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  Abstract 

Accelerator programmes combine networking and mentoring elements to provide value for the entrepreneur, 

and have recently emerged as an increasingly popular tool purporting to improve the chance of success in 

nascent technology ventures. This study examines the network generation and utilisation mechanisms inside 

these programmes based on 19 interviews conducted with programme managers and alumni of five different 

accelerators based in the UK. By gauging the accelerator programmes on the dimensions of (1) Network 

Structure, (2) Network Content, and (3) Network Governance Mechanisms, this study identifies two distinct 

accelerator processes that aim to provide value to the entrepreneur by lowering the transaction costs 

associated with accessing network-based resources. Firstly, accelerators engage in ‘network curation’ by 

actively managing the actors and resources in their programme network, and act as gatekeepers to ensure 

bad actors are kept outside. Secondly, a managed ‘network matchmaking’ process efficiently connects 

entrepreneurs to relevant resources in the programme network. The study further finds indications that both 

processes are universally present in all three types of accelerators included in this study: (1) Venture 

Backed, (2) Government Backed, and (3) Corporate Backed. However, findings also indicate that each type 

has a different emphasis on which network resources are most prominently available. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Entrepreneurs often face numerous resource constraints during early stage venture creation, which is partly 

behind the reason why over half of new businesses in the UK fail within five years (ONS, 2014). The 

outlook among new technology ventures is even more bleak, with an estimated 75% chance of failure even if 

the idea, team, product and plan are good enough attract venture capital funding (Compass, 2015). Startup 

accelerators, which aim to improve long term survival rates and accelerate the process of building a new 

venture, have over the past ten years emerged as a potential means to increase the chances of entrepreneurial 

success. These fixed duration cohort based programmes that serve as ‘boot camps’ for entrepreneurs, have 

rapidly proliferated into the fabric of startup ecosystems around the world. Since the inception of Y 

Combinator in 2005, which is widely regarded as the first accelerator program, the number of accelerators 

has grown to an estimated 170 globally (Fehder & Hochberg, 2014; Seed DB, 2016). The true number of 

such programs is however likely to be markedly higher, as many smaller accelerators that are for instance 

linked to universities or launched in nascent and less developed startup ecosystems are less prolific and thus 

easily overlooked. In fact, Fehder and Hochberg (2014) provide an upper end estimate of 2000 programs 

globally. Although the exact number of these programs may be difficult to uncover, they are arguably 

becoming an increasingly integral part of the innovation landscape. 

The rise of accelerators has coincided with a period of public focus and interest in entrepreneurship and ‘the 

entrepreneur’ in general. The high profile success stories of companies such as Facebook, Skype and Google, 

and the people behind them, have captured the imagination of young people in particular. For instance, in the 

UK the number of company founders aged below 35 grew 70% from 145,104 in 2006 to 247,049 in 2013 

(Enterprise Nation, 2014). In addition to the cultural attention to entrepreneurship, this increase can also in 

part be attributed to a combination of difficult labour market conditions for young people during this time 

period, and a conscious effort by the government to make fostering entrepreneurship in this age group a 

policy priority (Eurofund, 2015). 

Against this backdrop, accelerator programmes have emerged to fill a need to support early stage 

entrepreneurs pursuing scalable business models with high growth potential. The demand for such 

programmes has been exacerbated by a general interest in entrepreneurship and a growth in new venture 

creation. Although some argue that the recent rise in technology entrepreneurship is part of a bubble akin to 

that experienced in the early 2000s, it would appear that accelerator programmes are more than a mere fad 

and will remain a permanent feature of the innovation landscape regardless of any cyclicality in startup 
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activity (Clark, 2013). Furthermore, despite their natural inclination to work best with early stage tech 

startups, the basic accelerator model may have wider applicability in other sectors and industries. For 

example the SKU accelerator programme in Texas concentrates on physical consumer goods instead of 

software or internet based services (SKU, 2016). With these developments, this paper argues that studying 

and understanding accelerators better is a highly worthwhile exercise. 

 

1.2 Defining Accelerators 

Defining accelerators is not a trivial task due to the inherent heterogeneity of such programmes. Accelerator 

organisers and practitioners have also not themselves been overly concerned in curating the precise 

nomenclature. Furthermore, the field has been rapidly evolving with new operating and funding models 

appearing at a fast pace. With increasing research interest in this area, it has in order to avoid confusion 

become necessary to develop a common understanding of what an accelerator precisely is and is not. In this 

section, we develop what is argued to be a useful definition that explicitly incorporates the elements of 

network generation and education, both of which take place at accelerators. 

Examining current literature, the Nesta (2014) guide to startup accelerators avoids a strict definition, but lists 

several characteristics that form the basis of defining accelerator programmes. These include: 

• An application process that is open to all, yet highly competitive. 

• Provision of pre–seed investment (around £10k to £50k), usually in exchange for equity. 

• A focus on small teams and not individual founders. 

• Time–limited support, usually between three to six months, comprising programmed events and 
intensive mentoring. 

• Cohorts or ‘classes’ of startups rather than individual companies. 

While these characteristics are certainly helpful, relying on them is still somewhat subjective. There is little 

guidance on whether all characteristics need to be fulfilled, or whether some are more important than others.  

A more succinct definition has been offered by Cohen and Hochberg (2014), who suggest an accelerator is 

“A fixed-term, cohort-based program, including mentorship and educational components, that culminates in 

a public pitch event or demo-day.” 

Extending the definition by Cohen and Hochberg (2014) to highlight the role of networks and networking in 

the acceleration process, we define accelerators as fixed-term, cohort-based programmes, that have a 

competitive application process and an active interest in supporting the development of early stage business 
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ventures through network building and mentoring activities. More specifically, this definition addresses three 

of the components that in this paper are argued to be of central importance to accelerators: 

• Accelerator programmes are time limited and cohort-based. 

• Accelerators essentially provide a valuable network to tap into, and also education and mentoring on 
how to utilise networks, as well as on general and business specific topics. 

• Accelerators are not business courses. They often have an element of venture capital by taking a 
direct equity stake in return for capital investment and thus have a direct interest in the post-
programme success of the business. In cases of no such stake, organisers may still be invested in 
success in other ways such as local job creation or achieving social goals. 

 

1.3 The role of the business accelerator 

Although the first accelerators were funded by private investment from successful entrepreneurs and 

generally operated with a for-profit ethos, the funding and operating models have since become much more 

diverse. For example established multinational corporations, governmental agencies, and not-for profit 

charitable organisations are among actors that have launched accelerator programmes. With this increased 

diversity, defining the precise role of accelerators has become a complicated task as the motivating forces 

behind these programmes somewhat differ depending on the organising party behind it. For example, an 

accelerator set up and operated by a large corporation may seek to enhance the firm’s own innovation 

capabilities by feeding in new ideas and technology, while a government backed programme may aim at 

supporting nascent businesses for the purpose of job growth. It is also reasonable to expect that this variance 

in ultimate programme goals will be reflected in the programme structure and nature of mentoring provided. 

Indeed, it can be argued that the term ‘accelerator’ is becoming an umbrella term that to the uninitiated 

disguises an increasingly heterogeneous reality. 

Despite these differences in operating philosophies and programme structures, the core mechanisms of 

fostering business growth remain largely similar. Accelerators fundamentally leverage network forces to 

produce an ‘accelerating’ effect by giving entrepreneurs access to extensive networks that would on their 

own take a significant amount of time to develop. In addition to network access, accelerators provide 

mentorship and advice on practical issues related to building a business, such as sales, marketing, legal 

paperwork, and raising finance. In addition to providing access to otherwise out of reach networks, 

accelerators may hone the networking skills of entrepreneurs in order to help them efficiently utilise 

networks for the purpose of building a new venture. 

Accelerators have naturally been compared to business incubators due to the similarity of leveraging the 

power of networks for positive business outcomes as well as providing in-house shared services. In fact, in 
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colloquial language these two are sometimes being used interchangeably, which can be a source of 

confusion. Business incubators, which by some accounts have a history dating back to the late 1950s in the 

United States, are based on the idea of bringing together businesses in a shared space to foster innovation and 

growth (Aernoudt, 2004). Incubators have often been strategically used to support business clusters formed 

around a specific industry by bringing in related companies under one roof to support one another and build 

valuable relationships (Hackett & Dilts, 2004).  

We will return to a more detailed literature review on incubators and the evolution of accelerator 

programmes in the next chapter, but at this point it is important to note that despite similarities, one should 

be careful not to mix these two distinct forms of business growth promotion. The main distinguishing factor 

pertains to the time limited cohort based nature of accelerator programmes. Accelerators usually run one to 

two programmes annually with each structured to typically last three to six months (Miller & Bound, 2011). 

In contrast, incubators will operate on a revolving door basis where businesses will enter and exit depending 

on individual circumstances, with an average incubation period lasting anywhere from one to five years 

(Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). To reiterate, these differences will be discussed in greater detail in the following 

chapter, but for now the key thing to highlight is that this paper uses the terms ‘incubator’ and ‘accelerator’ 

to refer to specific things. 

 

1.4 Research on Accelerators 

As a new phenomenon, research on accelerators is currently at a very early stage, and existing literature is 

predominantly preoccupied by questions of definition and efficacy. Much of this literature has also focused 

on measurable outcomes such as medium term business survival rates or success in attracting funding instead 

of exploring the internal mechanisms of accelerator programs (Fehder & Hochberg, 2014; Hallen, Bingham, 

& Cohen, 2014). For instance Hoffman and Radojevich-Kelley (2012, p. 67) call for further research into 

“the network process and the “how” of the phenomena”, and suggest qualitative methodologies be employed 

to study the topic. 

One promising avenue of investigating the mechanisms behind how accelerators accelerate would appear to 

be through a network theory approach. Early theories on the ‘acceleration’ effect of these programmes 

revolve around the utilisation of networks, and build upon the network theory of entrepreneurship that 

combines entrepreneurship studies with the field of network theory. For example Hallen et al. (2014) suggest 

the network embedded nature of accelerators is one of the reasons why they may fast-track progress. 

In terms of the types of accelerators studied in the present literature, it is again worth noting that virtually all 

of them are technology oriented. This is mostly due to the fact that this sector offers a highly attractive return 

potential with relatively small capital requirements. For instance, an internet based software startup company 
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does not need to make investments into expensive plants, property, or equipment, while still having high 

future profit potential. Famous success stories such as Facebook, AirBnB or LinkedIn are all good examples 

of this attractive risk-reward profile. By contrast, new companies in highly capital intensive industries are not 

well suited to participate in a programme that constitutes a significant time investment but offers little 

funding to cover operating costs over the programme period. Accelerators also focus on agile product 

development with teams usually expected to have a functioning product to pitch to potential investors at the 

end of the programme, which is another factor narrowing down the pool of entrepreneurs suited to take part. 

Although accelerators remain primarily inclined towards serving this narrow segment of startups and are thus 

the focus of existing studies, we reiterate that the basic accelerator model may have wider applicability and is 

from a network theory viewpoint by no means limited to internet based startups. 

 

1.5 Research Aims and Delimitation 

This paper seeks to build on existing literature by adopting a network theory perspective, and sets out to 

understand how accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network based resources. This approach is considered 

appropriate due to the significance of networks in the acceleration process as highlighted in previous 

research. By interviewing accelerator program organisers and past participants, the aim is to build a better 

understanding of the part that such programs play in their respective entrepreneurial systems. The UK was 

chosen as the target country for this study due to its comparatively rich accelerator environment in the 

European context. The country was also host to the first known accelerator programme in Europe when in 

2007 Seedcamp opened its doors in London (Miller & Bound, 2011). 

In order to operationalise the aim of this paper, a main research question and three specific sub-questions 

were formulated. 

Main research question: How do accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network-based resources? 

1) Do alternate accelerator operating models impact network generation and utilisation 

differently? 

2) What network-based resources do accelerators connect entrepreneurs to? 

3) What is the network and networking value that entrepreneurs derive from accelerators? 
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1.6 Thesis Structure 

In addition to this introduction, the thesis consists of six further chapters as summarised below. 

Chapter 2:  Reviews the literature, firstly on network theory and entrepreneurship research, and on this 

basis from a ‘network approach to entrepreneurship’ point of view builds towards a review of 

studies on incubators and finally accelerators. 

Chapter 3:  Presents the main theoretical underpinnings of the study and operationalises it with three 

specific items of interest: network structure, network content, and network governance 

mechanisms. 

Chapter 4:  Gives the reader an overview of the accelerator environment in the UK by reviewing their 

brief history in the country, and detailing the country specific context for the three main types 

of accelerator programmes generally identified in this field: venture, government, and 

corporate backed accelerators. 

Chapter 5:  Presents the qualitative methodology adopted in the study, and details the overall research 

process including geographical limitation, case selection, and data gathering. 

Chapter 6:  Analyses in a comparative fashion the data gathered from 19 interviews involving programme 

managers and alumni across five separate accelerator programmes. 

Chapter 7:  Concludes the thesis with a summary of the research and analysis. Answers the research 

questions and discusses key findings of the study, before finishing with final considerations 

for future research.  
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

In order to understand accelerators from a network perspective, it is essential to begin with a review of the 

wider literature on the so called network approach to entrepreneurship. Interest in studying entrepreneurship 

as a network embedded activity began in earnest with research by Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) arguing that 

networks play a critical part in the entrepreneurial process. Following contributions to this strand of research 

mixed network theory, sociology, and economics to study and explain the role of networks in new venture 

creation and business performance. Early contributions to the network approach to entrepreneurship have 

focused on analysing network dimensions such as size and diversity, while latter studies have proceeded to 

treat networks as dynamic structures, and attempt to explain changes in networks over time both at an 

individual entrepreneur level as well as a firm level (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). Despite these general 

advances in the network approach to entrepreneurship, significant challenges remain in explaining the 

inherent processes that cause and facilitate network changes over time. 

As accelerators are a new phenomenon, the network approach to entrepreneurship has evolved without much 

attention to them, and although literature on this front is slowly starting to emerge, it is still an area that from 

an academic standpoint remains poorly documented. However, incubators offer a promising point of 

departure to reviewing literature pertinent to accelerators due to their similar characteristics. Incubators trace 

their roots to the 1950s United States, with the establishment of the Batavia Industrial Center in New York in 

1959 commonly viewed as the world’s first known incubator (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). As such, a reasonable 

amount of network literature has developed alongside that of studies examining the role of business 

incubators from an entrepreneur perspective.  

With the above points in mind, this chapter will begin by reviewing the network approach to 

entrepreneurship. This includes an examination of traditional concepts pertaining to structural network 

measures, as well as the theories describing dynamic network changes that occur over time and the processes 

behind this maintenance activity. Troubling results with empirical studies regularly failing to establish a link 

between network quality and entrepreneurial success is also reviewed and possible explanations for such 

findings explored. Attention is then turned to the applications of this body of research into describing 

incubators and entrepreneurial networking outcomes during the incubation process reviewing literature on 

accelerators themselves. It should be noted that while describing accelerators and incubators, care will be 

taken to avoid confusion between these two ostensibly similar actors by detailing the precise similarities and 

differences between them. 
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2.2 The Network Approach to Entrepreneurship 

Early studies on entrepreneurship tended to view the entrepreneur as an isolated actor undertaking a unique 

process detached from other social processes (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). However, in the mid-1980s 

entrepreneurship research shifted to view entrepreneurs as firmly embedded in a social context through 

network ties and relationships. In particular, Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) have been credited with succinctly 

articulating this view of social embeddedness in the entrepreneurial context, and thereby combining network 

theory with entrepreneurship research to found the network approach to entrepreneurship. A network in this 

context consists of nodes (actors) and the connections (dyads or ties) that exist between them (Walker, 

1987). 

It is important to note that this strand of literature does not constitute a strict discipline, but is rather a 

collection of studies that focus on the importance of networks in the field of entrepreneurship. This 

heterogeneity in philosophical approaches and overall lack of rigorous academic boundaries is arguably 

symptomatic of the wider caveat in network research, which is the absence of a core theory as pointed out by 

Burt (1980). This can be seen as a weakness and has at times lead to somewhat arcane debates on 

operationalisation of network theories, which is partly behind the reason entrepreneurship scholars have been 

reluctant to talk of a distinct network theory of entrepreneurship (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). These issues 

aside, the lack of a core theory or strict discipline of research has on the other hand freed researchers to 

utilise a wide range of tools and provide a rich body of research to understand the role of networks in 

entrepreneurship. Scholars in this area do also tend to agree on a common starting point, which is to posit a 

correlation between social networks and business performance. 

Entrepreneurship is often viewed as an activity that happens at a granular grassroots level where the focal 

point is the entrepreneur (Hornaday & Aboud, 1971; Sexton & Bowman, 1985). Extending this notion to the 

network approach to entrepreneurship, Dubini and Aldrich (1991) note that the level of analysis typically 

takes place at an individual entrepreneur level (personal network perspective), rather than at a business level 

(organisational network perspective). The prevalence of the personal network perspective can be explained 

by factors relating to new venture creation, as the ‘organisation’ is often synonymous with the ‘entrepreneur’ 

or a small team of entrepreneurs (Witt, 2004). As businesses mature, they begin to develop distinct 

organisational networks with other organisations, which can be seen as ties that are not dependant on 

individual employees and continue to exist despite staff turnover. In contrast, at a nascent stage the departure 

of a co-founder for instance may have a profound effect by removing a significant part of the overall 

organisational network as a result. In other words, the organisational network in this context can be seen as 

the collective sum of the individual networks of the founders added together. 

Looking further into the personal network perspective, Brüderl and Preisendörfer (1998) identified two 

separate topics of interest. The first area termed ‘the network founding hypothesis’ is concerned with the role 



15 
 

of networks during the formation stage of the business, while the second ‘network success hypothesis’ 

concentrated on investigating the benefits of network resource utilisation after a business had been started. 

