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Research Findings
A process-based approach enabled us to determine how incubators are supporting entrepreneurial networking. The incubator supports the entrepreneurs with access to networks and information as well as to mentoring. This triangulation of information, networks and mentoring helps the entrepreneur to build robust systems by providing assistance in every field of entrepreneurial effort. It helps the entrepreneur identify opportunities for greater collaboration as well as create opportunities. 
Incubators
The incubators play a role at three levels in building the entrepreneurial ecosystem and bridging the institutional gaps in the system. The incubator provide i) information ii) resources iii) mentoring, that start-ups need during their critical initial years as they struggle to create a viable product. The strategy of a business incubator includes creating and developing synergy for the tenant incubatees through offering a blend of varied resources, services, and skills which often includes business support. Hence the incubator serves a number of needs of the new venture and results in making it affordable to start-ups and the young start-ups are sheltered and progress towards growth (Allen and Rahman 1985).
“We would not have existed if it were not for the incubator. We would be working in the observation room only. Our chances of business survival would have fallen and we would have fallen behind by at least 3 years if it hadn’t been for incubator.” (Interview with E11: children’s educational development company)


Information that is not available to the entrepreneurs in diverse fields such as marketing, finance, operations, human resources is provided by the incubator. The information provided by the incubator is critical to the entrepreneur helping it move to the next level of operation and often it impacts the business survival chances also. The incubator helps the entrepreneur realise an opportunity and convert a slight passion or interest into a business idea. Meetings, workshops and trainings are the main ways incubators disseminate information to entrepreneurs about markets, the entrepreneurial ecosystem and technology.
“I learnt from a lot from the start-up school program like I learnt the points an entrepreneur should know about like finance branding, marketing, design thinking, development. I joined the program based on the incubator management’s recommendation. I didn’t know how to get the product into market. I gained that knowledge through the incubator program.” (Interview with E4: drone training company)
Entrepreneurs do not limit their learning to the incubator programs only and gain information from other start-ups within the incubator also. They reach out to other start-ups for emotional support and guidance. “The incubatees offer moral support to me. In times of major decisions like redesigning the website I talk to other incubatees as I respect them and seek their guidance. If I am stressed, I talk to the other incubatees within the incubator.”(Interview with E7: an extreme sports management company). Entrepreneurs use every aspect of the incubator to their advantage.
Resources are provided by the incubator and it becomes a one stop shop for many resources that entrepreneurs use to build a viable organisation. “Our main customer is hotels and the incubator helped me to build the idea, and more importantly I needed space to experiment as well as space within the city to so as to attract talent. Most important facilities of the incubator to me were space, I didn’t have to move out of the incubator for very small thing, i.e. many items for fabrication were available at the incubator.”(Interview with E9: terrace farming organisation).
The incubator provides entrepreneurs with support with customers, employees, technology, funds, workspace and fabrication labs. With university-based incubators the students of the university formed a willing base of employees and interns for the incubatees. 
“Every incubator offers different facilities. There is workspace at cheap rents, funding. When the incubator is sector specific, they have in-depth expertise on educational ventures and it helped me with budgeting, provided me with many interns and volunteers and this saves me time and money..” (Interview with E6: emotional & social skills for children training organisation).
Mentoring was looked upon by entrepreneurs as a key facility and advantage offered by the incubator. They depended upon mentors as sounding boards, as a means for getting better connections and for getting guidance and support. The mentors were often investors who were keen to see their investment grow. The advice was a way of ensuring their mentees connected with the best customers, made the right decisions and grew at the best rate. 
“The incubator helped me to build contacts and relationships. When I need a connection, I call or message, then my mentors do message back or email connect and the connections have been really, really helpful.” (Interview with E9: terrace farming organisation)
Entrepreneurial Networking
The entrepreneurs spent a lot of time networking within and outside the incubator. Within the incubator they networked with mentors, peers, investors and incubator management. Various events held by the incubator such as workshops, guest lectures and training sessions also became an opportunity to network and connect with other incubatees as well as the guest speakers. Outside the incubator they were networking with friends, family, business acquaintances and colleagues. They spent more time networking within the incubator as this gave them a specialised set of contacts that met their needs for recruitment, customer acquisition, venture capital, technology and business processes. They had little time for and saw little value in networking outside the incubator as the incubator networks were able to satisfy their business and emotional needs.
