here is subsidized. In addition, space in the lab is given
after a thorough review of applicants by a panel of experts to ensure quality start-ups get into the lab.
The owners of business start-ups are trained and mentored in skills that are critical for their growth, such as
time-keeping, record management, human resource and financial management, and marketing. These skills are
also highly needed because of the culturally diverse customer base. However, the huge challenge experienced in
the labs is that of coaches who offer voluntary services thus making it extremely difficult to demand high quality
services. In addition, because some coaches are not trained teachers, they offer poor quality mentorship. These
impediments are not good for the growth of business start-ups.
The majority of the incubators offered relatively similar services and admitted almost the same kind of business
start-ups. The Consortium for enhancing University Responsiveness to Agribusiness Development Limited
(CURAD) which was started with the mission of supporting agribusiness also offered services like production
facilities, product development, technical support, work station and revolving fund. The services enabled the
growth of business start-ups by building and improving the quality of their products, marketing and providing
access to markets and financial networks. Unlike other incubators, CURAD, Imuka ventures and other
incubators charge application fees to business start-ups interested in joining the facility. The fees which are
charged is meant to encourage commitment. Besides, it commits the incubators to deliver based on their promise.
It equally makes business start-ups to appreciate the value given. However, it is regarded as a limiting factor to
those unable to pay (Wanklin, 2002; David-West et. al., 2018).
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On the question of the perception regarding the support obtained by business start-ups from incubation, they
were specifically asked about the general services – i.e., the focus was on business networks, access to funding,
space provision, coaching, marketing support and whether incubators have the ability to support successful
entrepreneurs (see figure 1).

Start-up
percpetion
of the
services
offered
Figure
1: Perception of start-ups
on incubation
support
Business networks
74%

Coaching 81%

50%

Access to funding

70%

Space 88%

Marketing support

Figure 1. Perception of start-ups on incubation support
The findings in figure 1 show that incubation centres were providing support to business start-ups. However, few
successful entrepreneurs were emerging from the support rendered by the incubators. This is due to the numbers
that are capable of being accommodated in the lab. Many incubators hardly accommodated more than ten
start-ups. However, the support in the form of space was recognized as key in supporting business start-ups
(figure 1). As a result some start-ups were able to access funding from financial institutions.More so, start-ups
are exposed to business connection during their stay in the incubation centres.
The majority of the start-ups appreciated the coaching, marketing support, internet, exposure, and mentorship
because it played significant roles in the growth process. The support enabled the business start-ups to acquire
assets, register and incorporate their businesses, create a socialization platform, having a physical address, and
new branches. For example, a business proprietor stated that:
With software incubation support we were able to develop a number of services for sale to our clients. As a
software developer, we developed Nandoz which is selling globally, creativity in motion that is sold locally, and
we have managed to expand to Kenya and Rwanda. In addition, new jobs were created for our fellow youth
interested in the software business (Manager Creativity in Motion).
4.2 Other Factors Accelerating the Growth of Start-ups
The study investigated other factors that account for the growth of business start-ups such as age, level of
education of the proprietor, nature of the team of the partners, business level, choice of the sector, ownership,
access to finance, and post-incubation support. The findings in figure 2 show some of the other factors that are
important for the growth of the business start-ups besides the incubation support.
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Other factors accelerating start-up growth
Age of start-up
73%

Post incubation
71%
support

51%

Team of partners

Level of education

67%

80%

Choice of the sector

Figure 2. Respondents’ perceptions of the factors supporting the growth of business start-ups
The factors illustrated in figure 2 show that access to finance, age of start-ups (period start-ups has existed), level
of education of the owner of the start-ups, post-incubation support and team partnership were important
determinants of growth of the business start-ups. For example, team partner, post-incubation support and age of
the start-up was considered more important than the level of education and choice of the sector in the growth of
business start-ups. Thus, the growth of the business start-ups cannot be attributed to a single factor but rather a
plethora of factors. As a result, one of the owners of the business start-ups in the FGD observed that:
Incubation centres were only giving basic services but the real growth of the start-up business rest in the way one
will deal with his/her clients, where you will be located, how you will satisfy your customers and the amount of
money in terms of capital you will access. For me I think we should be given post-incubation support to make
our business more strong.
4.3 Perceptions on the Growth of Start-ups
In measuring the growth of business start-ups, five variables were used, namely; number of employees, increase
in profits made, capital assets acquired, jobs created, and new branches opened (Davila et. al, 2003). The findings
in figure 3 show the perception of the growth of the business start-ups.

