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During the COVD 19 epidemic, one of the most prominent challenges
facing the entrepreneurial mission of universities was the provision of
virtual services by incubators to technology startups as one of the
solutions to deal with such conditions. In this research, by posing the
basic question for real-virtual academic growth centers in the
technological entrepreneurship ecosystem of Iran, we have sought to
design such a model. This method was used due to the existence of a
wide range of influencing variables and the complexities of the
phenomenon under study and the capacity of the basic theory in
discovering the appropriate pattern. In data collection, in-depth and
semi-structured interviews were used through a targeted sampling
method with 21 experts and managers of academic growth centers,
science and technology parks, and technology users based in
academic growth centers. Data was analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding using Max Kyuda 2018 software. The paradigm
model included the central phenomenon (hybrid incubation (in-
person-virtual) of the ideas of technologists who owned academic
technological startups), causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening variables, strategies and consequences of hybrid
incubation (the level of the academic technological ecosystem, the
level of technologists based in growth centers and the macro level
ecosystem). These results provide valuable insights for managers and
staff of academic growth centers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

During the COVD 19 epidemic era, one of the most prominent challenges facing the
entrepreneurial mission of universities was the provision of virtual services by incubators
to technology startups as one of the solutions to deal with such conditions. In this research,
we have sought to design such a model by asking a fundamental question for real-virtual
university incubators in the technological entrepreneurship ecosystem of Iran. During the
outbreak of the Corona virus (COVID-19), all actors in the entrepreneurial ecosystem were
shocked by unforeseen events, which were unprecedented in recent years. In this situation,
entrepreneurial universities should have a greater role and engagement in managing this
crisis, and such engagement can create a set of entrepreneurial opportunities, particularly
in Middle East countries. Since the management of incubators, science and technology parks,
and accelerators during the epidemic of the COVD 19 virus was one of the most important
challenges facing the entrepreneurial mission (the third mission) of universities, the virtual
services offered by incubators was a vital solution under the circumstances. The creation of
real-virtual incubators leads to a reduction of costs and an increase in the number of
customers of these centers, and expansion of the temporal and spatial scope of providing
services of these centers. The current research seeks to provide the model of real-virtual
university incubators in the Iranian technological entrepreneurship ecosystem. In recent
years, we have seen the emergence of a new class of "virtual" incubators that attempt to
provide the incubation process to startups that are not physically co-located within
incubators or accelerators, through the use of digital media. These new platforms have not
yet been widely studied, and the studies reviewed in the literature have considered virtual
incubators as a secondary topic in the broader analysis of incubation and acceleration
spaces.

Methodology

This research was fundamental in terms of its purpose and qualitative in terms of data
collection using Grounded Theory. In addition, the Strauss and Corbin or objectivist method
was used for data analysis and during the three stages of coding, MaxQDA (2018) software
was utilized. In order to collect data, semi-structured in-depth interviews were used.
Interviews were conducted with 21 managers of academic incubators, science and
technology parks using purposeful and snowball sampling methods. Sampling adequacy was
determined based on the principle of theoretical saturation. Data saturation was observed
with 17 interviews, and for greater reliability, data collection was continued until 21
interviewees. In order to increase the reliability of the calculated model, the methods of
checking the members and re-examining the coding process were used and the results of
calculating the reliability of the interviews were conducted through the open test method
(open test reliability = 75%) and the agreement between two coders (reliability between
two coders=87) indicated the reliability of the data collection tool. In order to confirm the
validity of the research, the inter-coder reliability test was used. For this purpose, the
identified codes were presented to three experts of the statistical community, and after
correcting the experts' comments, all extracted categories were approved.

Result and discussion

Based on the results, the provision of combined incubation services (in person and virtual
together) were shown to improve the quality and quantity of the academic technological
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entrepreneurship ecosystem, consequently affecting technologists as the main users of this
ecosystem and facilitating the process of transforming ideas. However, due to the use of virtual
platforms in providing the services of academic incubators, there could be a risk of insufficient
team building and professional community building in the online space and the possibility of
reducing the motivation of technologists due to the lack of physical presence, which need to be
addressed. Finally, hybrid incubation leads to positive results at the level of the country's
entrepreneurial ecosystem and leads to reduced youth unemployment, developing technology,
prevention of economic stagnation, economic prosperity particularly under sanctions, survival
of the entrepreneurial and economic network in the country, greater competition in the
international arena and economic development and wealth creation. All the strategies presented
in this model are necessary in providing combined incubation services and affect the results at
different levels (technologists, academic ecosystem and macro level) and will help to strengthen
the platform of technological entrepreneurship in the country. The proposed strategies of the
current study are presented under two categories: executive strategies and strategies to define
different virtual services in different fields, which are influenced by factors such as the
cooperation of legislative organizations and government incentive policies to develop the
activities of technologists in the ecosystem. Academic technological entrepreneurship, the
capacity of technology brokers located in universities (academic technological entrepreneurship
ecosystem) and people's trust in virtual platforms are included in the academic technological
entrepreneurship ecosystem. Factors such as access to appropriate infrastructure and the
support of actors, different stakeholders, and the role of regional support institutions in the
university entrepreneurship ecosystem are effective in providing virtual and in-person
incubation services. Factors such as the risk of global epidemics in the coming years, a negative
perspective towards activities in the virtual platform in the society, content creation and
appropriate communication in the virtual platform by employees of incubators and the
substantive difference between the incubators from the perspective of providing financial
resources were identified as causal preconditions.

Conclusion

Academic incubators are one of the great levers of entrepreneurial ecosystems in the world.
Today's typical university entrepreneurial ecosystem includes several incubators that usually
complement each other in terms of the services they provide to startups. Such abundance
provides an opportunity for early-stage startups to maximize their chances of success. In the
present study, the design of the real-virtual university incubators model was carried out in the
technological entrepreneurship ecosystem, and the foundation Grounded theory research
method used to formulate the theory. Finally, it is recommended that the government formulate
new policies that encourage widespread national acceptance of the best international methods
of virtual incubation. Virtual-real incubators should be staffed with sufficient resources,
including time, to effectively deliver core services. Participants should periodically evaluate
incubation programs through two different units of analysis: outcomes and processes.
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