Both can be seen as equally important as antecedents to success, with for example Vesper (1983) suggesting 

that network contacts often play a role in identifying suitable business opportunities to exploit, and Aldrich, 

Rosen and Woodward (1987) producing results linking network size after three years in business with overall 

profitability. Semrau and Werner (2014) further identify four benefits of networks in both hypotheses, with 

entrepreneurs gaining access to information, emotional support, capital, and customers and suppliers. The 

combination of these network resources has sometimes been referred to as the entrepreneur’s overall social 

capital (Bosma, Van Praag, & De Wit, 2000; Kalnins & Chung, 2006). 

Within a company setting, information obtained through informal channels and casual conversations has 

been shown to have a higher work related relevancy than knowledge shared through official company 

channels such as formal meetings (Kraut, Fish, Root, & Chalfonte, 1990). Extending this notion to the 

personal network perspective, it can be argued that entrepreneurs with wider social networks have the ability 

to derive more actionable information from their networks than those who rely only on official 

communication channels. Informal communication can also take place between any two actors in a network 

and is thus not something that is exclusive to one’s closest ties (Hansen, 1995). 

Entrepreneurs frequently regard their friends and family as their greatest source of emotional support during 

the early stages of establishing a business (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). The role of emotional support may 

diminish in importance over time, but Greve and Salaff (2003) suggest it still has a part to play throughout 

the lifecycle of a business. Furthermore, friends and family are often the first sources of financial capital for 

entrepreneurs (Mullins & Komisar, 2009). In fact, those with a large extended family or large circle of close 

friends may have a competitive advantage in fundraising by being able to cover a large portion of startup 

costs on favourable terms (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998).   

One should however be careful not to overstate the importance of strong network ties. Distant and less 

familiar actors in a network also carry significant value and are not to be ignored. The importance of these so 

called weak ties was originally suggested by (M. S. Granovetter, 1973), who emphasised that limiting 

interaction to one’s strongest ties may be counterproductive to gaining new information. As further clarified 

by Granovetter (1983), those who lack weak ties will limit themselves to the information shared among a 

close-knit group, and as a result be deprived of potentially valuable information residing in distant parts of 

their overall network. As evidence of the value of both weak and strong ties, Uzzi (1997, 1999) found that a 

balanced network was most economically beneficial for entrepreneurs. Finally, network ties are also a source 

of access to customers and suppliers. For instance, Bögenhold (1989) points to a word of mouth effect where 

the first customers of a new venture may come from an entrepreneur’s immediate network and then spread 

the word to other potential customers within their respective networks. 
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Overall, the network approach to entrepreneurship suggests that entrepreneurial success can be impacted by 

factors relating to the network of the entrepreneur. A central argument is that founders are able to access 

resources through their own personal networks at a discount to the normal market rate, or even acquire 

resources not available via a regular market transaction (Dubini & Aldrich, 1991; Witt, 2004). However, a 

number of studies attempting to empirically correlate network variables with entrepreneurial performance 

have given mixed results. In a study conducted in Sweden, Johannisson (1995) was unable to find any 

significant correlation between a number of network measures and success. In another study by Littunen 

(2000), networking activity undertaken by the entrepreneur was found to play no significant role in startup 

success. On the other hand Brüderl and Preisendörfer (1998) identified that emotional support from family in 

particular was conducive to increasing chances of both survival and sales growth of a startup, and Ostgaard 

and Birley (1996) found a strong correlation with employment growth and an entrepreneur’s network size 

and time spent on network maintenance. 

 

2.3 The Costs of Network Building and Maintenance 

Mixed findings within the network approach to entrepreneurship can partly be understood in light of the 

inherent difficulties of defining what is meant by the success of a startup, the use of different network 

measures, and the complexity of accurately gauging the chosen measures. Some have also sought to develop 

alternative theories to explain discrepancies between the hypothesised network benefits and empirical 

findings. Brüderl and Preisendörfer (1998) postulate that some entrepreneurs may have network advantages 

that permit them to set up and run a business at the very early stages, but lack the relevant network resources 

or networking capability for longer term success. A similar view was taken by Bayer, (1991), who suggested 

a network compensation hypothesis where networks are utilised most by those who are at a disadvantage in 

comparison to other entrepreneurs. In this case networking activities compensate for comparably worse 

starting conditions so that benefits are only evident at the time prior to founding and immediately thereafter, 

and therefore do not show up in longer term survival or profitability. This view has further footing in studies 

by Brüderl and Schüssler (1990) and Stuart and Sorenson (2003) that suggest new businesses suffer from a 

liability of newness and compensate by relying on networks. 

Another theory with explanatory power beyond the network compensation hypothesis suggests that literature 

in its quest to establish the intuitive link between networks and success has largely ignored the costs of 

networking (Witt, 2004). This view states that time spent on network building and maintenance represents an 

opportunity cost away from time used for core business activities such as customer service or product 

development (Semrau & Werner, 2014; Zhao & Aram, 1995). Entrepreneurs must thus carefully weigh the 

benefits of network building and maintenance versus the benefits of focusing on business processes in an 
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attempt to find an optimal balance. Watson (2007) has also presented evidence of diminishing returns from 

networking, further underlying the need for such a balance. 

The importance of networking, and thereby the relative cost of such activities, has also been shown to 

depend on the industry the entrepreneur is operating in. For example Kirchhoff (1994) argued that companies 

in fields such as biotechnology, where implicit knowledge plays a greater role, were able to reap larger 

network benefits. Similarly, Havnes and Senneseth (2001) point to innovation theory and suggest that in 

particular weak ties are critical to disseminating innovations, and therefore those entrepreneurs that engage in 

extensively extending their network may have a competitive advantage in innovation dependant industries. 

Fischer and Reuber (2003) also noted that those in charge of high-growth firms had a particularly pressing 

need to develop weak ties and get beyond friends and family to fuel growth. 

Although networking costs may also be financial, for example in terms of networking club membership fees, 

they are mostly confined to indirect opportunity costs (Ebers & Grandori, 1997). Entrepreneurs thus need to 

be strategic in how to allocate their time depending on their specific circumstances and needs. Watson (2007) 

argues that if growth is the main objective, entrepreneurs would be well advised to broaden their network 

size and diversity, but if survival is of primary concern then focusing on developing a narrower set of close 

ties at the expense of overall network size is more likely to produce a positive outcome. As a final note, Low 

and MacMillan (1988) importantly point out that entrepreneurs should constantly evaluate their networks and 

networking needs in order to derive the best value from their activities in this area. The optimal point 

between dividing time to networking activities and internal business affairs is thus not a constant and must be 

periodically re-evaluated. 

 

2.4 Networking Mechanisms and Facilitators 

Accepting that building and maintaining a network constitutes an opportunity cost, and that this cost varies 

across industries and changes over time, leads to questions of how entrepreneurs manage their networking in 

order to make it most effective. On a macro level the need to reduce the aggregate transaction costs of 

required network development can be seen as one of the forces behind governments encouraging the 

establishment innovation clusters grouping together businesses formed around a particular industry (OECD, 

1999). In similar fashion, lower level infrastructure has developed to service the networking needs of 

entrepreneurs. Networking events or clubs, business incubators, and more latterly accelerators are all 

examples of attempts to make the process of networking more efficient. 

These institutions have formed as market driven actors to fill a need, but one should be careful not think of 

them as a homogeneous group. In addition to serving diverse industries, professions and goals, some have 

been founded as private businesses with a profit motive while others are a concentrated publicly funded 
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effort to foster innovation and regeneration in specific target regions. Most importantly, the way they are 

structured differs greatly depending on whom they target and what their exact goals are. This heterogeneity 

may also explain why virtually all literature concentrates on specific networking facilitators instead of 

considering them as a single object of study. For this paper, the focus is on accelerators, which can be seen as 

an evolutionary form of business incubation. In fact, the two share many characteristics, which means 

understanding incubators and the process of incubation from an entrepreneur perspective is helpful to 

understanding accelerators. 

2.4.1 Business Incubators 

As with many other business innovations, incubators first appeared in the United States. Literature generally 

points to the establishment of the Batavia Industrial Center in New York in 1959 as the first known incubator 

(Lewis, 2001). The centre came about when a real estate developer was unable to find a tenant capable of 

leasing the entire property, and decided to partition the facility into sections reserved for businesses and 

various support services (Adkins, 2001). In the following decades incubators slowly spread across the 

country often supported by governmental actors seeking to revitalise regions under economic pressure 

(Hackett & Dilts, 2004). 

A business incubator has been defined as “a facility that provides affordable space, shared office services, 

and business development assistance in an environment conducive to new venture creation, survival, and 

early stage growth” (Allen & McCluskey, 1990). In this definition the role of networking is implied in the 

description of the environment, and addresses survival and early stage growth, both of which have been 

identified as measures of success in the network approach to entrepreneurship. Further emphasising that an 

incubator is more than a shared office space and services, Hackett and Dilts (2004, p. 57) argue that the 

incubator is “also a network of individuals and organizations including the incubator manager and staff, 

incubator advisory board, incubatee companies and employees, local universities and university community 

members, industry contacts, and professional services providers such as lawyers, accountants, consultants, 

marketing specialists, venture capitalists, angel investors, and volunteers.” Brooks, (1986) in turn describes a 

two-stage model of incubation where startups first enter an ‘economic growth incubator’ in order to gain 

access to the network resources available, and then after maturing move on to a ‘real estate incubator’ which 

is less focused on growth and more concentrated on providing office space and clerical services. 
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In an early attempt to build a framework of 

incubation and conceptualise the internal 

processes inside incubators, Campbell, Kendrick, 

and Samuelson, (1985) suggested that they create 

value in four areas: (1) Diagnosing business 

needs, (2) Selecting and monitoring the 

application of business services, (3) Access to 

finance, and (4) Access to the incubator network. 

The framework (Figure 2.1) has been a useful 

reference point for academics as it clearly 

outlines the various internal components of the 

incubator that add value from an entrepreneur and 

business perspective. An alternative framework by Smilor (1987a) puts forth development of credibility, 

shortening the entrepreneurial learning curve, swift problem resolution, and access to an entrepreneurial 

network as key benefits of incubators. In his framework Smilor (1987b) also acknowledges that incubators 

are not homogeneous and includes a taxonomy divided into private, university affiliated, governmental, and 

non-profit incubators. Despite these different affiliations, the internal processes and value added dimensions 

for the entrepreneur are argued to be the same in all cases (Smilor, 1987b). The notion of credibility in this 

framework is particularly interesting and novel, as it proposes that an incubator may possess brand value, 

through which an entrepreneur is able to gain credibility by association. Regarding the success of incubators, 

Lalkaka (1996) argued that the primary success criteria should be linked to company survival. In this regard 

Bearse (1998) noted that most empirical findings suggested very high survival rates, while others such as 

Roper (1999), who conducted a study of Israeli incubators with data from 1991 to 1997, produce a markedly 

lower figure which in his case indicated that only 55% of companies had survived after exiting an incubator. 

Drawing comparisons across studies in this regard is however somewhat problematic due to differences in 

defining survival and the monitoring period post-exit. There may also be selection bias where certain 

incubators have more stringent admission criteria from the outset thus resulting in higher reported survival 

rates (Kuratko & LaFollette, 1987; Sherman & Chappell, 1998). However, even when taking into account 

these factors, it appears evident that incubation outcomes vary across a number of success metrics presented 

in incubator literature, which leads to questions of what role is played by internal processes in the incubator 

(Autio & Klofsten, 1998; Bearse, 1998). 

In order to explain outcome variance and understand the inner workings of the incubator, studies have 

explored a number of factors that are presumed to affect the success of the incubation process. For example 

Lichtenstein (1992) proposes that the internal network in the incubator is of primary importance, and 

presents findings that indicate entrepreneurs derive most value from the opportunities the incubator provides 

Figure 2.1 Framework of Incubation     

Campbell, Kendrick and Samuelson (1985) 
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to interact and develop relationships with fellow entrepreneurs, incubator management, and other associated 

individuals. In this framework developing network ties is the enabling factor that serves to unlock the 

benefits of incubation. It is further suggested that eight characteristics influence and steer the development of 

these network relationships and the way they are utilised:  (1) Type of business, (2) Personal characteristics 

of the entrepreneur, (3) Stage of firm development, (4) Existence of a critical mass of firms in the incubator, 

(5) Layout of the incubator space, (6) Norms and attitudes, (7) Existence of forums for discussion, and (8) 

Actions of the incubator manager (Lichtenstein, 1992). Many of these factors are supported in past literature 

with for example Kuratko and LaFollette (1987) commenting on the impact the type and stage of the 

incubated business has, and studies by Autio and Kloftsen (1998) and Fry (1987) exploring the importance of 

the incubator manager-entrepreneur relationship. The underlying notion in this body of literature is that 

incubation outcomes are intimately tied to the quality of the network they are able to provide and generate, 

and therefore incubator organisers should pay careful attention to factors that have a bearing on network 

building opportunities. 

Research on incubators and their internal processes has been largely centred on the United States, but as 

incubators began appearing elsewhere in the 1980s and 1990s, the geographic variety in literature also 

increased. In an attempt to investigate incubators in the UK, Martin (1997) highlighted many of the 

previously mentioned points. For instance, it is argued that the role of the incubator is to provide a 

“supportive environment for new businesses through the provision of direct and professional services to 

clients which will provide the business support and training infrastructure that is conducive to 

entrepreneurial activity” and goes on to mention networking opportunities and the positive image potential of 

being associated with the incubator (Martin, 1997, p. 9). The final point relating to credibility echoes the 

views of Smilor (1987b) by suggesting that an incubator can indeed have brand value that it can pass on to 

the benefit of the entrepreneurs it hosts. Martin (1997, p. 10) then concludes with a number of 

recommendations to improve the incubation process:  

• Provide flexible space and rental facilities 

• Have a clear policy for the entry criteria required of clients 

• Clearly set the maximum length of stay in the incubator 

• Be managed by the business development arm of the promoter and not the property function. 

• Promote the networking and intangible benefits element of an incubator facility 

What is striking with these recommendations is how they appear to herald the evolution of accelerators. All 

of these are relatable to accelerators, with the time limited nature and promotion of networking benefits in 

such programmes being particularly pertinent items, which we will return to in the next section. With regard 

to the aforementioned time aspect, Martin (1997) emphasises that incubator stays should be no longer than 
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36 months in order to prevent a ‘real estate objective’ where entrepreneurs only seek affordable office space 

instead of business development opportunities. This can be seen as a form of encouraging interaction 

between entrepreneurs within the incubator by seeking to weed out those who are no longer likely to 

contribute for the benefit of a wider supportive atmosphere. 

In summary, incubators seek to provide more than pure office space and administrative services by 

strategically selecting tenants and giving access to business expertise and networking opportunities. Research 

into incubators has uncovered some of the key components that produce benefits for entrepreneurs while 

frameworks by Campbell et al. (1985) and Smilor (1987a, 1987b) have proven robust and helpful in 

conceptualising the incubation process. More detailed work by Lichtenstein (1992) and others has in turn 

given detailed insight into the internal mechanisms that impact relationship development and network 

generation within the incubator setting. Finally, recommendations by Martin (1997) based on his study of 

UK incubators bear an uncanny resemblance to some of the main characteristics of accelerators. Although 

the study predates the first known accelerator programme by eight years, it does provide an indication that 

the evolution from incubators to accelerators was a reasonably natural one. 

2.4.2 Accelerator Programmes 

As with incubators, accelerators are a phenomenon that first appeared in the United States. The first 

accelerator is widely accepted to be Y Combinator, which was founded in 2005 in Massachusetts (Fehder 

and Hochberg, 2014; Hallen et al., 2014; Miller and Bound, 2011). Although recent accelerator literature 

generally agrees on the distinct nature of such programmes and differentiates them in particular from 

incubators by highlighting the cohort based time limited nature of accelerators, it is important to note that 

this literature uses somewhat different terminology to refer to the same phenomenon. Papers in this area use 

terms such as ‘seed accelerator’, ‘tech accelerator’ or ‘startup accelerator’ while offering largely similar 

definitions. A more refined taxonomy of accelerators may develop in the future as research on this front 

progresses, but thus far early attempts to study accelerators have not been overly concerned with the use of 

these terms interchangeably. What has been of importance, however, is to develop a view of accelerators as 

an independent institution separate from incubators, business angels or business courses. Cohen and 

Hochberg (2014) have produced a useful table summary of these differences as reproduced in Figure 2.2. 

The appearance of accelerators has coincided with a rapid proliferation of the so called lean startup method. 

This collection of management techniques emphasises rapid product development cycles and an iterative 

process of development in order to cut failure rates by ensuring the early detection of problems through real 

customer interaction (Ries, 2011). The method builds on observations by Blank (2005) regarding how 

nascent technology ventures can avoid many entrepreneurial pitfalls by seeking real user feedback on their 

unfinished product or service as early as possible in the development lifecycle. The application of this  
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philosophy has been made possible by the falling cost of hardware and software, and forms the basis of how 

accelerators generally view venture creation (Miller & Bound, 2011; Nanda & Rhodes-Kropf, 2013). In this 

context accelerators have evolved from incubators to serve a growing sector of technology startups 

employing lean and agile methodologies. 