“We met President of the Food Association, last week, to guide us. So whenever we need something incubation management provides us with the opportunity to learn. They guide us when we lack something. I enjoy the most is that in my incubator everyone is so friendly. Everyone is nice to each other. If I go anytime to the incubation management they are always willing to help me. Even if they are busy with their work, their first priority would be to help me. My business would have been zero without the incubator and I would have no knowledge, I would not meet the President of the Food Association, I would not get mentorship….”(Interview with E3: healthy snacks company).
Internal Networking The incubation management was important point of contact for the incubatees and most incubatees were happy with the connections and support they received from the incubator. In times of stress and need they reached out to the CEO or the incubator manager, who was a single point of contact for their queries and needs. The entrepreneurs found the incubation team to be proactive, often pointing them out in the directions of new technology or new developments in the entrepreneurs’ field. The other start-ups formed an important support team and the entrepreneurs often made an effort to connect with other incubatees. This took the form of guidance and emotional support. 
“We wanted guidance, a good ecosystem, networking, and we felt it is difficult to manage on your own. We needed an incubator that would help us make a social impact, provide learning and mentorship, keep reviewing the business model. The networks were important for us and we got a chance to gain leadership and problem solving skills. We enjoyed learning along with other incubatees and sharing knowledge and challenges with them.”(Interview with E5: fintech company)
External Networking Most entrepreneurs interviewed spent most of the time on internal networking. The interviewees spent some time networking with friends and acquaintances but they were clear that this networking was not directed towards gaining some information or contact but was rather a social process aimed at being in touch with old friends and colleagues. Formal networking organisations such as chamber of commerce or business associations were rarely joined as a means of building networks by the entrepreneurs. The cost of networking through such formal networks was considered high and value generated from such contacts was uncertain for early stage entrepreneurs. 
“At the moment, I don’t see value in meeting random people on Saturdays to talk about my venture because when the connection would happen one doesn’t know. But it comes at a cost in terms of cost of each lunch and cost of membership is also steep so I don’t see much value to it…”(Interview with E8: a health & fitness equipment company).
However the importance of outside networking cannot be ignored and some entrepreneurs used the network of their friends, family and colleagues to build their businesses. This helps to extend the networks provided by incubators and to fill gaps, if any, in the incubator connects. “We have used our networks to the maximum extent to expand our business like business connections, internships and some professional help we could get through our own contacts to build our business. We use LinkedIn to build our networks. We haven’t done any formal offline networking as of now.” (Interview with E11: children’s educational development company).
All entrepreneurs interviewed knew that if they hadn’t joined an incubator, there were certain resources that they could have raised on their own but they were also clear that the incubators provided them with good networks and cheap facilities with little effort on the part of the entrepreneur.  
Entrepreneurial effort
The entrepreneur puts in effort to create conditions that give the venture a fighting chance. Lowrey (2006) talks of entrepreneurial effort as the entrepreneur applying himself along with his educational qualifications, skills, experiences and creativity combined with the social capital generated out of networking to achieve results. 
“I needed many facilities of the incubator since I was not aware of many things such as how to make a proposal, how to market, how to look good but be practical. Incubators offered me an opportunity to gain knowledge, information, resources through formal and informal methods like they taught me accessing funds, how to be mentally prepared for the struggle, how to form an LLP. I realized in the incubator that this journey is not easy and would take time.”(Interview with E12: digital education company for at risk youth).
The incubatees are in the constant mode of using all their faculties along with the facilities offered by the incubator to learn, network, collaborate and maximise opportunities. The organisation is in a constant state of flux as the entrepreneur navigates the dynamics of setting up a successful venture. 
Maximises learning as the incubatees are in a learning environment where constant learning opportunities are provided by the incubator through training sessions, skills building through workshops, educational seminars, conferences, guest lectures and brainstorming sessions with coaches and mentors. As most interviewees were based out of university or sector specific incubators, the incubator programs added to their knowledge and skills. “I learnt a lot from the from start-up school program like I learnt the points an entrepreneur should know about like finance branding, marketing, design thinking, development. I joined the program based on their recommendation. I didn’t know how to get the product into market. I gained that knowledge through the incubator program.” (Interview with E4: drone training company).
“They held a boot-camp where we learnt a lot as they called people from the education industry to speak with us. It taught us how to make product which is a market fit, how to market our product and how to scale up.”(Interview with E11: children’s educational development company).
The incubatees spent time learning from mentors, the incubator programs, other incubates as well as coaches and trainers.
“The incubator gave us direction and we learnt how to do crowd funding, they provided services at small fees such as legal advice and HR services. When we are small, gaining such access is critical to success. Also the ability to brainstorm with other venture owners and peers who are from other sectors, helps us to learn a lot.” (Interview with E6: emotional & social skills for children training organisation).