Perception on growth of start-ups
New Jobs created
60%

Capital assests
50%
acquired

37%

Increase in profits

40%

Increase in number 70%
of employees

New branches
opened

Figure 3. Respondents’ perception of the growth of business start-ups
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The findings of the study show that the growth of business start-ups is less supported by incubation. The
shrinking line in figure 3 shows minimal support. As the line moves out wards, it indicates much support.
Therefore, the respondent's perception was enlisted on jobs created which show 60%, capital asset acquired at
50%, new staff hired was high at 70% while profits made was the least at 37%. The perception of support of
business start-ups was minimal. Many argued that they go to incubation centres mainly because of the space
which is provided. This clearly demonstrates that business start-ups get minimal support from incubation. More
so, the growth was being realized in the number of those employed as opposed to acquiring capital assets that are
pertinent in the business’ growth strategy.
4.4 Barriers Limiting the Growth of Start-ups
Despite the growth realized by many business start-ups as a result of incubation support, there are various
bottlenecks impeding their growth. The findings from the FGDs show that access to finance is one of the major
inhibiting factors to the growth of business start-ups. It was argued that even when start-ups come up with a
good business idea up to concept development stage, inadequate funds becomes a challenge. In addition, most
financial lending institutions hardly trust business start-ups because they lack security in form of collateral.
Consequently, this limits the ability of the business start-ups to peruse lucrative opportunities that may expedite
their growth. This can be dealt with by securing seed capital for promising business ideas or supporting start-ups
to secure loans from financial institutions.
The findings show that the attitude (entrepreneurial mind-set) of the owners of business start-ups is another
critical factor limiting growth. Therefore, most of the business start-ups are initiated as a stop-gap measure for
job search (a necessity as opposed to opportunity) and once a job is secured then the enterprise is left to die. This
limits the focus of the proprietor because when a job is secured then the business may continue as a secondary
activity or it may be closed. Thus, the proprietors choose to remain small with no ambition to grow simply
because they feel know they will soon abandon the business. Consequently, their attitude affects the motivation
and impact to grow the business.
Although the incubation centres are interested in changing the attitude of the proprietors, it has kept the business
start-ups small, thus, affecting their growth. The attitude also affects their ability to find hardworking employees
because most of them are sourced from the youth themselves who want prompt pay. So, when the business
start-up is unable to do so on time, they quit. Unfortunately, attitude, which is embedded in culture and
background and takes long to change, has continued to affect the growth of the business start-ups in Uganda. A
respondent in the FGD stated that:
The attitude issue is not only one-sided, it also affects us from the customer's point of view. Many customers do
not trust our products or services; they feel they are of poor quality and this affects our sales. Even other
companies don’t want to contact us because they feel we are not in position to deliver on big assignments which
affect our income and keep us small.
The findings show other factors inhibiting the growth of business start-ups such as cost of operation which
greatly affects how the business is run (see Figure 4) - for example, the costs incurred in legalizing the business
and the taxes levied - the nature of products or services offered some of which are easily imitated, the industry
like information technology that is growing very fast, week managerial experience which affects the way
decisions are made and quite often cause management mistakes, and conflict among the owners resulting from
profit and loss sharing. In the FGD, an owner of a business start-up said thus:
I have had many quarrels with my partner because he wanted us to buy a car and yet it was not a priority so we
ended up parting ways and now I work with my employees because I retained the business name and customers.
In the FGD, many barriers interfere with the growth of start-ups (see figure 4).
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Figure 4. Summary of barriers precluding start-up growth
Figure 4 demonstrates that the barriers are both internal and external. However, unlike the external barriers
where business start-ups and incubation labs have no control, the internal barriers are capable of being managed
within the ambit of incubation labs.
5. Discussion of the Findings
The findings demonstrate that incubators are critical in supporting business start-ups. Indeed, many would
actually die if they did not receive such support. Therefore, the policy-makers should look at the start-ups as
having the potential to create and stimulate economic development through business incubation (Bruneel et. al.,
2012). However, the support from incubation per se is insufficient for the growth of business start-ups. Multiple
strategies to support start-ups were identified which when properly designed and implemented, can promote the
growth of business start-ups (Mas-Verdu et. al., 2015). It is, therefore, crucial to focus on key success factors that
must be put into consideration during vulnerable period of nurturing business start-ups. Indeed, in Japan the
competence of managers and mentors was found to be extremely important for the growth of business start-ups
(Fukugawas, 2018).
The findings unearthed the fact that the business start-ups unanimously demonstrated that the support offered to
incubators created an opportunity for them to network and build strong links that they would have failed to achieve
or take long to create. The implication behind this finding is that the support was a key to growth of business
start-ups, thus, confirming our working proposition.
In other words, the findings show that the services offered by incubators are critical support to the business
start-ups, for example, space, network, finance, legal and marketing. In general, all the services offered were
pertinent but not sufficient condition for long-term survival of the business start-ups. This explains why incubation
is also evolving from incubation to acceleration to angel investor (Yin & Luo, 2018).
However, there are various challenges inhibiting the growth of business start-ups in all the incubators which
require urgent attention. Their uniqueness necessitates a differential support mechanism other than providing the
same services to all the business start-ups. It was observed that most incubators provided neutral services to all
business start-ups without due consideration to their size and growth stage. However, the major drawback for
business start-ups was the pressure to make money from the coaches and mentors. This derails the focus on the
growth of the businesses to focusing on sales. Sales alone cannot yield growth because it strains the capacity of the
business start-ups to strategize for future growth. This problem arose due to the calibre of the coaches, the majority
of who came from mature companies, who were seen as incapable of understanding the growth needs of the
business start-ups.
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Also, poor selection of business start-ups was seen as being responsible for their poor growth. A few CEOs who
were interviewed admitted that the labs manufactured poor products. This situation can be resolved by coming up
with clear selection criteria and using experienced staff to select appropriate business start-ups for incubation in the
labs.
6. Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings show that support to incubators is important to the growth of business start-ups.
However, such support needed to be improved upon. This is because of the various internal and external factors
that limited the growth of business start-ups. For example, although business start-ups rated post-lab support as
crucial to their growth, this was not given by many incubation centres. The findings further show that business
start-ups need to pay for the services they received from the incubation centres because when it is provided free,
it is taken for granted.
This study, therefore, recommends that incubators should start looking out for the best business start-ups other
than depending on self-offers. In addition, business start-ups need to be trained and carefully selected. Also, they
should pay for incubation services so as to demand for quality services from incubation centres.
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Interview Guide:
1.