In addition to detaching accelerators from incubators, Nesta (2014) has in an effort to advance a 

classification put forth three separate types of accelerators: (1) The venture backed accelerator, (2)The 

government backed accelerator, and (3) The corporate backed accelerator. In this typology, the venture 

backed accelerator refers to programmes that receive most of their funding from professional investors such 

as business angels, venture capital funds or corporate venture capital. Nesta (2015) suggest that venture 

backed accelerators in their quest to make a financial return on investment tend to select later stage startups 

that have been able to demonstrate traction and may have already raised capital. Corporate backed 

accelerators on the other hand tend to have corporate backers who are looking for new innovative companies 

to serve the needs of their own clients. In other words they act as matchmakers connecting startups to 

customers, and the network on offer is geared towards this purpose (Nesta, 2015). Although there is no direct 

financial motive for return on investment like venture backed accelerators, the corporate sponsor in addition 

to providing a service to its client base, may enhance its own innovation capability by developing and being 

close to a startup ecosystem revolving around its own core business (Nesta, 2014). Finally, government 

backed accelerators are typically established with the aim of fostering or supporting an ecosystem around a 

specific cause or industry. They are typically either directly or indirectly backed by the government, and may 

be used as part of regional regeneration efforts to increase economic activity with the aim of creating future 

job opportunities (Nesta 2015, 2014). A comparison of the characteristics for all of the three accelerator 

types is presented in Figure 2.3 on the following page. 

Having established the general parameters of accelerator research by identifying it as a unique phenomenon, 

scholars in this field are slowly turning attention to understanding the process of acceleration itself. To date 

no known attempt has been made to build a normative framework to comprehensively describe this process, 

although some studies have made partial progress by attempting to explain accelerator outcomes. In a paper 

  Accelerators Incubators Angel Investors 
Duration 3 months 1-5 yrs Ongoing 
Cohorts Yes No No 
Business model Investment; non-profit Rent; non-profit Investment 
Selection frequency Competitive, cyclical Non competitive Competitive, ongoing 
Venture stage Early Early, or late Early 
Education offered Seminars Ad hoc, hr/legal None 
Venture location Usually on-site On-site Off-site 
Mentorship Intense, by self and others Minimal, tactical As needed, by investor 

Figure 2.2 Characteristics of Accelerators, Incubators and Angel Investors             Cohen and Hochberg (2014) 
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by Hallen et al. (2014), the authors seek to test various hypotheses of why on one hand accelerators may 

accelerate, but also on the other why they may in fact have the opposite impact and act in a 

counterproductive manner. While controlling for a number of observable factors, findings suggest that 

companies going through accelerators benefit by raising capital and gaining traction as measured by website 

traffic faster than those that do not. Previous entrepreneurial experience or higher educational qualifications 

do not appear to diminish the acceleration effect, suggesting that accelerators in fact offer inherent benefits 

detached from such factors (Hallen et al., 2014). 

The benefits of accelerators may thus lie in the value of their own heterogeneous network of mentors and 

peers (Hallen et al., 2014). This line of argumentation implies that entrepreneurs benefit from accelerators 

when the accelerator network is in some way superior and provides access to a resource or range of resources 

at a lower cost, than what is available through their own network. This assumption that entrepreneurs would 

not seek access to the accelerator network if they were able to derive the same resource through their existing 

network at an equivalent cost is one of great importance and at the core of this paper.    

 

 

  Venture Backed Government Backed Corporate Backed 

Accelerator Strategy 

Key stakeholders are 
investors; goal is to look for 
investment opportunities 

Key stakeholders are 
government agencies; goal is 
to stimulate startup activity 
and create an ecosystem 

Key stakeholders are 
corporates; goal is to provide 
a service for the customer 
base 

Programme Package 

Fixed programme length; 
Mentors comprised of serial 
entrepreneurs and business 
angels 

Fixed programme length; 
Mentors comprise serial 
entrepreneurs and business 
developers; most developed 
curriculum 

Fixed programme length; 
Internal experts from 
corporates are used as 
coaches and mentors 

Screening Process and 
Criteria 

Open application; Cohort– 
based system; favour venture 
teams in later stages with 
some proven track record 

Open application; cohort–
based system; favour venture 
teams in very early stages 

Open application; cohort–
based system; favour venture 
teams in later stages with 
some proven track record 

Funding Structure 

Funding from private 
investors (business angels, 
venture capital funds and/or 
corporate venture capital); 
standard seed investment and 
equity engagement 

Funding from local, national 
and international schemes; 
experimenting with funding 
structure and revenue model 
(search for sustainability) 

Funding from corporates; 
seldom seed investment or 
equity engagement 

Figure 2.3  General Classification of Accelerators              Adapted from Nesta (2015) 
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Finally, as is the case with incubators, not all accelerators appear to provide the same level of benefit, and 

even when controlling for the stage of business upon entry, some accelerators seem to accelerate faster than 

others (Hallen et al., 2014). Work on explaining variations in efficacy with internal factors is however still 

virtually non-existent, which currently presents a challenge for researchers. A further issue with the limited 

amount of academic literature available at present is the focus on raising finance as the main success criteria, 

which diverts attention away from understanding the fundamental inner workings of an accelerator. The 

implicit assumption that access to capital is de facto a high priority goal of the network building may not in 

fact be the main source of value from an entrepreneur perspective. 

 

2.6 Towards a Process View of Network Theory 

It is clear that a part of how incubators and accelerators seek to benefit entrepreneurs is by on some level 

altering their network in a favourable manner in order to gain access to a valuable network-based resource. 

The notion of network dynamism is not a novel one, and as noted previously, Low and MacMillan (1988) 

argued early in the development of the network approach to entrepreneurship that entrepreneurs should 

regularly evaluate and map their network to ensure its effective utilisation. As a practical example, Watson 

(2007) suggested advice from external professionals such as accountants and lawyers may be critical to firm 

survival early on, but become less important over time as the entrepreneur gained more experience. Thus, 

entrepreneurs should strategically seek to adjust their networks accordingly as time goes by. 

In an attempt to build a model of network evolution over time, Larson and Starr (1993) propose a three stage 

model of network development. In the first stage, the entrepreneur identifies the network contacts best 

positioned to provide the initial critical resources to help establish the business. Applying Granovetter’s 

(1973) classification of strong and weak ties, Larson and Starr’s (1993) network typically suggests strong 

ties such as close friends and family are used at this stage. Through these initial efforts, further contacts are 

identified and time then spent on building a connection to these actors. In the next stage relationships 

become layered with different types of resources being exchanged. For instance new relationships that in the 

beginning were instrumental may gain a social or affective component, while those ties that provided 

emotional support exclusively may now be leveraged for economic benefit as well. Central to this stage is a 

shift from quid pro quo behaviour to something more akin to friendship, where trust as a mediating factor of 

exchange becomes essential. In the third and final stage, relationships become increasingly complex and the 

amount and quality of information exchange grows further and becomes routinized. This network 

progression model has gained empirical support in findings by Johannison (1996), which strongly suggested 

an evolution of network ties followed a similar pattern. However, Hoang and Antoncic (2003) point out that 

the model understates the role of the initial network structure by suggesting entrepreneurs purposefully build 
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their networks after already starting a new venture, while Hoang and Young (2000) report that entrepreneurs 

often derive new venture ideas through their pre-existing network. 

An alternative model has been put forth by Hite and Hesterly (2001), who argue that an entrepreneur’s 

network initially develops in a path dependant manner relying on chance, but as the business matures 

networking becomes more targeted and deliberate. The network will also change from being tight and 

cohesive to one that is looser in structure and includes structural holes. Hite and Hesterly (2001) argue that 

this change responds to the lifecycle of a business and that cohesive networks are more beneficial at the early 

stage. The network model also responds to the external environment and any possible challenges in terms of 

resource availability and uncertainty.  

The contributions by Larson and Starr (1993) and Hite and Hesterly (2001) have nudged research into a 

process oriented direction, but although these aforementioned models are dynamic in nature, they remain 

focused on changes in network structure rather than the mechanisms behind them. Furthermore, the vast 

majority of literature contributing to the network approach to entrepreneurship continues to consider 

networks as an independent variable. This presents a clear challenge to the research of accelerators as such 

an approach arguably fails to accurately capture the dynamic nature of network development that 

accelerators facilitate. Many unanswered questions remain on precisely how dimensions like network 

structure, content and governance affect network development over time. In response to these shortcomings, 

Hoang and Antonic (2003) have called for more qualitative studies to be conducted in order to help build 

richer and more dynamic theories within the network approach to entrepreneurship. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

The literature review undertaken in this chapter has highlighted the intricate way in which networking and 

entrepreneurship are connected. Past studies have sought to explain entrepreneurial outcomes by examining 

networks, and posit that they may be a source of competitive advantage by enabling access to superior 

resources. Despite strong anecdotal support for the correlation between networks and business performance, 

empirical studies have so far provided mixed results. Some suggest this is due to a compensation effect 

where networks compensate for comparably worse starting conditions, while others argue the findings reflect 

inherent weaknesses in adequately measuring networks in a quantitative manner. Others also point to another 

important aspect, which is the cost of networking. Undertaking network building activities and investing 

time into maintaining network relationships is arguably an opportunity cost that should not be ignored. 

In the latter half of the previous century incubators emerged as an increasingly popular way to enhance 

network building, and to make the process of networking more efficient by strategically grouping businesses 

under the same roof. Incubators combine education, business networks, and shared office services to 
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ultimately achieve goals such as stimulating regional economic growth and job creation, or improving 

business survival rates. Although the incubator model has proven itself successful and is still popular, it has 

been deemed suboptimal for new service oriented technology ventures. The advent of the digital economy 

has dramatically lowered the startup capital requirements in this sector resulting in a growing number of 

entrepreneurs setting up technology ventures, but the importance of a strong network and access to pertinent 

expertise remain highly relevant. Borrowing many of the core principles of incubators, accelerator 

programmes have appeared on the innovation landscape to cater specifically for technology entrepreneurs, 

and to efficiently address their need to improve access to network-based resources. The implicit assumption 

that follows is that entrepreneurs will only utilise accelerator programmes if the resources in the accelerator 

network are not available through that of their own at an equivalent or lower cost.  

However, as has been identified in this literature review, research on accelerators is still at a very early stage, 

and their precise role and way of functioning remains poorly documented. Thus, more work is required to 

advance research on the precise mechanisms at play inside accelerator programmes, and how they impact 

network generation and maintenance from an entrepreneur perspective. In order to effectively study such 

networking processes, the network approach to entrepreneurship has in recent times begun to shift towards 

integrating qualitative methods while attempting to understand network generation and maintenance as an 

object of study rather than explanatory factor to hypothesised business outcomes. To accommodate this shift, 

a change in theoretical focus has also been necessary. This change will now be further explored in the 

following chapter that outlines the theoretical underpinning of the present study. 
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Chapter 3 – Theory & Operationalisation 

3.1 Introduction 

Leading on from the literature review, this chapter puts forth a theory and operational elements in order to 

address the main research question of how accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network based resources. 

The underlying theoretical framework employed in this study leans heavily on fresh approaches within the 

fields of network theory and entrepreneurship that advocate for a holistic view incorporating both network 

structure and human action within the network as elements of interest. Reconciling these two strands of 

literature has not been a trivial task, but has arguably become necessary in order to provide a richer 

explanation of entrepreneurial networking behaviour. The approach is further justified by reiterating calls 

from past literature to increasingly employ such theories in combination with qualitative methodologies. 

After addressing pertinent theoretical issues relating to this study, the main research question is restated and 

related sub-questions detailed. In order to operationalise the questions, we identify three main components 

that will be qualitatively gauged with relation to accelerators: (1) Network Structure, (2) Network Content, 

and (3) Network Governance Mechanisms. Network structure is further broken down into the three 

dimensions of size, diversity and density.  

It is crucial to highlight that the study involves two networks that are not to be mixed with one another: the 

network of the accelerator, and the network of the entrepreneur. The network of the entrepreneur is a 

dependent variable, which is presumed to be impacted by the accelerator network structure, content, and 

governance mechanisms. In other words, these three variables are examined to understand the interaction 

between the accelerator and the entrepreneur, which in turn is assumed to have an impact on the network of 

the entrepreneur. Again, it is important to underscore that the focus in this study is on the ‘how’ of the 

interaction that is impacting the network of the entrepreneur, and not on measuring the impact itself. This 

does not mean that the impact is completely ignored, but rather that it is not at the heart of this study. The 

operationalisation is depicted in Figure 3.1. 

 

 

 

 

Network of 
Entrepreneur 

Entrepreneur 

Accelerator 
1) Network Structure  
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2) Network Content 
3) Network Governance 

Mechanisms 

Figure 3.1 Operationalisation of the Study 
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Finally, it is important to bear in mind and reiterate that the purpose of this paper is not to hypothesis test, but 

to advance an understanding of the mechanisms occurring inside accelerators that impact an entrepreneur’s 

network. As such, the study is exploratory in nature which is also reflected in the operationalisation of it. 

Guided by the main research question and specific sub questions, the study attempts to generate findings that 

are not only insightful in a practical manner, but also useful in pointing out areas of particular interest and 

thus make a contribution towards future accelerator research. 

 

3.2 The Social and Business Network Perspectives 

In order to get beyond a black box view of accelerators, it is necessary to understand networks both from a 

structural point of view, as well as in terms of the interactions that occur between the actors in the network. 

As suggested in the latter part of the previous chapter, network development models such as those by Larson 

and Starr (1993) and Hite and Hesterly (2001) are not sufficient to adequately capture the complexity of 

human interaction, which necessitates the development of new theoretical approaches. To advance the 

network theory of entrepreneurship in this fashion, Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2014) advocate a mixture of 

what are termed the social network and business network perspectives. 

3.2.1 The Social Network Perspective 

The social network perspective has been strongly represented in previous literature, and focuses on structural 

factors typically with a positivistic research approach that considers networks as independent variables 

(Kilduff and Tsai, 2003). Granovetter’s (1973) notion of weak versus strong ties, Burt’s (1992) exploration 

of structural holes between networks, and Aldrich and Zimmer’s (1986) description of an entrepreneur’s 

network are all examples of studies that can be placed in this category. The focus in this field is usually on 

the individual and their position within a socially embedded context. External influences such as cultural 

change and technological development are also of interest, and Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) note that the 

environment in a network context refers to an overall resource pool that ultimately shapes the level and 

nature of co-operation of those embedded within. This is not to say that individuals are always viewed as 

mere cogs driven by their environment without any endogenous input, and for example Koka, Madhavan and 

Prescott (2006)  clearly point to individuals taking deliberate action to shape their network in a desired way. 

These actions, however, remain influenced by exogenous variables.  

Overall the social network perspective measures variable change over time by focusing on observable 

network characteristics such as size, density and diversity. This change is then assumed to impact 

performance or success. By doing so, Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010) argue that scholars in this area are 

viewing process as a logic to explain causation. The approach also includes an element of dynamism by 

accounting for the appearance and dissolution of network nodes over time. However, Kim, Oh, and 
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Swaminathan (2006) note that explanations for the underlying changes, as well as the actions that 

accompany them are still lacking. Calls for research into these questions have been taking the social network 

perspective somewhat closer to the business network perspective in recent times. 

3.2.2 The Business Network Perspective 

The business network perspective places importance on questions of how and why relationships change over 

time, and does so by examining them as evolutionary in nature rather than being based on a set life cycle 

theory (Slotte-Kock and Coviello, 2010). Reasons for change are rooted in actors learning about how to 

utilise new combinations of resources while continually looking to improve their position towards other 

important network actors (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). Networks are seen as complex adaptive systems 

where change happens endogenously within a relationship while simultaneously being either proactive or 

reactive to the exogenous environment (Ritter, Wilkinson, & Johnston, 2004). In contrast to the social 

network perspective, the focus of analysis is not the network of an individual, but a higher macro level view 

where an entrepreneur is part of a vast universe of actors and connections; the entrepreneur is not managing a 

network, but is rather managing in a network (Freytag & Ritter, 2005). This universe is also continually in 

motion with ties being formed, broken and altered causing ripple effects across the system (Håkansson and 

Snehota, 1995). On a practical level this change happens through interactions between participants rather 

than actions taken by a single participant (Ford & Håkansson, 2006). Håkansson & Snehota (2006) further 

state that this interaction is reciprocal and incorporates mutual expectations regarding the quality and content 

of future dealings. Each interaction alters these expectations and helps make them realistic by transmitting 

information regarding the other to both parties (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). 

While the social network perspective typically emphasises the benefits of networks, the business network 

perspective in comparison recognises that ties in addition to being cooperative can also be competitive and 

not always beneficial from an entrepreneur’s point of view. Furthermore, ties can be classed as inactive with 

the potential of being reactivated in the future (Mattsson & Johanson, 1992). This notion of inactive ties 

carrying value is connected to the business network perspective not limiting itself to a snapshot in time, but 

also taking into account the past and the future (Slotte-Kock and Coviello, 2010). Inactive or dormant ties are 

thus relevant due to their inherent potential value. 

In summary, the business network perspective is interpretivist in nature, and is less concerned with outcomes 

and more interested in questions of how and why relationships change through mutual interaction. This is in 

contrast to the social network perspective that emphasises the study of network structures to explain 

hypothesised outcomes typically related to company performance and success. These two perspectives have 

remained largely independent due to their fundamentally different approaches, but some attempts have 
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recently surfaced trying to bridge this gap in the interest of advancing entrepreneurship research and the 

network approach to entrepreneurship. 

3.2.3 Connecting the Social and Business Network Perspectives 

A cursory overview of the social and business network perspectives presents the two as being practically 

diametrically opposed to each other due to their natural inclination to lean different ways on an 

epistemological dimension. This makes any suggestion of bringing these perspectives together in the study of 

network processes bold and to some extent even controversial. However, instead of presenting a new 

completely unifying theory, Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010) suggest using elements of both in a 

complementary fashion to enrich the overall analysis of network processes in entrepreneurship research. The 

model constructed by Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010) narrows itself down to three central questions: (1) 

What develops? (2) How and why does the network develop? and (3) What occurs over time? Through these 

questions, the model captures both perspectives by encouraging the use of aggregate network patterns and 

interactions to study network development over a period of time in a holistic manner. Slotte-Kock and 

Coviello (2010) extend these questions into a conceptual framework of network development, but 

considering this in its entirety is beyond what is necessary to lay the theoretical basis for this paper. In fact, 

Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010, p. 53) state that “testing it within a single research study would present a 

considerable undertaking. Indeed, it is not our intent to position this model as one which is testable in its 

entirety. Rather, we position it as a means to an end. That is, we feel there is clear opportunity for developing 

a range of more precise models that fall within the umbrella of our general conceptualization.” 