Maximises entrepreneurial networks as the entrepreneurs knew they had to use their familial ties, friends and long-time acquaintances and also weak ties to find resources and information. Madaleno et al (2018) point to the cost of maintaining strong ties and the incubator offers the entrepreneur opportunities to build a repertoire of weak ties that are high on knowledge, information and resources. 
“The people I was introduced by incubator I am working with them still. A crucial role was played by the incubator in getting customers. The incubator was very good. I had strong relationships with the management team of incubator. Our chances of survival would have affected if we were not in an incubator. Six or twelve months would have got added to my struggle.” (Interview with E2: a mobile apps development company).
Totterman and Sten (2005) point to the importance of interaction of incubatees with each other and point to many levels of interaction between the incubatees but emphasise collaborative relationships.
Maximises opportunities as the entrepreneur approaches each event in the incubator as an opportunity to take his venture forward. The incubator allows the entrepreneur to create, identify and capitalise on opportunities. The entrepreneur may be able to create the idea for the start-up within the incubator.
“The incubation was important to us as the genesis of the idea happened there. We needed money upfront and no Venture Capital would have funded us. Our needs are evolving and now we may need a mentor for logistics which we didn’t need earlier…..” (Interview with E10: a logistics company).
As the venture grows the entrepreneur depends on the incubator to solve the problem, provide new information or create a new connection. “It is through incubator I found the disability certification organisation and the Chief Minister of State. Most important facilities of the incubator, for me, are networking and meeting with interesting fellow co-founders. Entrepreneurship can get very lonely. In social entrepreneurship performance is measured by social impact not the profit, I learnt this from my incubator.” (Interview with E1: jobs portal for the physically challenged).
Maximises collaboration, as the entrepreneur, collaborates with peers, incubator and investors to create solutions for the challenges facing the venture. Through the networking and constant appraisal of all facilities provided by incubator, the entrepreneurial effort culminates into a successful start-up venture.  
While the incubator offers a lot for its incubatees not all are happy with what is on offer, especially for older start-ups that are looking for higher level of connections. If the incubator was new, it did not have the depth of connections at the outset and this was a disadvantage of the incubatee.
“Maybe an accelerator would be more helpful for us. The incubation plays a more important role in connecting us to Chartered Accountants or a Company Secretary. We don’t need that at this stage of our growth.” (Interview with E8: a health & fitness company).
Trust based Interactions
The incubator builds a level of trust among the incubatees by providing up-to-date information, timely updates, and the incubatees need to be assured that the incubator management has their best interest at heart. 
“The light show was happening somewhere in India for the first time. It was initially done in Olympics and they keep updating us with latest information. We feel confident that the incubator, venture owners, management, mentors would keep our best interest at heart and they keep us informed of anything that pertains to our work.”(Interview with E4: drone training company).
Without the underlying trust the entrepreneur does not value the information provided and would not act on it. 
Information is received by the entrepreneur regularly from other incubatees as well as from the incubator management in the form of emails and social media updates. Interaction with other incubatees provides some chance information that they find very useful. “For me networking with others within the same space was very helpful. Interacting with other sections such as agriculture and educational start-ups lead us to other grants and information about marketing strategies, fund raising etc…” (Interview with E6: emotional & social skills for children training organisation).
Advice is needed by the incubatees as they are in need of constant counsel and handholding, a role performed by i) mentors ii) incubator management and iii) professional experts. The incubatees seek advice and trusting the advice they receive is vital for day to day functioning of the incubatees. Many incubatees had a walk-in relationship with the management, where they could walk into the office of the CEO and seek advice on any issue that they were facing. 
“I feel confident that other venture owners, incubation management and mentors would keep my best interest at heart and they keep me informed of anything that pertains to my work, if my start-up does well it is good for the incubator as well.” (Interview with E1: jobs portal for the physically challenged).
Guidance was taken by the incubatees from other start-ups regularly, as they showed a high level of trust for other entrepreneurs within the incubator. They approached them for guidance, moral support, advice. 
“If I am stressed I talk to the other incubatees within the incubator. In times of major decisions like redesigning the website I talk to other incubates as I respect them and seek their guidance. Most helpful to me from the incubator was advice and guidance on legal matters, as I needed to create MOUs with the service providers I was tying up with.” (Interview with E7: an extreme sports management company).
Incubators provide guidance to the incubatees through the mentors as well as outside experts to guide them on professional matters such as patent registration, changing the company’s tax structure and legal issues. 
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APPENDIX A
Table of Surveyed Firms
	Code/
Nature
	Type
	Gender
	Age
	Qualification
	Industry
	Nature of business
	Nature of Enterprise

