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Abstract  

It is no secret that the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has turned everything upside down. The rapid 

spread of the virus has caused an era of social distancing, which has given rise to changes in the way we work 

and interact. It is unquestionable that the global pandemic has made online the new normal – at least for now. 

Thus, the business incubator and accelerator environment is no exception. As facilitators of entrepreneurial 

and innovation activities, the transition from in-person facilitation to online facilitation is likely to cause 

several implications. Since this is an emerging phenomenon, there is currently no literature that deals with 

online facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities in the context of incubators and accelerators, nor 

in the context of COVID-19. Hence, the purpose of this thesis is to contribute to this field by investigating: (1) 

how the management and teams of incubators and accelerators have chosen to facilitate their activities online; 

(2) the challenges and barriers they have encountered; and (3) their perceptions of the advantages and 

disadvantages of online facilitation. For this purpose, data has been collected through exploratory semi-

structured interviews with eight incubators and accelerators located in Denmark. The data was coded, analyzed 

and interpreted, which made it possible to discover themes and patterns that could elucidate the phenomenon. 

Findings show that the transition from offline to online facilitation contributes to a higher efficiency and 

flexibility. However, it also influences central entrepreneurial and innovation activities, and the lack of trust 

and social interactions limits the potential for successful coaching, networking, and community building. 

Despite this challenge, the incubators and accelerators revealed a desire to continue with a blended solution. 

This indicates that online facilitation is not just an event-driven trend, but a possible transformation in the way 

incubators and accelerators will design and execute their programs in the future. 
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"Creativity involves breaking out of expected patterns in order to 
look at things in a different way."  

– Edward de Bono 
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1. Introduction 

Late in December 2019, a novel Coronavirus, also referred to as COVID-19, was found in Wuhan, China 

(Santosh & Joshi, 2021). Only three months later, the first corona case was seen in Denmark which caused the 

Danish Prime Minister, Mette Frederiksen, to announce the closure of large sections of society from Monday, 

March 11, 2020, which were later followed by complete lockdowns (Olagnier & Mogensen, 2020). Many 

countries followed a similar pattern, and since then, the world has been subject to lockdown. The rapid spread 

of the virus has caused an era of social distancing, which has given rise to changes in the way we work and the 

way we interact. Online has become the new normal – at least for now (Munro et al., 2021). However, along 

with the roll out of vaccinations, countries have started waking up from lockdown. Hence, the question now 

remains if the trends that have emerged during the pandemic are only event-driven or if they will influence the 

way we work in the future, and if we will continue to interact increasingly online or if we will go back to how 

things were before the pandemic. Maybe this era has taught us something? Maybe we will experience a 

transformation in the way we work? For now, these questions are left unanswered, but it does not set aside the 

relevance of posing such questions. 

 

It is no secret that COVID-19 has turned everything upside down in the way we work in organizations. Before 

COVID-19, many workplaces based communication and collaboration activities on face-to-face interactions, 

whereas they now rely on screen-to-screen interactions. Naturally, the change from offline to screen-to-screen 

interactions causes several changes in how organizations can facilitate their work processes. In the fall 2020, 

I found that the accelerator and incubator environment was not an exception. In the third semester of my 

master’s programme, Organisational Innovation and Entrepreneurship (OIE), I got the opportunity to go 

through an internship in my own startup via the CSE Entrepreneurship programme. This was the first time I 

became acquainted with an incubator programme. However, due to COVID-19, most of the activities in 

relation to the internship were conducted online. As part of the three months ‘Proof Programme’ I realized that 

many of the concepts and frameworks that are used to guide business development, coaching and peer-to-peer 

learning are the same being taught in the OIE programme. Having worked with the same frameworks and 

concepts both online and offline I was able to compare and reflect upon the processes. It was my experience 

that these entrepreneurial and innovation processes achieved better outcomes when facilitated in person. I 

found that the level of creativity and inputs were raised by the energetic dynamics fostered by social 

interactions. This awakened my interest in exploring if business development can work online. Based on my 

enrollment in the ‘Proof Programme’ at CSE, I wondered how incubators and accelerators have managed to 

facilitate their entrepreneurial and innovation activities during COVID-19. 
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1.1 Research topic 

Since the concept of incubators emerged in 1959 (Lewis, 2001) and accelerators in 2005 (Lange & Johnston, 

2020) they have gained a central position in modern entrepreneurial ecosystems (Hausberg & Korreck, 2020; 

Zucker et al. 2002; Lange & Johnston, 2020). Incubators and accelerators serve as innovation intermediaries 

(Gliedt et al., 2018) and hence play a key role in promoting entrepreneurship by supporting the growth of 

entrepreneurs and startups (Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright, & Van Hove, 2016). The main difference between the 

two concepts is that incubators support startups in “incubating” innovative ideas (Cooper, et al., 2012; Hackett 

and Dilts 2004), whereas accelerators ‘accelerate’ growth of existing startups (Hallen et al., 2014). 