The theoretical foundation for this paper thus lies in understanding accelerator processes through a 

combination of evaluating accelerator network structure and tie interaction within. The entrepreneur becomes 

embedded in the accelerator network, where interactions take place impacting the network of the 

entrepreneur. By appreciating the structure of the accelerator network as well as the content and governance 

mechanisms of the interaction, we are taking a process oriented view that connects the social and business 

network perspectives. Through this approach that appreciates the strength of both, this paper attempts to 

capture a rich view of how accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network based resources. By doing so, we 

hope to open up accelerators to understand them as more than a black box that produces network outcomes, 

and also inspire further work in this area.  
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3.3 Research Questions and Operationalisation 

In order to translate the overall theory into practical terms, we begin by stating the research questions of the 

study before operationalising them into specific observable items.  

Main research question: How do accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network-based 

resources? 

1) Do alternate accelerator operating models impact network generation and utilisation 

differently? 

2) What network-based resources do accelerators connect entrepreneurs to? 

3) What is the network and networking value that entrepreneurs derive from accelerators? 

The formulation of the questions has been guided by the nascent stage of academic research into 

accelerators, and the need to better understand the acceleration process in particular. A key aim with the 

main research question has also been to move beyond cursory descriptive studies that have sought to classify 

accelerators by identifying differentiating characteristics. One should not interpret this to mean that such 

studies are of little value, as in fact they are a prerequisite for this paper and indeed a critical component of 

the first sub-question. What is argued instead is that the basic foundations of accelerator research are now 

robust enough to advance the topic of inquiry. 

Building on this descriptive work, the paper firstly investigates the impact of accelerator configurations on 

the way entrepreneurs interact with the accelerator network. This question is concerned both with issues of 

network structure, as well as the processes and interactions that drive change. The second question is 

relevant in understanding the content that flows between the entrepreneurs and connected network actors. 

The literature review has identified access to capital, emotional support, ideas and actionable business 

intelligence as examples of network resources that may be utilised to gain competitive edge. Finally, the 

study seeks to gauge the main value points for the entrepreneurs. Although accelerators provide network 

connections in a very tangible manner by facilitating meetings and conversations with relevant people, they 

also include an educational component that may from a network perspective be of value if it for instance 

leads to an entrepreneur learning how to more effectively generate and maintain their network. 

To operationalise the research questions, the study leans on the areas identified by Hoang and Antoncic 

(2003) as the most important in the network approach to entrepreneurship: (1) The network structure, (2) The 

content that flows between actors in the network, and (3) The governance mechanisms that regulate the 

relationships between these actors. These three items have been utilised in past research, but often 

independently and with a focus on networks as the independent variable. In contrast, the present study will 

consider all three while considering the network of the entrepreneur as the dependent variable. In doing so, 
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this paper takes the view advocated by Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010) and Hoang and Antoncic (2003) that 

future studies should break out of the outcome focused paradigm by also integrating networking processes 

into the level of analysis. 

 

3.4 Network Structure 

In order to advance the network approach to entrepreneurship, it has been necessary to devise measures to 

dimensionally characterise the nature of a network. The three measures found in literature pertinent to the 

present study relate to network size, density, and diversity. The first two of these can be thought of as 

structural and quantitative in nature, while the final measure of diversity has a notable qualitative aspect 

attached to itself.  

Although the level of analysis between an independent entrepreneur and an organisational perspective such 

as analysing the network of an accelerator programme is of course different, the measures employed remain 

conceptually identical. In both cases the overall structure can be defined as the pattern of direct and indirect 

ties that exist between actors, with the ‘actors’ representing the precise level of analysis employed. This 

collection of ties that makes up the network can then in turn be measured in the three aforementioned ways. 

A detailed mapping of the network for each accelerator and entrepreneur has been beyond the scope of this 

paper, and instead qualitative input has formed the basis for gauging all three structural measures. While 

recognising the inherent difficulties of employing qualitative methods to describe network structure, this 

paper aims to use such data to enrichen the overall analysis instead of providing detailed insights into 

accelerators from a purely structural perspective. As such, we feel it is justified in the interest of uncovering 

potential areas of future interest. 

3.3.1 Network Size 

The first and arguably most intuitive structural measure is the size of a network. In essence size is the 

number of other nodes an actor is linked to with a network tie. In the absence of mapping the network, the 

paper instead seeks to understand for instance the number of mentors and peers that an entrepreneur is 

exposed to during the programme, and as reported by the entrepreneurs, how many of them remain part of 

their network post-programme. Although network size is a relatively simple measure, the point at which a 

new network tie is established is less clear cut and subjective. For example Hertz (1996) argues that a degree 

of frequency and stability of interaction must be established before one can talk of a new network tie.  It is 

important to also understand that size does not reveal information about the quality of the tie, which means 

other measures are required to better understand the network. 
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3.3.2 Network Density 

Network density measures the degree of interconnectedness between one’s network ties. A high density is 

usually not desirable from an entrepreneur’s perspective, as it means access to new information may be 

impaired while existing resources simply recirculate between members of the close-knit group. According to 

Baum, Calabrese and Silverman (2000), density can to some degree be gauged by assessing the 

heterogeneity of network nodes. For instance the professional backgrounds, nationalities and places of 

regular residence of network actors can reveal something about network density. Therefore if the network 

offered by an accelerator is to a high degree made up of people who work in the same location or company, 

the density is likely to be higher due to operating in close proximity. 

3.3.3 Network Diversity 

Diversity refers to the total range of resources that are accessible through the network of the entrepreneur. 

The notion of diversity is evident in Granovetter’s (1973) classification of strong and weak ties as described 

in the previous chapter. In more practical terms Hansen and Witkowski (1995) have demonstrated in a 

practical sense how network diversity can be beneficial by showing that American entrepreneurs who had 

networks outside of the country at the time of founding were more likely to expand and do business abroad. 

By introducing entrepreneurs to a range of different mentors, business angels and peers, accelerators can be 

seen as trying to enhance network diversity. 

 

3.4 Network Content 

While network structure describes the ability to access or control resources, network content examines the 

nature of the resource that flows between nodes. As described in the previous chapter, these resources can be 

tangible as well as intangible, although most research tends to focus on the latter. In an accelerator setting 

entrepreneurs are presented with networks that potentially connect them to for instance financial capital, 

legal and administrative expertise, new ideas, and key talent. When derived through a network, all of the 

aforementioned items can be seen as network content flowing from one actor to the other. In some cases only 

one type of resource is transferred, such as knowledge from an expert to solve a specific problem, but 

relationships can also be more complex where different resources flow in both directions. For example an 

angel investor may simultaneously offer capital, professional expertise, and emotional support to an 

entrepreneur. This layering of multiple resources in one network tie is referred to as multiplexity (Verbrugge, 

1979). 

Another important benefit that entrepreneurs may derive is the reputational signalling content by being 

associated with well-known and reputable network actors (Higgins & Gulati, 2000). Accelerators may for 

instance be able to connect entrepreneurs to people or firms that are well thought of with high brand equity, 
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which in turn may signal authenticity to the rest of an entrepreneur’s network. This in turn may give access 

to other resources or opportunities that may not otherwise have been reachable. 

Accelerators are also cohort based with multiple teams going through the process at the same time. It is clear 

that teams interact with each other, but very little has been written about this topic so the importance of this 

interaction is rather unknown. Since the entrepreneurs are likely to be at a similar stage of the business 

lifecycle and thus facing similar challenges, it could be assumed that it may be a good source of important 

peer-support. On the other hand, being at the same stage and thus to some degree chasing the same resources 

as others, there may be an element of competition present that may inhibit mutual support. 

 

3.5 Governance Mechanisms 

Having established the relevance of describing networks from a structural point of view, as well as 

examining the content that flows through network ties, we now turn our attention to the mechanisms that 

shape the nature of these network relationships. Although some relationships may on some level be governed 

by legal contracts, the more pertinent mechanisms in social interactions are built on implicit social contracts 

(Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993). For example trust, the threat of loss of reputation, and balance of power and 

social influence are mechanisms that support open-ended social contracts (Brass, 1984; Krackhardt, 1990). 

The role of trust has been highlighted as playing a particularly important role in facilitating the exchange of 

information (Powell, 1990). In economic parlance it lowers transaction costs and makes actions taken by 

both parties mutually predictable (Jones, Hesterly, & Borgatti, 1997). It is thus essential to pay attention to 

the governance mechanisms to describe the networking interactions taking place within an accelerator setting 

between participating entrepreneurs, organisers, mentors, and other relevant actors. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, by seeking to answer the question of how accelerators connect entrepreneurs to network based 

resources, this study aims to get beyond a black box view of accelerators. The overarching theoretical 

approach adopted combines the analysis of network structure with the study of interactions that take place 

within a network. These two approaches have been termed the social network perspective and the business 

network perspective, and they have remained largely separated by an epistemological divide. However, 

recent work contributing to the network approach to entrepreneurship, that itself is not a strict academic 

discipline, has argued for a view that takes into account both perspectives when studying networks and 

entrepreneurship. The network in this study is also kept as the independent variable, with primary focus on 
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the internal processes inside accelerators rather specific outcomes that are typical of outcome focused 

hypothesis driven studies. 

On the basis of the chosen theoretical approach, the main research question and three sub-questions are 

operationalised by assessing the dimensions of network structure (size, diversity, density), network content, 

and network governance mechanisms of the accelerator. By adopting a qualitative methodology looking into 

these three items, this study seeks to build a holistic understanding of the process of acceleration. Anecdotal 

evidence gathered throughout the study is additionally hoped to provide promising avenues of further 

inquiry.  
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Chapter 4 – Accelerators in the UK 

4.1 Introduction 

Accelerators first arrived in the UK in 2007 when Seedcamp was founded in London with the intention of 

bringing the accelerator model to the whole of Europe. The programme was pieced together by Saul Klein 

and Reshma Sohoni, who wanted to make Europe as attractive as the United States for technology startup 

investment (Miller and Bound, 2011). Since then accelerators have grown in popularity and now number an 

estimated 15 programme providers around the country. The management of these programmes has also 

become increasingly professional with foreign accelerator franchises, the government, and large 

multinational corporations all becoming involved in funding and managing accelerators. This has also meant 

that the overall accelerator landscape has become highly diversified featuring a rich selection of investor, 

government, and corporate backed programmes. A summary accelerator programmes identified over the 

course research for this paper, in order of founding, is shown in Figure 4.1. Note that this list is by no means 

exhaustive.  

Accelerator Location (in UK) Founded Area Type 

Seedcamp London 2007 General Venture Backed 
Ignite Newcastle/Manchester/London 2011 General Venture Backed 
Bethnal Green Ventures London 2011 Social Good Government Backed 
Oxygen Accelerator Birmingham 2011 General Venture Backed 
Collider London 2012 Media & Advertising Venture Backed 
DotForge Sheffield/Manchester 2012 Social Good Government Backed 
Startupbootcamp London London 2012 Finance Venture Backed 
Wayra UK London 2012 General Corporate Backed 
HealthBox London London 2012 Healthcare Venture Backed 
Barclays Accelerator London 2013 Finance Corporate Backed 
Techstars London London 2013 General Venture Backed 
Accelerate ME Manchester 2014 General Government Backed 
Emerge Education London 2014 Education Venture Backed 
Jlab London 2014 Retail Corporate Backed 
Virgin Media Accelerator London 2016 General Corporate Backed 

 

The aim in the present chapter is to briefly chart this development of UK based accelerators from the 

inception of Seedcamp up to where the environment is today. Reference will be made to the various 

accelerators presented in Figure 4.1, which is designed to give the reader a quick overview of the programme 

Figure 4.1 Summary of Identified UK Accelerators 
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providers available throughout the UK. The list has been compiled from data gathered during this study from 

the CrunchBase1, AngelList2, and Seed DB3 online databases along with news articles and other sources. 

After presenting the brief history of accelerators in the UK, the chapter will describe the characteristics of 

investor, government, and corporate backed accelerators in the country. Careful attention will be paid to the 

primary actors in funding and operating each type of accelerator in Britain, and to understanding some of the 

contextual nuances not captured previously in the literature review. 

 

4.2 A Brief History of Accelerators in the UK 

As noted in the chapter introduction, the accelerator phenomenon arrived to the UK with Seedcamp opening 

its doors in London in September 2007. A shortlist of twenty teams participated in a week long intensive 

selection camp, out of which six were selected for final investment and invited to stay in London for the 

following three month period. Seedcamp has since grown into one of the most reputable programmes in 

Europe and has opened offices in the US to compete with American programmes such as Y Combinator and 

Techstars (Moules, 2014). Although Seedcamp technically fulfils the definition of an accelerator as given in 

this study, it also occupies a space that can be characterised as being between a fixed term cohort based 

programme and an incubator. While participation is strongly encouraged, presence in London for the three 

month programme period after investment is not mandatory. Furthermore, the programme itself does not 

have a set curriculum, and instead works with selected teams individually to connect them to the most 

relevant mentors and resources based on their specific circumstances. After the programme period is over, 

entrepreneurs continue to benefit from the so called Seedcamp Platform by having access to mentors during 

specific office hours, monthly workshops, and other resources exclusively available to Seedcamp portfolio 

businesses. 

Two years later in 2009, a programme more closely aligned with the original accelerator model was launched 

in the North East of England in Newcastle. Inspired by the American programmes Y Combinator and 

Techstars, local entrepreneur and investment manager Jon Bradford set out to emulate the accelerator 

formula to build and foster innovation in the North East (Bradford, 2015a). The resulting accelerator – The 

Difference Engine – ran a 13 week intensive programme culminating in a demo day for investors, after 

which participating entrepreneurs went their own separate ways. The accelerator was publicly funded 

through a regional development fund, but after the global financial crisis of 2008 began to take a toll on 

public finances and a change in government resulted in large cuts in public spending, budgetary constraints 

forced it to close in 2011 (Bradford, 2015b). Although The Difference Engine was able to only push through 

                                                      
1 https://www.crunchbase.com 
2 https://angel.co/ 
3 http://www.seed-db.com/ 
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two cohorts of nine teams each before being closed down, it was able to impress the private sector and after 

negotiations with angel investors and venture capital firms was awarded £1 million in private funding (The 

Journal, 2011). The accelerator was then relaunched as Ignite 100 and remains in operation today, running 

separate programmes in Newcastle, Manchester, and London. 

The UK accelerator system enjoyed considerable growth during 2011 and 2012, with 8 of the 15 active 

programme providers identified in this study being founded during these two years. The nature of 

accelerators also became increasingly diversified. Influential Spanish telecommunications company 

Telefónica was the first corporation to set up a programme in the country by bringing their Wayra accelerator 

brand to the UK. The following year in 2013, American Techstars set up a programme in London, and has 

further partnered with Barlcays and Virgin Media to operate separate corporate backed programmes on their 

behalf in the nation’s capital. Although less active in the accelerator space, the government has also provided 

accelerator financing through for instance the Social Incubator Fund set up by the Cabinet Office in 2012 

(Cabinet Office, 2012). One of the first accelerators to receive backing from the Social Innovation Fund was 

Bethnal Green Ventures (BGV), an accelerator with a technology for social good focus. 

In addition to diversity in providers in terms of investor, government, and corporate backed accelerators, 

programmes in the UK have also begun to specialise into different industry sectors. For example Emerge 

Education, a London based private investor backed programme focuses on new technology based solutions 

for the education sector, while Jlab, backed by the department store chain John Lewis, concentrates on 

innovations in retailing. American based Healthbox, which is an accelerator for early stage healthcare 

oriented businesses, has also based its European programme in London bringing with it a further 

international dimension. 

Diversity further extends to the entrepreneurs that British accelerators attract. Programmes in the UK have 

since inception been open to international teams, and the government has also played a role in helping 

accelerator programmes attract foreign talent from across the world to Britain. In cooperation with 

Seedcamp, the government agreed to early on relax entrepreneur visa conditions for accepted teams to enable 

entrepreneurs from outside the European Union to participate in the programme. Since then, these special 

conditions for accelerators have been codified under official guidance, which lists seven government 

endorsed programmes that qualify participants for an entrepreneur visa (UK Trade & Investment, 2016). 

Despite programmes such as Ignite in Newcastle and DotForge in Sheffield, growth in the number of 

accelerators has been largely confined to London. In the context of the UK, accelerators are also a markedly 

English affair with no known accelerator programmes identified in Wales, Scotland, or Northern Ireland. 

This appears to indicate that accelerators in the UK are in the main not being utilised as a tool to foster new 
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technology or innovation clusters, but are instead responding to a demand from existing hotbeds of 

technology startup activity.  

When examining areas outside of London, Manchester in particular has in recent time shown signs of growth 

in the number accelerator programmes. DotForge accelerator, which originally started in Sheffield, launched 

a new Manchester programme in 2015, while Ignite expanded to the city a year later in 2016. Additionally, 

the university affiliated Manchester Entrepreneurs group which aims to promote entrepreneurship in the city 

started a programme in late 2014 specifically targeting university students and recent graduates. As with 

London however, the arrival of accelerators appears to again be a response to general economic growth and 

demand from an increasingly active technology startup ecosystem, rather than being the catalyst of change 

itself. 

 

4.3 Accelerator Types in the UK Context 

As detailed previously, accelerators in this paper have been classified into venture, government, and 

corporate backed accelerators. This section describes the general characteristics of each type in a UK context 

and outlines the key actors within the three categories. It is important to note, that although the Nesta (2014) 

accelerator classification has proven itself robust and useful for the purposes of this paper, it does not always 

capture the nuances and complexities of the accelerator environment. For instance the previous section 

identified corporate backed Barclays and Virgin Media accelerators being operated by Techstars, which itself 

is a venture backed organisation. In a similar vein government backed accelerators such as Bethnal Green 

Ventures and DotForge derive their funding through a mix of channels that to varying degrees can be traced 

to public finance. In other words, under deeper examination the reality of the accelerator system in the UK 

becomes less simplistic, which underlines the importance to explore venture, government, and corporate 

backed accelerators further. 