What is the name of the incubator?

2.

When did the incubators start?

3.

What is the mission of the incubation?

4.

What was the reason for starting the incubator? (look at the mission statement).

5.

How much space do you provide in terms of square metres?

6.

Talk about your experience about incubation for business start-ups.

7.

What kind of business do you accept in to the incubation? And why?

8.

What services does the incubator provide to business start-ups?

9.

Do the services offered to business start-ups help them to perform better?

10. How are services provided? Who provides the services e.g. who does the coaching?
11. Do you follow up on the business start-ups after they have left the incubation? If yes why? If no why
not?
Focus Group Discussion Guide:
1.

Talk about the type of businesses that you are running.

2.

Why did you join the incubation?

3.

Talk about your experience in the incubation.

4.

Have you created new jobs ever since you joined the incubation? If yes which ones?

5.

Have you acquired more assets since you joined the lab?

6.

Has the number of your employees increased as a result of being in the incubation?

7.

Has your sales increased due to your presence in the incubation?

8.

Have you created new branches resulting from the support in the incubation?

9.

What are the benefits of joining the incubation lab?

10. What do you require to grow your business start-ups?
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11. What type of business are you engaged in?
12. What barriers impede your business growth?
13. What is your perception on the following factors in explaining your business growth? (a) Age, (b) level
of education, (c) team of partners, (d) business level, (e) choice of sector, (f) ownership of the firm, (g)
access to finance and (h) post start-up strategy.
14. In your view, what are the barriers to growth of business start-ups?
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