	E1/
Novice
	Communitarian
	F
	24
	Bachelor of Engineering
	Human Resources
	Jobs portal for physically challenged
	Social

	E2/
Novice
	Darwinian
	M
	25
	Bachelor of Engineering
	Social Media
	Mobile apps development
	Commercial

	E3/
Novice
	Darwinian
	F
	24
	Masters of Nutritional Studies
	Food
	Healthy snacks
	Commercial

	E4/
Novice
	Darwinian
	F
	21
	Bachelor of Engineering
	Education
	Drone education for children
	Commercial

	E5/
Novice
	Hybrid
	M
	39
	Bachelor of Commerce
	Fin-tech
	Financial products
	Commercial

	E6/
Novice
	Communitarian
	F
	31
	Masters in Social Entrepreneurship
	Education
	Social and emotional skill development
	Social

	E7/
Novice
	Darwinian
	M
	25
	MBA
	Sports
	Extreme sports training portal
	Commercial

	E8/
Habitual
	Darwinian
	M
	28
	Bachelor of Engineering
	Fitness
	Fitness  equipment software
	Commercial

	E9/
Novice
	Hybrid
	M
	24
	Bachelor of Engineering
	Farming
	Terrace farming solutions
	Commercial

	E10/
Novice
	Communitarian
	M
	31
	Masters in Social Entrepreneurship
	Logistics
	Delivery company
	Social

	E11/
Novice
	Hybrid
	M
	28
	Masters
	Education
	AI based solutions for child learning
	Social

	E12/
Novice
	Communitarian
	M
	25
	Masters in Social Innovation & Enterprise
	Education
	Digital learning programs for at risk youth
	Social






APPENDIX B
Figure depicting Thematic Analysis: Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
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APPENDIX C
Intersection Table
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