4.3.1 Venture Backed Accelerators 

A majority of the accelerators operating in the UK identified in this study can be described as venture 

backed. This means they derive most of their funding through a mix of commitments from venture capital 

firms and angel investors. From an investor perspective, accelerators are a notable way of improving deal 

flow and scouting for entrepreneurial talent. For example the angel investors who back Ignite also act as 

mentors on the programme, which gives them preferential access to potential future investment opportunities 

by being able to interact with promising entrepreneurs and business ideas on a regular basis. 

Accelerators typically focus on angel investors rather than venture capital firms as the next step in funding. 

Although venture capitalists are naturally eager to meet and get to know promising entrepreneurs at the 
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accelerator stage, the actual funds required for investment are at this stage often too low for venture capital 

firms, who in the UK generally seek to initially invest between a minimum of £100,000 and £300,000 for 

early stage companies (Shead, 2016). Venture capital involvement is however more pronounced in the case 

of larger international accelerator organisers with programmes in London, such as Seedcamp or Techstars. 

Due to their reputation and scale, the programmes have been able to attract an increasing amount of high 

calibre teams from across the world, which has also drawn the attention of large venture capital firms. For 

instance Seedcamp has developed a close partnership with Index Ventures, Europe’s largest venture capital 

fund with over €1bn under management (Somerville, 2016). Access to higher levels of funding has in turn 

meant that these programmes have shifted towards targeting teams that are further along in the development 

of their business and are able to show higher levels of traction, proof of concept or concrete revenue 

generation capability. In fact, Nesta (2015) point to a particular example where a team had already raised 

$1m in finance prior to taking part in the Techstars programme. 

Overall, venture backed accelerators in the UK can be somewhat differentiated by their investor base 

depending on how heavily this is comprised of angel investors or venture capital firms. In programmes such 

as Ignite, Oxygen and Collider, funding is primarily collected from angel investors, who in return receive 

equity and preferential access to promising entrepreneurs and their businesses. On the other end of the 

spectrum, Seedcamp and Techstars through deals with venture capital funds are able to provide a higher level 

of funding, and consequently tend to admit entrepreneurs who are able to provide better validation for their 

product or service. This nuanced issue of balance between angel investor and venture capital reliance aside, 

the principal operating model of venture backed UK accelerators is reasonably straightforward. The 

connection between backers and entrepreneurs in British venture backed accelerators is illustrated in Figure 

4.2 below.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Accelerator 

Venture Capital Firms 

Angel Investors 

Entrepreneurs 

• Seedcamp 
• Ignite 
• Oxygen 
• Collider 

• Startupbootcamp 
• HealthBox 
• Techstars 
• Emerge Education 

Figure 4.2 Principal Actors in UK Based Venture Backed Accelerators 
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4.3.2 Government Backed Accelerators 

In contrast to venture backed programmes, government backed accelerators are primarily funded by public 

taxpayer money. The most direct involvement from the part of the UK government is the Social Incubator 

Fund, which is managed by the Big Lottery Fund on behalf of the Cabinet Office, and has in the past 

awarded grants to the BGV and DotForge accelerator programmes. The Big Lottery Fund receives money 

from the proceeds of the National Lottery, which in turn operates under a government licence. The fund acts 

in line with national objectives directed by parliament, and is in general a significant actor behind 

government backed accelerators. In addition to managing the Social Incubator Fund, it has given an 

endowment to finance the operations of Nesta, a charity with the objective of supporting and fostering 

British innovation capacity that is also a benefactor of BGV. Additionally, public funds reach accelerator 

programmes through other indirect channels such as regional and social development funds. For example the 

Key Fund, which finances social enterprises in the north of England and receives money from the 

government Regional Development and the EU, is an important backer of the DotForge accelerator 

programmes in Sheffield and Manchester. 

Government backed accelerators are also able to augment their overall funding with additional finance from 

charitable organisations like the Nominet Trust. The Nominet Trust is a trust fund set up by the British 

internet domain registration company Nominet. The company itself is comprised of British internet service 

providers and is per its constitution not allowed to distribute profits to members. Instead, profits are directed 

to the Nominet Trust, which donates the funds to social and charitable causes. The trust has supported the 

BGV accelerator programme in the past. 

Finally, Manchester based Accelerate ME has with its local university links been able to tap into the Higher 

Education Innovation Funding (HEIF) programme set up by HEFCE, the body that manages the government 

budget for higher education in England. The accelerator is in a unique position as it specifically caters to 

university students and recent graduates. Although publicly funded and thus government backed, the 

potential development of further university linked programmes following the Accelerate ME funding model 

presents interesting questions of whether such programmes should be considered as a separate class of 

accelerator. Exploring this issue of taxonomy is beyond the scope of this paper, but we feel it is an important 

one to take note of for future research. Figure 4.3 illustrates the main actors behind government backed 

accelerators. 
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Figure 4.3 Principal Actors in UK Based Government Backed Accelerators 
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4.3.3 Corporate Backed Accelerators 

The funding of corporate backed accelerators is highly individual with each accelerator operating on a 

somewhat different financing premise. Central to corporate backed accelerators is the visible and highly 

publicised involvement of a corporate backer, which may or may not involve investment in the participating 

companies. For example Techstars has partnered with Barclays and Virgin Media to run accelerators bearing 

their corporate names and branding to further their respective aims and objectives. Although both are run by 

Techstars, they differ markedly in terms of their funding source. In the Barclays programme financial 

investment into the participating startups is undertaken solely by Techstars and their venture backers. In 

contrast, the full equity investment in the Virgin Media accelerator is made by the corporation and not the 

operator. To add value, both corporations in return provide access to their own corporate network and 

resources, contribute mentors, and cooperate in setting the programme agenda. 

An alternate approach is taken by for instance Wayra, which is a fully owned and operated subsidiary of 

Telefónica. Although the Wayra accelerator is not solely focused on telecommunications, it consciously 

seeks to appraise the potential synergies of accepted startups with Telefónica and its customer base. The 

stated twofold aim of Wayra is to improve the innovation capabilities of its parent and to scout for future 

talent to bring into the Telefónica organisation as employees. Finally, it should be noted that in an interesting 

recent development Wayra has announced a new programme organised in collaboration with the online 

fashion retailer ASOS (O’Hear, 2016). The new six month programme began in July 2016, and as such little 

can be said about it in context of the present paper. However, the prospect of existing corporate accelerators 

strategically collaborating with other businesses to launch new accelerator programmes presents an 

interesting development that deserves to be highlighted. 

In general, corporate accelerators in the UK and elsewhere can be seen as a way to combat Christensen's 

(1997) famous notion of an innovator’s dilemma; large successful companies in their short sighted quest to 

serve existing customers will either reject or fail to spot new disruptive ideas, which ultimately leads to the 

decline of the business. To get closer to disruptive innovation, corporations may choose to operate their own 

programme or to outsource this portion to an existing accelerator organiser. In summary, both approaches are 

to be found in the UK today along with evidence of inter-corporation collaboration to organise programmes, 

which may pose interesting questions in the future. The main actors of UK based corporate are summarised 

in Figure 4.4. 
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4.3 Conclusion 

As described in this chapter, the UK is home to a growing number of diverse accelerator programmes that 

are helping to attract new entrepreneurs from around the world into the country. Since the opening of 

Seedcamp in 2007, the number of programme providers has increased to 15 across the country, and is 

showing signs of further growth in the future. While the majority of accelerators in the UK are currently 

venture backed, an active field of government and corporate backed accelerators has also been identified. 

The government has further taken a supportive stance by drafting official guidance that eases entrepreneur 

visa conditions for teams accepted onto selected accelerator schemes whitelisted by The Cabinet Office. 

Most of the accelerator programmes in the UK are based in London, which can be seen as symptomatic of 

the dominant nature of the technology startup scene in the nation’s capital. It is also indicative of accelerator 

programmes mainly developing organically based on an existing entrepreneurial need rather than being used 

as a policy tool to foster innovation. Further evidence of this is to be found in Manchester, which is host to 

one of the most promising nascent technology ecosystems in the country, and where accelerators are only 

now beginning to proliferate as a response. 

Despite these internal country specific issues, the attractiveness of UK accelerators continues to draw in high 

calibre entrepreneurs from around Europe and further away. Overall, this high quality and diverse nature of 

the UK accelerator environment underscores the rationale behind choosing it as the target destination for this 

study. It has also provided a preface for the accelerators that were selected for closer inspection in this paper. 
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Chapter 5 – Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the precise methodology that was employed in conducting the research for this paper. 

The chapter begins by reviewing the methodology in general terms, and then moves on to detail the case 

selection rationale behind the five different accelerators included in the study. The reasoning behind 

choosing accelerators in separate geographic locations will also be explored. Attention is then turned to the 

research process itself, with a brief explanation of the qualitative methods chosen, and reliance on interviews 

as the primary data source justified. This is followed by an overview of the sample of interviews conducted, 

which details the number of people interviewed in relation to each accelerator along with other relevant 

information. 

  

5.2 Research Design 

The previous chapters have identified calls in recent literature to move beyond outcome focused network 

research that treats the network as the dependent variable. Thus, to enrichen the existing body of literature on 

the network approach to entrepreneurship, we have in this present study chosen to concentrate on network 

processes by employing a qualitative methodology. 

The study is based on a total of 18 interviews conducted with past accelerator participants as well as present 

programme managers over the course of the thesis writing period. Owing to the exploratory nature of the 

study, questions were presented in a semi structured format designed to gauge network generation and 

utilisation during and after the programme. More specifically, questions were designed to get interviewees to 

talk around the topics of network structure, content and governance mechanisms. In collecting qualitative 

data through interviews, special attention was paid to any emerging themes and a ‘saturation point’ where 

similar points of view were being consistently presented by multiple interviewees. 

Although the focus of the research was on interactions in the accelerator network from the perspective of the 

entrepreneur, best efforts were made to include an interview with a programme manager to obtain an 

overview of the programme as a whole. 

The study was geographically limited to accelerators based in the UK with London and Manchester 

identified as regions of particular interest. A total of four accelerator programmes with two in each location 
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were initially selected, but later expanded to three in Manchester as suitable contacts became available 

through initial interviews. This resulted in a final total of five programmes being included in the study. 

5.2.1 Geographic Limitation 

The UK was chosen as the target country for this study due to its history of playing host to the first known 

accelerator programme in Europe as described in the previous chapter. London in particular is also regarded 

as one of the largest technology startup ecosystems in the world, with a diverse mix of accelerator 

programmes available for analysis. As such, London presented a natural starting point for further case 

selection. 

However, to get further diversity and a stronger comparative basis in the gathered data, it was deemed 

beneficial and highly desirable to also include accelerator programmes from outside the London area. In this 

regard, Manchester was identified as particularly interesting owing to recent government efforts to promote 

the city as the capital of the so called new Northern Powerhouse; an attempt to create an economic 

counterbalance in England to the traditionally dominant London (Osborne, 2014). Partly as a result, 

Manchester has been identified as the economically fastest growing city in the UK outside of London, with a 

promising technology scene also showing signs of progress (EY, 2015). 

Although three accelerator programmes fitting the definition adopted in this paper were found to be 

operating in Manchester, two of them had only one previous cohort and the remaining one was to run their 

first programme during April and May, which meant no alumni were yet available. This meant the overall 

pool of past participants was markedly lower than for programmes in London. However, two of the three 

programmes had previously operated in Newcastle and Sheffield respectively, which led to past 

entrepreneurs who participated in those programmes being included in the pool of potential interviewees. 

This was deemed appropriate as the programmes in Newcastle and Sheffield still represented a view of 

accelerators from outside of London thus giving the desired diversity. Furthermore, interviews with 

programme managers confirmed the new programmes launched in Manchester were structurally similar to 

those that had been run previously in their respective ‘home’ cities, which meant findings could be argued to 

carry a degree of relevancy for Manchester as well. 

5.2.2. Accelerator Case Selection 

The overall choice of accelerators included in this study was primarily motivated by an interest to include 

programmes that represented the three different categories of venture backed, government backed, and 

corporate backed accelerators, as identified in previous chapters. In doing so, findings could be contrasted to 

answer the first sub-question of whether alternate accelerator operating models impact network generation 

and utilisation differently. Through personal network introductions a programme manager at BGV became 
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available for interview early on in the research process. The opportunity provided a good starting point and 

led to the inclusion of this accelerator programme in the study. Further referrals identified possible 

interviewees among Wayra UK alumni, and after a programme manager agreed to an interview on-location 

at the Wayra accelerator space in London, the programme was included in the study case selection. 

Case selection in Manchester was largely dictated by the limited availability of programmes with only three 

having been found to be operating in the city. Lacking a venture backed programme in the study sample, 

Ignite was chosen as a case accelerator. In choosing a second accelerator programme to study, Accelerate 

ME was prioritised over DotForge in the interest of sample diversity as the focus of the DotForge 

programme on social impact was somewhat similar to the already included BGV. As such, no attempt was 

made to contact staff or alumni of DotForge. However, while conducting interviews on-location in 

Manchester, suitable candidates for interviews in relation to DotForge became available through referrals, 

which ultimately led to all three Manchester programmes being included in this study. 

  

5.3 Research Process 

Once relevant accelerators had been identified, alumni companies and their founding members who 

participated in the accelerator programmes were tracked through a combination of alumni sections on the 

accelerator websites, news articles on cohorts, and the AngelList database of accelerators and startup 

companies.  A total of 58 people were contacted over the study period, out of which 20 replied agreeing to an 

interview, a further two declined and the remaining 36 did not respond. Contact was made through a 

combination of personal introductions, emails, and messages over LinkedIn and Twitter. Data gathering was 

then conducted through a mixture of face-to-face and Skype interviews. All interviews were recorded4, but 

one recording was lost due to the voice recorder malfunctioning and corrupting the file. Efforts were made to 

recover the file, but these were not successful. For the purpose of engaging with current accelerator staff and 

past participants face-to-face, two trips were made to England.  During the trips, visits were also made to the 

Wayra UK and BGV accelerator spaces to gain a better understanding of the environment entrepreneurs on 

the accelerator programmes work in. 

A programme manager or coordinator from every accelerator was interviewed, except in the case of Ignite 

where despite multiple attempts none returned correspondence. However, two of the past participants were 

also current mentors on the programme and were thus able to give accounts of the structure from an 

organising point of view. As a further notable point, two interviewees had experience of having participated 

in two of the accelerator programmes selected for the study. In these interviews questions were asked about 

                                                      
4 Files available on USB 
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both programmes, which gave a unique opportunity to conduct comparative analysis. A summary of all 

interviews is shown below in figure 5.1.  

 

 

5.4 Case Accelerator Summary 

Collating and augmenting the information given in the previous chapter, Figure 5.2 provides a summary 

comparison of the accelerators included in this study. 

 
Location (in UK) Type 

Teams per 

Cohort 
Offered Investment 

Ignite Newcastle/Manchester/London Venture Backed ~ 10-12 £17000 for 8% Equity 
BGV London Government Backed ~ 12 £15000 for 6% Equity 

DotForge Sheffield/Manchester Government Backed ~ 12-15 £18000 Convertible loan + 
2% Equity 

Accelerate ME Manchster Government Backed ~ 5 £2000 Grant 

Wayra UK London Corporate Backed ~ 20-25 Varible. Typically £70000 
Convertible loan 

 

  

Accelerator Role Company Type Notes 

Ignite Past Participant Repairly Face-to-Face   
Ignite Past Participant Bristlr Skype 

 Ignite Past Participant Knocker Skype   
Ignite Past Participant LifeBox Skype   
BGV Programme Manager  - Face-to-Face   

BGV Past Participant Overleaf Face-to-Face Interview file corrupted  
BGV Past Participant TalkLife Skype   
BGV Past Participant Health VR Skype   
BGV Past Participant Hospify Skype   
DotForge Programme Manager  - Skype   
DotForge Past Participant LearnerLane Skype   
DotForge Past Participant Deliverd Skype  Also participated in Ignite 
Accelerate ME Programme Manager  - Skype   
Accelerate ME Past Participant Umbrello Face-to-Face   
Accelerate ME Past Participant Impact Skype   
Wayra UK Programme Manager  - Face-to-Face   
Wayra UK Past Participant Paperfold Skype   
Wayra UK Past Participant Team First Skype Also participated in Accelerate ME 
Wayra UK Past Participant StudentFunder Skype Interviewer audio failed to record 

Figure 5.1 Summary of Interviews 

Figure 5.2 Summary Comparison of Studied Accelerators 



48 
 

Chapter 6 – Analysis 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and analyses the interview data gathered using the qualitative methodology outlined in 

the previous chapter. The analysis has been structured around a comparative assessment of the accelerator 

programmes by reviewing each of them in turn while highlighting characteristics that were found to be of 

particular emphasis, or different from other programmes. Each section begins with an overall analysis of how 

the combination of network structure, content, and governance mechanisms of the accelerator are impacting 

the interactions the entrepreneur is experiencing inside it, and how these may be impacting the network of 

the entrepreneur. This is thereafter broken down into a careful analysis of each individual component. 

Pertinent quotes are used where appropriate to provide richer contextual detail to the analysis. 

 

6.2 Analysis of Ignite 

The venture backed nature of Ignite was evident in the observed interactions inside the accelerator, and the 

overall nature of the network was particularly conducive to finding follow-up investment after the end of the 

programme. This was aided by the overall accelerator network structure being plentiful in business angels, 

who also acted as mentors to the entrepreneurs. Interviewed past participants also expressed a particularly 

high value of trust in the overall programme network, which was being driven by careful curation of the 

people that accelerator organisers were willing to include both as mentors and as participants. Interviewees 

reported receiving high value from interacting with their peer group by deriving actionable advice and 

emotional support. Interactions with mentors were found to be mostly positive, but mentors who were 

themselves alumni of the programme tended to be perceived as less useful than others in terms of the 

network content they offered. 

Entrepreneurs were also found to be able to enjoy significant network benefits after the programme, and 

were encouraged to make use of the programme mentor network post-graduation by actively informing 

participants of progress and asking for assistance when necessary. This can be considered natural given the 

financial interest that the angel backed programme has in the success of its alumni portfolio.  

In the context of Manchester, the programme was found to play an important role in attracting the attention 

of local business angels and other actors involved with or interested in startups. In this role it was acting as a 

facilitator of building new network connections in the area. As a curated network it was also able to act as a 

gatekeeper to ensure the quality of the new actors entering it. 
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6.2.1 Network Structure 

Beginning with an analysis of the network structure of the Ignite programme, the interviews pointed towards 

a peer network that had diversity in professional backgrounds and entrepreneurial experience, and not only 

came from a wide range of locations in the UK, but also included international teams. The peer network was 

thus characterised as of low density and high diversity, which in theoretical terms made it conducive for new 

information to be disseminated among participants. In terms of size, with a total of 9-12 teams yielding 20-

30 entrepreneurs it was found to be in the average size of the accelerators studied in this paper. Overall, it 

appeared such a group size was appropriate as it was sizeable enough to make the peer group highly diverse 

while simultaneously being small enough to accommodate effective communication and resource sharing 

between the entrepreneurs. 

The mentor network of the programme was found to be of average density, and appeared to have a tendency 

to naturally drift higher as mentors increasingly interacted with one another. Noting this tendency, the 

founder of Bristlr and current mentor commented that: 

“What I can see there is that as the Ignite network was growing, more and more of the 

mentors would become friends with one another.” 

As a positive aspect of mentors connecting with one another, they were able to increasingly refer programme 

participants to each other for advice in case they themselves were not experts in the area the entrepreneur 

required assistance in. As another positive, higher network density has also been found to increase the level 

of trust between the actors in it (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). On the other hand, over time there may be a 

risk of mentors thinking about things in a very similar fashion, thus reducing access to new information. 

Interview data was not conclusive in either direction, but it tended to lean towards the former positive 

density aspects.  

In terms of diversity, the mentor network was made up of different skillsets and backgrounds, but what many 

of the mentors had in common was that they were either current angel investors, entrepreneurs, or both. The 

level of angel investors in the network was found to be higher than in other programmes, and was interpreted 

as reflective of the investor backed nature of the accelerator. Commenting on these two groups and reflecting 

on their value to the entrepreneur, the founder of Knocker said: 

“Some of the mentors were interested in the investment opportunity in us. Others quite frankly 

were there just to say they were mentors on a programme – just liked the idea of working with 

startups but didn’t provide a lot of value back.” 

The process of matching entrepreneurs to pertinent resources was in the case of the peer network organised, 

but unstructured as further explained by the founder of Knocker: 
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“With Ignite there is a lot of kind of ‘forced fun’ that they organise that you do in the first few 

weeks of the programme. There isn’t anything formalised during the day like a specific peer 

networking event, but it’s very much based around evening activity, so you know, fun things to 

do like going out for dinner or going to the pub…” 

By contrast, mentor matchmaking was found to be highly structured, and the first four weeks of the 

programme involved meeting an estimated 10 mentors per week in sessions where each team of 

entrepreneurs would spend 15-20 minutes per mentor to get to know one another. The founder of Repairly 

described the process in the following manner: 

“So we had speed dating. […] It’s basically 15 minutes speed dating with different mentors in 

a room. That was crazy because one person tells you ‘red’ one tells you ‘yellow’ – everyone is 

telling you conflicting information and you’ve got to aggregate that to actually create 

something of value.” 

As a crucial difference to other programmes, the emphasis of this process was not to filter the mentor 

network for the entrepreneur to then focus on the most useful contacts after the sessions. Instead, the purpose 

was to build a connection with every mentor and integrate them in the personal network of the entrepreneur. 

To practically stay in touch with this vast new number of network connections, entrepreneurs would include 

them in a personal mailing list, and were encouraged to send weekly updates on their business progress. 

6.2.2 Network Content 

As identified in the previous section, Ignite was found to have a higher occurrence of investment derived 

through the programme network than other accelerators included in this study. The chances of investment 

were increased in particular through the ability of angel investors to monitor the team and understand 

progress by receiving regular updates from the entrepreneurs in their dual role as mentors.  

In other words, information about the entrepreneurs was constantly flowing to the investors involved, as 

opposed to other programmes where the interaction between entrepreneur and potential investor may only 

consist of a single presentation. In the latter, the investor only has one data point from which to extrapolate 

the success of the entrepreneur, while in the former the investor is able to see a general trajectory due the 

regular stream of information. The founder of LifeBox succinctly summarised this: 

“Along the way we also met with investors – and this is very different from other accelerators 

that have a demo day at the end and that’s the moment where everyone comes and meets 

investors. Because we met the investors along the way, they saw us grow. They saw how we 

evolved and how we worked as a team, and at the end it’s very easy for us to raise money.” 
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He further continued to point out that: 

“Being there and seeing you for three or four months helps when you go and raise money as a 

founder […] A good team can turn any idea into a good one – either by pivoting or 

developing – but the other way around never works.”  

Other network content in the accelerator related to typical elements such as education from mentoring, and 

the emotional support and motivational drive that flowed through the peer network as explained by the 

founder of Bristlr:  

“It left me with all of the skills needed to run a growing tech business. […] I had no idea who 

investors were, how investment worked, how shares worked, how to project profit and loss, 

how to marketing campaigns. […] Those kinds of practical things: this is how a CAP table 

works, this is how you predict what your valuation needs to be in ten years time… to the 

critical thinking skills of focusing on the stuff that’s important and ignoring the stuff that’s 

not.” 

“Because the problems that you have are so unique and so obtuse to the outside world, no one 

else is going to be able to relate to a certain type of meeting with a certain investor, or just 

like certain problems. So you get this peer group that is really, really important. […]Just the 

knowledge – and without wanting to sound too terrible – the inspiration that people like Ignite 

can give to people who are around them. It’s a nice motivation” 

6.2.3 Network Governance Mechanisms 

The network of the accelerator programme was found to be highly curated and selective of who it allowed to 

participate in its network. This notion appeared to extend to all actors regardless of whether they were 

participating entrepreneurs, mentors, managers or investors. As explained by the founder of Bristlr: 

“Ignite take great care in who they let in. They act really, really well as doorkeepers for both 

people such as myself who went on the course, and mentors, and investors. So the only times 

for example we’ve had problems with investors is they were investors who we weren’t 

introduced to us by Ignite. All the investors Ignite introduce you to are very, very good 

investors – like also nice people.” 

The founder of Knocker further noted that: 

“I think it’s in their interest to pick the people they think are going to be the most right.” 
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There is thus evidence of trust lowering overall transaction costs by the entrepreneur being able to rely on the 

investors that were being presented to them by the accelerator network. The role of trust and implicit 

expectation of mutual reciprocation of favours was also evident in governing peer entrepreneur interactions 

within the accelerator as explained by the founder of Knocker: 

 “[…] everyone is proactively helpful with everyone else because you know it comes back 

tenfold. If you think someone might be helpful, you instinctively want to go and help them, and 

that’s definitely a cultural thing in there.” 

Finally, trust and respect for the overall accelerator network and the curation process was summarised by the 

founder of Bristlr in the following way: 

“It’s got this interesting effect of if anyone within Ignite intros me to someone else, I know to 

follow it up because it’s valuable to me. Equally, if someone doesn’t intro to me, I know that 

that intro is only ever being done with everyone’s best interest so you don’t just get endless 

introductions. You know that it’s a lot more curated and a lot more careful, so it makes you 

just respect it a lot more.” 

 

6.3 Analysis of Bethnal Green Ventures 

As a government backed accelerator focused on social impact, the analysis of Bethnal Green Ventures 

provides distinct contrast to that of the previously analysed Ignite. Firstly, the emphasis of BGV was found 

to be on expertise in assessing social impact and building a company that could combine social good with a 

sustainable business model. In other words, the focus of the programme was very much detached from only 

assessing the startup and the entrepreneurs behind it on a return on financial investment basis.  

In the absence of a pure financial profit motive, trust between network actors was found to be established 

with particular ease. Assistance, network contacts, and ideas were openly shared between participating 

entrepreneurs, and the value point was strongly found to be in interactions among the peer group, rather than 

mentoring. In terms of professional background and past entrepreneurial experience, the peer entrepreneur 

group was found to be especially heterogeneous, and the presence of highly experienced entrepreneurs and 

business people as participants in the BGV programme formed a point of interest in the study. Data gathered 

appeared to indicate that the rationale for these experienced business people applying for and completing the 

BGV accelerator programme was related to seeking access to specialist expertise and networks in the fields 

covered by the programme: healthcare, education, environmental sustainability, and democracy and society. 
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6.3.1 Network Structure 

The structure of the Bethnal Green Ventures network exhibited an ostensibly large size with the interviewed 

programme manager estimating that the network included 100-150 mentors from a diverse range of 

backgrounds. Additionally, each cohort was identified as typically consisting of 9-10 teams making up 15-25 

individual entrepreneurs. However, closer analysis revealed that the pertinent mentor network during the 

programme was often significantly lower and heavily depended on mentor availability. 

At the beginning of each programme cycle, mentors were invited to take part in speed networking sessions 

with the entrepreneurs if they were able to commit their time to mentoring. This meant the active pool of 

mentors that were engaged face-to-face during the programme dropped to approximately 30. Furthermore, in 

contrast to Ignite, the emphasis was on filtering mentors and finding those perceived as most relevant for the 

entrepreneur via rapid 5 minute sessions early on in the programme. At the end of the process, mentors 

would indicate which ideas they felt able to contribute to, after which further interactions were left to be 

organised between the mentor and entrepreneur independently. Although the entrepreneur was thus able to 

engage with only a limited part of the mentor network for a limited period of time, access to the rest was 

available through the programme managers who would attempt to reach out to specific mentors if they felt he 

or she could help the entrepreneur with a specific problem. This process reduced network density as different 

mentors were kept at arm’s length of one another, but it also meant the network package could be 

inconsistent between cohorts and relied on the ability of programme organisers to connect entrepreneurs to 

the best mentor resources available in the accelerator network. 

The peer entrepreneur group exhibited significant diversity in age range, past experience and professional 

background. This diversity led to interactions where the less experienced entrepreneurs were not only able to 

significantly learn from mentors, but also from their peer group. Indeed, in some instances parts of the peer 

group possessed superior expertise and knowledge to mentors, as expressed by the founder of Health VR: 

“I started life in finance, I have an MBA […] and I’ve been a vice president of companies – 

been there done that. I’m not saying that in an arrogant sense. […] When I looked at the list 

of mentors, I was just thinking, you know, there were a few I either knew directly or knew of 

them, and to be honest I could probably mentor them.” 

Finally, the interviews conducted with the programme manager and past participants of the BGV programme 

provided particularly good insight into the evolution of the network over time. Describing the initial stages 

and development of the mentor network in general terms, the programme manager stated that:   

“It has evolved over time, so right from the very beginning it was basically the BGV team at 

the time pulling together from their mates – like the smartest and most clever people they 
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knew that were doing interesting stuff, and quite lucky that they just had quite clever and 

smart mates doing really interesting things.” 

Although termed government backed due to its funding model, it is important to note from the statement 

above that the programme began as a grassroots initiative and not on the basis of top-down regional planning 

or governmental guidance. The organic growth also has ramifications from a network structure point of view. 

As the early network of mentors had been derived from the personal networks of the founding team, the 

initial mentor network structure established can be characterised as intimately tied to and reflective of the 

networks of the founders. 

It became apparent that as the network had grown, it had also become a separate entity that was no longer 

synonymous with the personal networks of the managing team. This is similar to, and consistent with, the 

notion of a lifecycle in entrepreneur network creation where over time the network of the venture becomes 

independent from the personal networks of the founders. Although significant overlap between the two may 

exist, the crucial importance is that at a sufficiently mature stage the business or accelerator network is able 

to survive as a separate entity in spite of staff or founders leaving. 

6.3.2 Network Content 

In analysing the network content of BGV, participants consistently highlighted the importance of the 

interactions with their peer group. Mentoring and educational elements were naturally also observed, and as 

a ‘tech for good’ oriented programme a part of this content was considered specialist in nature. For instance 

workshops on topics such as measuring social impact were not mentioned in interviews in the context of 

Ignite or Wayra. 

However, as a particular finding of interest, entrepreneurs were able to some degree obtain reputational 

signalling content through the BGV network by being able to position themselves as legitimate actors who 

cared about social issues rather than seeking only profit. The founder of Health VR quipped that going 

through the BGV programme meant they weren’t being seen as a “rabid capitalist” and continued to detail 

his experience: 

“Also you feel you’re part of this big family or movement. For me I suppose it got us into that 

movement, into that space, which I feel is good. Personally I have got more exposure and over 

a period of a year since then I’ve somewhat positioned myself as one of the people in this tech 

for good space.” 

In contrast to Ignite, interactions with business angels and venture capital firms consisted of single meetings 

and did thus not offer the same level of continuity and prospect of funding. On the other hand, the founder of 
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Health VR remarked that this was not a problem as concrete funding was not a crucial priority for him, and 

instead his team were seeking access to market information, which was achieved: 

“The greatest value for us was talking to people around investment. From our point of view it 

was to get an idea as to what the investment market was like and also what we need to do to 

be investment ready. […] It was very useful to have those conversations.” 

However, the founder of Hospify, who was actively seeking funding instead of only investment readiness 

advice and information, was disappointed in the accelerator network’s ability to deliver this desired content: 

“The programme totally failed to deliver any investors, or any conversations with even likely 

investors. That’s where the real failure was of the network. We went into it, and to put the 

time into it because we understood that the point was to come out of it with strong links to 

angel investors, and that totally failed to happen on every level.” 

6.3.3 Network Governance Mechanisms 

Although network curation appeared to be of lesser importance at BGV when compared to Ignite, it still 

formed a key part in fostering trust in the overall accelerator network. The programme manager described the 

overall nature of the need to curate the network: 

“Now we’ve got to a kind of point where I guess we’re well known enough that we get 

approached a lot by people that want to be mentors, and we don’t know how we feel about 

that. We’ll have a look at the person’s background and have a coffee with them to see whether 

their interests are aligned with ours. I don’t think we would want to grow the network too 

widely because then it basically becomes hard to manage.”  

Of particular concern to entrepreneurs on the BGV programme appeared to be a worry that mentors or 

investors would focus on financial performance and return on investment as key metrics, and not appreciate 

the social benefit of their product or service. In many cases the entrepreneurs had been personally touched by 

the social issues they aimed to solve, and sought assurance that the accelerator network would accommodate 

this. The founder of TalkLife explained his differing experience between talking to the organisers of BGV 

and another accelerator: 

“We chatted with the Techstars investors and we got a really uncomfortable vibe, there was 

no focus on our social enterprise side, it was all just ‘what’s the return on investment going to 

be.’ When we spoke to Paul and Glen, it was just like ‘Wait, what’s your impact, and how are 

you measuring your impact? Yeah the business model is incredibly important, but you have 

this social side that needs to be protected.’ We really liked what they said to us.” 



56 
 

Trust was thus built on an implicit assumption and mutual understanding that although commercial viability 

was assessed, it would not mean rejecting the notion of social impact.  

 

6.4 Analysis of DotForge 

The interview data gathered relating to DotForge indicated that in many respects the programme was very 

similar in nature to Bethnal Green Ventures. This finding is not surprising considering both were government 

backed, funded in a similar nature, and focused on startups with a social impact component. The primary 

difference between the accelerators was their location, with BGV being based in London while DotForge 

operated their programmes in Sheffield5 and Manchester. 

An implicit assumption was that DotForge being outside of London would exhibit a less diverse nature in its 

entrepreneur intake and mentor network, but this was found not to be the case. In this regard the similarity of 

the two accelerators may be taken as an indication that the operating model indeed plays a greater role in 

driving the internal mechanisms within accelerators compared to location based factors. Further underlining 

this factor was that although Ignite and DotForge were both located in Manchester, the two programmes 

were very different in nature. 

6.4.1 Network Structure 

Beginning with a brief analysis of the mentor network structure revealed that although developing in a 

similar direction as the BGV programme in London, the overall mentor network had not yet developed to a 

similar level of maturity. The mentoring group were also found to be in a somewhat unsettled state with the 

programme manager stating that the exact people involved changed from cohort to cohort, and that mentors 

were also being drawn from the organisations that were at the time providing funding for the accelerator. 

This finding indicated that mentor network density was likely to be slightly higher than some of the other 

programmes reviewed due to mentors coming from some of the same organisations. On the other hand, the 

programme manager indicated that mentors were geographically dispersed around Manchester, Sheffield, 

and Leeds, which may act to somewhat increase network heterogeneity. 

The peer entrepreneur group was highly heterogeneous with low network density, and included not only 

applicants and accepted teams from around the UK, but also ones from Croatia, Spain, and as far away as 

Brazil. As was the case with BGV, the group of entrepreneurs were found to have a high variance in 

professional background and past entrepreneurial experience. This diversity was being driven by design and 

in fact encouraged by programme management:  

                                                      
5 Sheffield programme now moved to Leeds 
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“We kind of do our best to make sure that we get a diverse mix, so we take first time 

entrepreneurs and everything in between as well. We also make sure that we’re not following 

any stereotypes so we try and bring on as many female entrepreneurs as possible, and support 

older entrepreneurs as well. We’re quite flexible with our programme to support people that 

have families or that are traveling from abroad and that kind of thing.”  

The network matching mechanism connecting entrepreneurs to mentors was identified as being highly 

managed by the programme organisers, as described by the interviewed manager: 

“So we look at that through the recruitment process and really try to understand where they 

need the most support from that process, and then we look at our network of mentors to see 

who we can bring in. We tend to go for the more hands-on approach and then it’s up to the 

teams how they build that relationship.” 

Over the course of this study a number of entrepreneurs stated that the most valuable mentor interactions 

often came when they least expected it, indicating that matching entrepreneurs to mentors on a pure resource 

focused basis may in fact hinder fruitful interactions from taking place. 

6.4.2 Network Content 

The suggestion that managing the process of connecting entrepreneurs to mentors based on perceived fit on a 

resource basis may be counterproductive. It may also be partially behind interviewed entrepreneurs reporting 

low usefulness in the mentoring network content. As with BGV, interviewees indicated information content 

in the peer group as being the primary source of value for entrepreneurs. The founder of Learner Lane 

explained: 

“I’ll be honest with you, the main value that we got, was from the other teams and less of the 

programme. Because one of the founders [from another participating team] had actually 

exited a company before… He was very good at B2B sales, aggression, and that hustle, and 

that was something we didn’t really have in our culture at that time. But it’s something that’s 

very important. It’s almost critical in business. You need some hustle, you need some element 

of grit, and we sort of learnt that directly through this person.” 

As a further similarity to the findings from BGV, a highly experienced entrepreneur who took part in the 

DotForge programme with Deliverd mentioned the specialist nature of the accelerator as his motivation for 

taking part: 

 “One, it was a social impact accelerator – you kind of pick your accelerator based on what 

you’re doing, so everyone specialises. […] How do you as a company do good, and how do 
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you actually define what good is? That was kind of one of the key questions we wanted to use 

the accelerator to find the answer to.” 

Describing the sharing of skills that was found to flow through the peer group he further continued: 

 “What you kind of find is that every single startup has different levels of experience and you 

kind of cross-pollinate some of the skillsets. A lot of the startups wanted help with raising 

finance or advice on raising finance – now I’ve raised millions of pounds of finance so I know 

that pretty well. There are people there that specialise in SEO – I’m not the world’s best SEO 

expert so they kind of help with the SEO side. Everyone lends a hand with each other.” 

6.4.3 Network Governance Mechanisms 

The general network governance mechanisms were identified as being trust based and built on a mutual 

understanding of reciprocity as has been the case in previous accelerator analyses. However, the founder of 

Deliverd noted a line of argumentation that pointed out that they essentially trusted the programme to deliver 

only good people through their network, as doing so would be in the programme’s natural long-term self-

interest: 

“At the end of the day a programme is a business isn’t it. You’ve got to look at an accelerator 

as a business, and basically it’s like a private school where effectively next year’s intake is 

governed on how well I do this year. It’s not in their interest to put me in front of crap. If my 

business doesn’t progress and if I don’t go on to succeed, naturally that could affect next 

year’s intake. So there is certainly some pre-filtering. […] The good accelerators vet the help 

early on and say ‘Right, this isn’t a sales exercise to sell accounting or legal services, these 

guys are here to learn.” 

The argument recognises that accelerators are indeed increasingly competing with each other, and may not 

survive if the network delivered to the entrepreneur is of poor quality. Therefore a strong network curation 

mechanism vetting out undesired actors who do not add value is argued to be in their best interest.  

 

6.5 Analysis of Accelerate ME 

As a university linked programme, Accelerate ME was unique in its focus of catering specifically to 

university students and recent graduates. As discussed in previous chapters, despite being classed as a 

government backed accelerator, its funding and way of operating was markedly different to the two other 

government backed accelerators in the study. As a consequence, the findings for Accelerate ME were 

somewhat different from the BGV and DotForge programmes reviewed in the prior two sections. 
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The structure of the accelerator network was only beginning to take shape and strongly reflected both the 

personal network of the programme manager as well as the network of the Manchester Entrepreneurs student 

society which the accelerator was affiliated with. Mentors and speakers were largely drawn from a local pool 

of entrepreneurs who were associated with the society and knew one another from the general Manchester 

startup ecosystem. Thus, the accelerator network was characterised by a level of higher density and lower 

diversity than others. 

To accommodate students, the programme was not a full-time commitment and teams were thus not in 

constant presence of each other, which limited peer interaction. Network interaction was characterised by a 

‘mentor-student’ relationship where entrepreneurs were at times relegated to passive learners. This can be 

understood in the context of the programme, which implicitly assumed participants would lack basic 

entrepreneurial skills and thus benefit highly from the educational content. 

6.5.1 Network Structure 

As a nascent accelerator, the network structure was not yet mature enough to be independent, and was found 

to be largely determined by the programme manager. At the time the research was conducted, the 

organisational structure was designed so that this key person would change every year, and the new 

incoming programme manager would be drafted from the affiliated Manchester Entrepreneurs society; a 

student run organisation aimed at promoting entrepreneurship among the student population of Manchester. 

Due to this arrangement, the programme network was heavily influenced by the network of the society, and 

found to be of high density and low diversity as mentors were current entrepreneurs drafted from the 

confines of the Manchester startup ecosystem. 

The peer group was predictably more homogeneous than other accelerators as it was comprised only of local 

university students. However, on a more granular level the entrepreneurs had differing backgrounds in terms 

of skills, nationality and personal networks. Furthermore, on entry to Accelerate ME the participants were at 

different stages in their venture, and the ones who were further ahead were found to be able to impart 

important advice to those who were for instance only at an idea stage. This transfer of knowledge is similar 

to what was observed in the context of the other accelerator programmes and indicates that network 

heterogeneity within the peer entrepreneur group is a source of knowledge transfer. 

In contrast to for instance DotForge, the process of matching entrepreneurs to mentors was loosely 

structured, and relied on seminar style events where a mentor would either give a talk or ask the groups 

about their problems and then engage with them in as a type of group mentoring. Time after the session 

could be used to network with the mentor on an informal basis. Interviews indicated that the process 

although educational, did not always help them add the person to their personal network due to them often 

leaving quickly after the event. One interviewee commented that: 
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“There were contacts there, but the quality of startups was lower so maybe the network was less willing to 

engage because they were like ‘This is just kids’” 

On the other hand, the loose matching process exposed the participants to a high number of ‘random’ 

interactions without the context of attempting to match entrepreneurs to specific resources. The founder of 

Team First explained this led him to join the Wayra programme and move his company to London through a 

‘randomly’ developed contact during his time at Accelerate ME. 

“I certainly didn’t start this thing to become a tech entrepreneur […] If I hadn’t randomly got 

into Accelerate ME, I wouldn’t have known about Wayra at all, and I wouldn’t have got that 

‘in’ to pitch there – I was a warm contact.” 

6.5.2 Network Content 

The content being exchanged through the interactions within the accelerator programme was strongly centred 

on education and learning, which was found to be consistent with the early-stage focus of Accelerate ME. As 

participants were drawn from the university student population and recent graduates, the implicit assumption 

was that knowledge on basic concepts of building and running a startup would be at a lower level than 

participants at other accelerator programmes. The programme also attempted to acquaint the participants 

with the wider Manchester startup ecosystem, and was found to be of valuable content for interviewees, as 

the founder of Impact explained: 

“I didn’t know that we had all these co-working spaces and support for startups, and by being 

in the scheme, being introduced to these different locations and meeting different people […] I 

learned so much that the university didn’t teach me. They didn’t teach me how to start a 

business, they didn’t teach me the legal side of what I should be aware of. Having that 

practical knowledge and doing it while doing my startup, and meeting different people was I 

think the best value I got from out of the scheme.” 

Relationship building with investors was not seen as important, as the entrepreneurs were primarily 

interested in the experience of trying to grow their idea and test its viability as a business instead of actively 

seeking investment. Thus, in stark contrast with for instance the Ignite programme, capital or access to 

capital was not being conveyed through the network. 

Finally, although peer support and advice were found to be present in the peer entrepreneur network, the 

part-time nature meant that peer interaction was present to a lesser extent than the other accelerators. The 

interaction was also found to consist of primarily practical advice and feedback rather than deeper emotional 

support. This may be indicative of the close relationships required for emotional support failing to develop 

due to the limited interaction between the teams. Another explanatory factor may be the reduced pressure in 
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the Accelerate ME programme as the entrepreneurs were taking significantly less risk than many participants 

on the other programmes who may have sacrificed careers, personal capital, and family time to pursue their 

venture. In the absence of such pressure to succeed, the need for emotional support may be greatly 

diminished leading to it not being observed as a resource in the Accelerate ME network. 

6.5.3 Network Governance Mechanisms 

When compared to the trust based interactions of the other accelerator’s studied, the relationship between 

entrepreneurs and mentors on the Accelerate ME programme could be characterised as being more 

asymmetric and akin to a student-teacher dynamic. As a further difference, entrepreneurs generally did not 

require the presence of trust as a prerequisite for engaging with the accelerator, as they did not have 

significant resources to lose. As the core aim was to gain experience and exposure to the startup ecosystem, 

matters of funding were relegated far back in importance, and thus the fear of being mistreated by potential 

investors for instance was absent. Furthermore, the programme did not represent the same level of time 

investment as a full-time accelerator, and most importantly the funding provided was in the form of a drip-

fed grant instead of taking equity or offering a convertible loan. 

 

6.6 Analysis of Wayra UK 

The analysis of Wayra was somewhat complicated by exceptionally strong dissonance between how 

interviewees of different cohorts had experienced the programme. Data suggested that the accelerator had 

made significant changes in response to early negative feedback from entrepreneurs, which meant accounts 

by those who had experienced the programme in the first three cohorts was not necessarily reflective of the 

present nature of Wayra. Only one respondent had been through the accelerator after changes had been 

reportedly made.  With this caveat in mind, the accelerator programme was however generally found to 

exhibit its corporate backed nature in the structure of the network that it offered, as well as in the interactions 

that took place within it. 

The programme was the largest out of all five studied, with 14-20 teams and a mentor network estimated at 

200 people. It was also the longest in duration with a length of 10 months, which albeit time limited was 

stretching some academic definitions for an accelerator. Entrepreneurs were located in a highly professional 

workspace with an in-house journalist and dedicated desks for venture capitalists associated with Wayra. 

Notably, the accelerator network included a significant number of coaches and mentors from Telefónica, its 

corporate backer, and approached the process of matching mentors with participating teams in a highly 

structured manner. The programme was also able attract high profile entrepreneurs and speakers to interact 

with its cohort. However this was found to be a double edged sword, and while being ostensibly associated 
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with such names was a source of legitimacy, it was in some cases reported to be of little real value as these 

contacts could not effectively be integrated into the entrepreneur’s own network. 

In summary, with the brand name of Telefónica, the accelerator was able to offer reputational capital as a 

resource both directly by association and indirectly by connecting the entrepreneur to other household brand 

names through its network. Through its corporate network it also offered potential customers and suppliers 

as a resource. However, it’s large cohort size and formal style of top-down management was found to be a 

possible inhibiting factor in peer-to-peer interaction, which was indicated as currently playing a smaller role 

in the acceleration process when compared to other programmes. 

6.6.1 Network Structure 

The network structure of Wayra reflected the extensive national and international reach that Telefónica was 

able to provide to the programme. The total mentor network consisted of experienced entrepreneurs, venture 

capitalists and corporate executives. Compared to for instance BGV or Ignite where a significant proportion 

of mentors were found to be alumni, the overall experience and seniority level of the Wayra network was 

found to be at a higher level. The accelerator was also able to attract a diverse range of high profile 

entrepreneurs and celebrities, although a founding member of Paperfold questioned their network value: 

“Let’s take a typical Wayra introduction; here is the CEO of IDEO. He’s coming in for two 

hours in the afternoon to give a talk. He’s going to give a talk to you guys and you’re going to 

have about 10 minutes to talk to him and grab him, and then he’s flying off to Germany. On 

one level this is great – we’ve got the stars here. […] will.i.am came in for our demo day 

actually. On paper, this is awesome. In reality, will.i.am is not going to help you. The CEO of 

IDEO is rarely going to remember who you are at the end of the week.” 

In addition to having a higher reported proportion of mentors with a corporate background in its network, the 

highly structured entrepreneur to mentor matching process could be seen as having signs of corporate 

influence. In this process, the accelerator organisers would assign 4-5 mentors to act as a ‘board’ for each 

startup, and although entrepreneurs were able to express a preference, the decision was ultimately made by 

the accelerator managers. The board of mentors would also always include an executive or director from 

Telefónica. Although a clear process for matching entrepreneurs to required resources was in place, the 

founder of Paperfold questioned the relevance of the people in the Wayra network: 

“Unfortunately Wayra as a unit were not equipped to filter who is going to add value to these 

startups – these real people who are running around trying to raise real money and trying to 

create real value. ‘Who are we going to bring in to help accelerate these startups?’ And 
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unfortunately, you know, they hired corporate people. […] We felt like the team was not really 

equipped to help or advise us.” 

On the other hand, a founding member of Team First provided a contrasting view, noting that the senior 

mentors with rich networks and years of experience had added tangible value to his startup: 

“We’ve got the head of legal counsel at O2. We’ve got the co-founder of Blipper. […] I’ve got 

the head of O2 Wifi which was very useful at the time. I’ve got another VC, and I’ve got 

another guy was really useful in the beginning – amazing. The mentors, I don’t know how they 

get them, but awesome.” 

6.6.2 Network Content 

Somewhat contrasting findings from BGV, Ignite and DotForge, where the peer entrepreneur group was 

cited as a key source of value in the programme, the interaction among peers was found to be of mixed 

prominence at Wayra. The founder of Team First recounted his experience by saying:  

“That wasn’t that big. Probably should have been bigger I think. There was little… there was 

a supposed town hall every Monday […]” 

The programme manager also recognised more could be done to facilitate peer group interaction: 

“One thing we need to push on more though is we’ve been trying to foster a more social 

environment around what we do here – I think we have a lot of structured coaching sessions 

and what have you, but actually a very important part of it is making sure that people are 

chatting outside of their work.” 

Offering an alternative view, the founder of Student Funder argued that the greatest source of network value 

was to be found in the alumni network of peer entrepreneurs who had recently graduated: 

“I think most of the value of the accelerator comes not from the accelerator, but from the 

peers – entrepreneurs themselves. […] There’s the assumption that the best mentors are super 

experienced people […] but I find the most value you gain from being mentored by people 

who’ve been just through the same six months ago. They have all the tips, they have all the 

right networks. They save you time and grief finding basic things like just a competent 

accountant you can trust and you can afford. 

Finally, the founder of Paperfold explained that in his cohort, the entrepreneurs in fact bonded over their 

common problems with accelerator management, and were in fact happy to share networks and advice 
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among peers rather than with Wayra. There were thus indications of a divide between how peer interactions 

have played out between the different cohorts of the accelerator. 

While findings on peer group interactions were somewhat mixed, it was without doubt that the Wayra 

network was particularly rich in reputational signalling content. By taking advantage of their association to 

Telefónica, entrepreneurs were strongly able to signal to the rest of their network that their startup was 

serious, and further provide authenticity not only to customers and suppliers, but also investors.  

The financial backing of Telefónica also ensured teams had opportunities to extend links beyond Europe, and 

grow their network substantially with a view to launching in the US. The founder of Team First recounted 

the backing he received in this regard: 

“Obviously because it’s backed by a corporate they’re very generous. […] They also linked 

us up with Select USA, which is a programme to get you to America. I got treated like a king – 

literally. I went to Washington, New York, Boston – just as a networking resource that was 

incredible.” 

6.6.3 Network Governance Mechanisms 

The overall interactions in the accelerator appeared to be governed by a degree of control from Wayra, which 

may be necessary when the accelerator needs to manage up to 20 teams per cohort. Compared to other 

accelerators, the higher intake tended to mean less time and room to build deeper trust based relationships 

between accelerator management and the participating entrepreneurs. Furthermore, in contrast to for instance 

the Ignite programme where entrepreneurs reported a highly collegiate and friendly relationship, the founder 

of Paperfold indicated the relationship was hierarchical and bureaucratic. He further went on to talk about the 

feeling of Wayra ‘ownership’: 

“They tried to do what was best in their business interests, which is to hold on to companies… 

[…] the way they came at it was kind of like from an ego perspective, you know, ‘we want to 

be responsible for accelerating you’” 

He also expressed cynicism about the true intentions of the accelerator programme. 

“Telefónica networks primarily for itself. […] The thing that you have to understand, as a 

Wayra startup, you are the bait for bringing important people in.”  

However, possible distrust of accelerator management was not found to affect trust in the peer group, which 

was reported as high with entrepreneurs continuing to share contacts, advice, and other resources. Finally, 

the network curation at Wayra was found to be powerful, but appeared to include mentors on the basis of 
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name recognition and seniority rather than being driven by a deeper analysis of what was appropriate from 

an entrepreneur’s point of view. 

 

6.7 Summary of Analysis 

The overall analysis of the five accelerators yielded a number of similarities. For instance every accelerator 

examined exhibited an element of conscious development and management of the mentor network and 

selection of the peer entrepreneur network. We term this conscious shaping of the network environment 

‘network curation’, which controls the evolution of the accelerator network structure over time. It was also 

found that the total network size of the accelerator was usually much too large to be effectively incorporated 

into the entrepreneur’s own network in its totality over the short and intense programme period. Furthermore, 

parts of the accelerator network would often represent resources that the entrepreneur did not require. Thus, 

the accelerators were found to employ a managed ‘matchmaking process’ to effectively connect 

entrepreneurs to resources pertinent to their circumstances. 

While most accelerators appeared to focus on connecting the entrepreneur to resources relevant to them in 

that moment in time, Ignite’s approach was somewhat different. The matchmaking process at Ignite actively 

sought to connect the entrepreneur to the entire programme network, even though not all mentors would be 

able to add value to the startup during the three month programme. This resulted in many ‘dormant’ 

connections in the entrepreneur’s network, who on a practical level would passively receive weekly or 

monthly progress updates from the entrepreneur. While the matchmaking process was described as chaotic, it 

implicitly recognised two things. Firstly, the resource needs of an entrepreneur often change over the 

lifecycle of a business, and secondly, random encounters and dormant connections can add significant value 

at a future point in time. Thus, mentors who may have interacted with an entrepreneur for mere minutes 

during the acceleration period may months later, via an email update, recognise an opportunity to be of 

assistance. 

Comparing all five accelerators on the network content dimension generally involved common elements in 

both mentor and peer network interactions. Aspects of peer collaboration often involved the sharing of 

network contacts, help on specific business problems, feedback on ideas, and emotional support. The mentor 

and wider accelerator network meanwhile were an important source of capital, business expertise on topics 

such as accounting or law, and new ideas. Although these aspects were reasonably uniform in being present 

through all the accelerators studied, the balance and emphasis on which content flows were stronger, did 

differ across venture, government, and corporate backed accelerators. Venture backed programmes tended to 

be stronger in follow-up funding opportunities, while government backed programmes exhibited strength in 
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achieving social impact, and corporate backed accelerators appeared strong in reputational capital and links 

to customers and suppliers. 

In terms of governance mechanisms, the process of acceleration was found to be greatly governed by mutual 

trust between all actors in the accelerator network. In particular, entrepreneurs formed a level of trust in the 

accelerator programme organisers and their ability to act as gatekeepers ensuring that individuals seeking to 

act in their own self-interest at the expense of the entrepreneur would be kept outside the network. 

Entrepreneurs would thus be able to establish connections network actors immediately based on mutual trust 

and by doing so enjoy lower transaction costs. However, as a notable finding from the analysis of Wayra, a 

breakdown of trust between an entrepreneur and accelerator management did not necessarily inhibit 

networking with other peer entrepreneurs. This suggests entrepreneurs on at least some level apply trust as a 

governance mechanism differently between peer entrepreneurs and the wider accelerator network. 

To conclude this chapter, all data gathered on the dimensions of network structure (size, density & diversity), 

content, and governance mechanisms for each accelerator is summarised in Figure 6.1 on the following page. 

A further depiction of the acceleration process based on the analysis of this chapter is shown in Figure 6.2. 

The figure extends the operationalisation of this study as illustrated in Chapter 3 (Figure 3.1), and shows that 

the interaction between accelerator and entrepreneur is guided by the processes of network curation and 

managed network matchmaking. 
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 Network Structure   

 
Size Density Diversity Network Content 

Governance 

Mechanisms 

Ignite 

20-30 Peer 
entrepreneurs;  
50-80 
Mentors 

Low density in peer 
entrepreneur 
networks; Mentor 
network density 
average but increasing 
with many being past 
participants. 

Average-High 
diversity in peer 
entrepreneur group; 
Mentors primarily 
local entrepreneurs and 
business angels. 

Emphasis on 
funding 
opportunities. 

Trust; Active network 
curation by Ignite 
creating trust in the 
value of connections. 
 

BGV 

15-25 Peer 
entrepreneurs; 
100-150 
Mentors 

Low-Average density 
in peer entrepreneur 
group; Average 
mentor network 
density. 

High diversity in peer 
entrepreneur group; 
Mentors primarily past 
participants or social 
entrepreneurs 

Sector specific 
expertise on social 
enterprises; Less 
focus on access to 
finance. 

Trust between teams 
and mentors quickly 
established with 
diminished profit 
motive. 

DotForge 

20-35 Peer 
entrepreneurs; 
~60 mentors 

Low density in peer 
entrepreneur group; 
Average mentor 
network density. 

High diversity in peer 
entrepreneur group; 
Mentors primarily 
from social and 
charitable 
organisations  

Sector specific 
expertise on social 
enterprises. 

Trust based on 
reciprocity of actions; 
Trust in programme to 
deliver results and 
maintain good 
reputation. 

Accelerate ME 

~10 Peer 
entrepreneurs;  
30-35 
Mentors 

Average-High density 
in peer entrepreneur 
network. High density 
in mentor network. 

Low-Average diversity 
in peer entrepreneur 
and mentor groups. 

Emphasis on early-
stage entrepreneur 
education and 
practical know-how. 

Student-teacher 
dynamic; Trust not 
essential due to 
entrepreneurs having 
little to lose. 

Wayra UK 

30-60 Peer 
entrepreneurs; 
~200 Mentors 

Low density in 
entrepreneur and 
mentor networks. 

High diversity in peer 
entrepreneur group; 
Mentors tend to have a 
corporate background; 
One mentor with each 
team will always be 
from Telefónica. 

Rich in reputational 
capital through 
association to 
Telefónica. 

Sense of ‘ownership’ 
by Telefónica; Trust 
between entrepreneurs. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 6.1 Summary Findings of Analysed Interviews 
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4) Network Structure  

(size, density, diversity) 
5) Network Content 
6) Network Governance 

Mechanisms 
Guided by 
• Network Curation 
• Matchmaking 

Figure 6.2 Basic Process of Acceleration 
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion 

7.1 Research summary 

Accelerator programmes have recently emerged as an increasingly popular tool to aid nascent technology 

oriented ventures improve chances of survival and success. These programmes combine funding, education, 

and access to a curated network of peer entrepreneurs and mentors ready to offer assistance and advice on a 

range of topics. However, despite their growing importance, accelerator programmes remain poorly 

understood from an academic point of view. Past studies have primarily focused on matters of typology or 

narrow questions of whether accelerators improve access to for instance finance. This paper has endeavoured 

to distance itself from an outcome focused approach, and instead an attempt has been made to look inside the 

accelerator in order to understand the phenomenon of acceleration itself. With the network of the 

entrepreneur as the dependent variable, this paper has asked the central question of how accelerators connect 

entrepreneurs to network-based resources. 

In this context the term ‘network-based resource’ takes on a wide meaning, and is used to refer to any 

resource the entrepreneur derives through their network. This can be anything from financial capital to 

something as simple as a piece of advice that the entrepreneur derives a benefit from. As such, the 

educational element of the programme in terms of mentorship and access to expertise can also be construed 

as a network-based resource. 

Overall, accelerators lean on the central premise that social networks are an indispensable part of 

entrepreneurship, and that a high quality personal network can not only be a source of value, but indeed 

create competitive advantage. This view has also been articulated in the network approach to 

entrepreneurship, which as a combination of network theory and entrepreneurship research has provided the 

theoretical underpinning of this paper. With the assumption that networks are indeed valuable from an 

entrepreneur point of view, accelerator programmes can be viewed as network generating tools that make the 

arduous process of network building efficient and effective. 

The operationalisation of the study has relied on gauging three network dimensions: (1) Network structure, 

(2) Network content, and (3) Network governance mechanisms. Taken together, these dimensions have been 

argued to provide a holistic picture of a network by combining elements of both the social and business 

network perspectives. In response to calls by recent reviews in the field of the network approach to 

entrepreneurship, this paper has adopted a qualitative focus in its attempt to study the interactions that take 

place inside accelerators. 
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The UK was chosen as the most appropriate location to conduct the study owing to its diverse mix of 

reputable accelerator programmes that attract entrepreneurs from all over the world into the country. In total 

the study identified 15 programme providers with venture, government, and corporate backed accelerators all 

present. A total of five accelerator programmes were included in the study, and interviews conducted with 

programme managers and past participants formed the basis for answering the following research questions. 

 

Q1: Do alternate accelerator operating models impact network generation and utilisation differently?  

The analysis of data in the previous chapter suggests that although the basic network generation and 

utilisation mechanisms slightly differ across accelerator programmes, this difference is not linked to 

accelerator type. However, where the type of accelerator does appear to have an impact is the nature of the 

generated network, which tends to reflect the nature of the accelerator type; venture backed accelerators tend 

to generate financing oriented networks, government backed accelerators tend to generate networks geared 

for social impact, and corporate backed accelerators tend to generate networks with a higher number of 

corporate actors. 

Common to all three types is that the network generation inside the programme begins within the framework 

of a pre-packaged and vetted network that has been prepared by the accelerator organiser. The networks are 

in all cases too large in size to effectively manage or incorporate during the short acceleration period that 

typically lasts for 12-13 weeks. A process is then put in place that is designed to efficiently match 

entrepreneurs with the most relevant resources. This exact process varies and can for instance take the form 

of a ‘speed dating’ session with formally arranged brief meetings, or one based on voluntary office hours 

where entrepreneurs can drop by and talk if they wish to do so. As noted, this network generation process 

does not appear to be dependent on the accelerator type, but is rather an administrative decision taken by 

programme managers based on their beliefs and judgement of what is effective and feasible. 

While the network generating mechanisms at the micro-level do not appear to differ on the basis of 

accelerator type, the nature of the network package served and consequently acquired by entrepreneurs does 

show signs of programme type dependency. In the case of venture backed accelerators, there appears to be a 

tendency for the network to be geared towards acquiring funding. This can be seen as a natural reflection of 

the fact that a number of actors in the accelerator network will usually either be business angels or have a 

venture capital background with a view to improving deal flow. 

Government backed accelerators on the other hand tend to have a diminished profit motive, which is 

reflected in a tendency to create fewer links to sources of investment and capital during the programme. 

Where the network is strong however, is pertinent advice and connections to develop the underlying product 
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or service to achieve the desired social impact. This is not to say that government backed accelerators do not 

have an interest in the financial success of the participating entrepreneurs and their businesses; clearly a 

bankrupt business will not make any social impact or create jobs. The manifestation of this incentive to 

ensure future success is however not in the network on offer, but rather it is embedded in the education 

component of the programme. Instead of serving up a network of potential investors, it appears mentoring 

and education during the programme is designed to equip the entrepreneur with the tools and knowledge to 

engage investors and speak their language to gain funding independently post-programme. 

Finally, corporate backed accelerators have an incentive to act as a way for the corporate sponsor to keep a 

finger on the pulse of new innovation, and to absorb promising new technology and talent for the benefit of 

its own business and customers. A combination of corporate backing and the absence of a pure profit motive 

as the aim is to improve the innovation capability of the corporate entity, means these programmes tend to be 

well funded and consequently very professional in the way they are operated. In other words the accelerator 

itself may be vaguely characterised as being run like a business itself. This corporate nature of the 

accelerator also tends to be reflected in a network that has a higher number of executives, managers, and 

senior business people currently in corporate positions. 

Although we note that the accelerator type appears to have an impact on the nature of the network provided 

and generated, one should approach the finding with some caution. Interviews with programme managers 

uncovered a reliance on utilising their own personal networks to identify suitable candidates to involve in the 

accelerator network as mentors, coaches, and members of the management team. Therefore, the accelerator 

type may be exhibiting certain network characteristics by proxy, with the person or group of people setting 

the programme up ultimately dictating the nature of the network. For instance corporate backed accelerators 

may not be exhibiting corporate characteristics simply by virtue of being corporate backed, but possibly 

because of a tendency to select a programme management team with a corporate professional background, 

which in turn is then projected in the accelerator network. 

 

Q2: What network-based resources do accelerators connect entrepreneurs to? 

In general, accelerators connect entrepreneurs to a diverse range of tangible and intangible network-based 

resources. Findings indicate that one can broadly distinguish between resources that are primarily derived 

through the peer group of entrepreneurs, and those derived from mentors and other parts of the accelerator 

network.  

The peer group is a principal source of the emotional support and inspiration that are crucial in the early 

stages of a nascent venture. In the ‘safe’ confines of the accelerator boundary entrepreneurs were found to 
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rely on each other for detailed and critical feedback, while also being able to share hardships and relate to the 

difficulties faced by others. In a more tangible way, entrepreneurs were also found to share network 

resources and make introductions to relevant contacts within their own personal networks. By tapping into 

the diverse skillsets of their peers, entrepreneurs were also able to draft in key talent on a temporary basis to 

for instance tackle technical issues by asking a developer in another team for assistance.  

Other parts of the accelerator network on the other hand were a primary source of financial capital, specialist 

expertise, and advice on practical aspects of running a business. The range of topics in mentoring for 

instance were diverse ranging from generic subjects such as accounting to very specialised such as 

measuring social impact. In certain cases the accelerator itself may also offer wider reputational signalling 

content with the entrepreneur being able to attach their business to a well-known corporation or brand. 

Finally, it should be highlighted that accelerators were found to facilitate the creation of multiplex ties where 

contacts would tend to provide multiple layers of content within the context of the same relationship. For 

instance angel investors may simultaneously provide capital, advice, and emotional support to the 

entrepreneur. Thus, one should not treat the aforementioned characterisation of resources to those provided 

by peers and to those provided by others as an absolute division, but rather a guide to where the balance 

within each group lies. 

  

Q3: What is the network and networking value that entrepreneurs derive from accelerators? 

In short, findings indicate that an accelerator programme adds value for the entrepreneur by offering access 

to an existing and curated network with resources that the entrepreneur lacks. Accelerators appear to cater to 

a wide range of needs with both a diverse mentor network, and by admitting teams with a range of 

backgrounds while ensuring their business ideas are not in direct competition with each other. 

The precise areas of the network that the entrepreneur perceives to derive value from is highly individual and 

based on personal circumstances. As a general theme, findings indicate that entrepreneurs with more 

business experience tend to find aspects of mentoring and mentor networks less valuable due to already 

possessing the knowledge and expertise they offer. However, peer networks and the emotional support and 

mutual assistance on relatable business challenges was identified almost universally as being of high value. 

Curation of the network on the part of programme managers is also an important part of the overall network 

value from an entrepreneur’s point of view. Network building and establishing a level of mutual trust with 

others can be a time consuming activity. By carefully curating the overall accelerator network, trust can 

however be established more efficiently from the outset as long as the entrepreneur believes in the ability of 

programme management to serve up a network with actors, who not only offer value, but who are going to 
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treat the entrepreneur in a fair manner. In other words trust in the network itself is transferred to the people 

who are part of it, even before any interaction has taken place. Furthermore, being able to rely on trust as a 

governance mechanism from the beginning of an interaction is a powerful tool that can reduce transaction 

costs for both parties. 

 

7.2 Concluding Discussion and Directions for Future Research 

Reflecting on the analysis and findings of the research conducted, we argue that the foundations for a basic 

understanding of the acceleration process from a network perspective are coming into focus. Beginning with 

the assumption that entrepreneurs will only seek access to an accelerator if they are not able to derive 

required resources through their existing network at an equivalent or cheaper cost, we contend that the value 

of the accelerator fundamentally lies in the network it represents. As identified by Witt (2004), networking 

activity required to build and maintain relationships entails a cost to the entrepreneur that must be taken into 

account. Entrepreneurs can thus utilise the accelerator as a tool to minimise the cost of accessing a required 

network-based resource.  

This study has identified two important processes by which accelerators minimise transaction costs. Firstly, 

they act as gatekeepers able to provide a curated network of high quality peer entrepreneurs, mentors and 

potential investors. Secondly, a managed matchmaking process inside the accelerator aims to efficiently link 

entrepreneurs to relevant resources in the accelerator network. It is essential that the entrepreneur can trust 

the quality of the curation and matchmaking processes, as it enables them to establish new network 

connections without costly vetting of each new contact. The implication for accelerator organisers is that 

reputational signalling is important in convincing entrepreneurs of the accelerator’s overall capability to 

deliver lower transaction costs. In a competitive environment, programmes that are able to provide greater 

transaction cost reductions should theoretically in the long run be expected to survive while those with lesser 

transaction cost benefits disappear. 

At this point we recognise that a ‘network compensation’ argument in the vein of Bayer (1991) can also be 

made in the context of accelerators. That is to say accelerators are not in fact accelerating, but only bringing 

up to speed those that are in a comparably worse starting position. Findings in this study however paint a 

more complex picture with for instance the benefits of peer group interaction highlighted as particularly 

valuable. Emotional support of this nature may be difficult to obtain even from a well-developed network, 

which appears to be one reason why accelerators also appeal to experienced entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs 

who had existing experience of building companies or had in the past already attended an accelerator 

reported varying degrees of diminishing returns of network value from attending further accelerator 

programmes, but a strong peer support element alone appeared beneficial enough to make attending worth 
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their time. It may thus be appropriate to talk of ‘permanent’ network benefits such as knowledge and lasting 

network connections, and ‘temporary’ network benefits such as peer support. In this sense future studies may 

choose to focus on the ‘impact’ the accelerator has on the entrepreneur’s network, rather than the 

‘interaction’ between the entrepreneur and the accelerator. 

It should also be noted that the overall approach of analysing accelerators through the lens of network 

structure, content, and governance mechanisms appears to work reasonably well. However, as already 

highlighted by Slotte-Kock and Coviello (2010) in the context of network theory research in general, 

including all three dimensions in a single study should not be considered obligatory. Rather, individual 

studies can choose to focus on specific elements and collectively work together to advance a more profound 

understanding of accelerators. Simultaneously, any future research would benefit from a further refined 

taxonomy of accelerators. The rapid pace of development in operating models presents a clear challenge, 

however in broad terms, a distinction into venture, government, and corporate backed accelerators provides a 

robust starting point. Further work such as classifying sub-groups or identifying differences on a more 

granular level may however be of interest. 

In conclusion, it appears evident that accelerators are becoming an increasingly visible part of 

entrepreneurial ecosystems globally. Accelerators are well placed to bridge gaps between entrepreneurs, 

expertise and capital, and deserve to be better understood in order to inform innovation policy at all levels. 

Research in this area is still in its infancy, but as demonstrated in this paper, network theory and the network 

approach to entrepreneurship provide a highly promising avenue for the study of these programmes. 

However, more work remains to be done to ensure that accelerators truly offer value to entrepreneurs and the 

wider society, and indeed fulfil their namesake promise of acceleration. 
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