Nevertheless, common for both is that most entrepreneurial and innovation activities usually are facilitated in 

person at joint locations. 

 

In line with the COVID-19 outbreak, governments imposed social distancing rules and encouraged people to 

meet each other online rather than physically. Rapidly the notion of ‘together online’ was widely recognized 

and many institutions and organizations moved to online delivery (Munro et al., 2021). As personally 

experienced, this was also the case for incubators and accelerators. However, as facilitators of entrepreneurial 

and innovation activities this transition from in-person facilitation to online facilitation seemed to cause some 

challenges. Nonetheless, online facilitation does not appear to be a new phenomenon. Existing literature 

already addresses topics such as electronic togetherness, virtual communities, online group processes and 

online facilitation (Merrill, 2003; Albuquerque & Velho, 2003; Nicolopoulou et al, 2006). However, as far as 

this thesis is informed, there is no such literature in the context of business incubators and accelerators. 

 

1.2 Research gap 

As articulated above, there is conducted research on a range of topics that relate to online facilitation. However, 

these topics are usually investigated in the context of learners and educators within different fields 

(Nicolopoulou et al, 2006; Merrill, 2003; Lockyer et al., 2006; Hsien et al., 2006). Hence, there is no known 

research that deals with online facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities in the context of 

incubators and accelerators nor in the context of COVID-19. 

 

Existing related literature argues that there are multiple challenges associated with online facilitation including 

the difficulty of successfully communicating emotions and feelings in relation to facial and non-verbal 

communication (Nicolopoulou et al, 2006). Hence, in order to succeed with online facilitation, it requires an 

understanding of and combining several different components properly including course design, role of the 
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facilitator, communication style and collaboration (Merrill, 2003). Despite the fact that these contributions on 

online facilitation are conducted in a different context, some of these findings might be relevant in the case of 

online facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities. However, since there is currently a lack of 

literature within this field, this thesis aims to contribute to this research gap. 

 

1.3 The main objectives of the research 

It is in the above-mentioned context that this research aims to answer the following research question: 

 

How has the management of Danish incubators and accelerators chosen to respond to the COVID-19 

pandemic with regard to facilitating their entrepreneurial and innovation activities for startups and 

entrepreneurs? 

 

The purpose of the research is to explore the nature and implications of the transition from traditional face-to-

face facilitation to online facilitation. In particular, this thesis aims to gain an insight into the facilitation of 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities among incubators and accelerators located in Denmark and identify 

themes and regularities associated with working with such activities online. Hence, the following exploratory 

research will address: (1) how the management and teams of incubators and accelerators have chosen to 

facilitate their activities online; (2) the challenges and barriers they have encountered; and (3) their perceptions 

of the advantages and disadvantages of online facilitation. Thus, the research contributes with findings that 

will be useful to managers, coaches, and facilitators involved in delivering entrepreneurial and innovation 

activities for startups and entrepreneurs. 

 

1.4 Thesis statement 

Because COVID-19 has completely changed the way we work and interact with each other, it is very likely 

that the future will be more virtual, and we will be working increasingly online. Thus, it is argued that there is 

a need to determine how incubators and accelerators successfully can facilitate their entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities virtually. Discovering and understanding the difficulties and challenges that they have 

encountered as well as identifying possible opportunities will allow to discuss the implications and provide 

suggestions on how they can balance working with their activities online and offline. 

 

Indeed, the facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities online is an emerging phenomenon initiated 

by the circumstances during COVID-19. Thus, in the case of the sampled incubators and accelerators, 
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understanding their perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of online facilitation and exploring their 

challenges as well as identifying opportunities in relation to online facilitation are the very first steps in 

addressing the problem. 

 

1.5 Thesis structure 

This thesis is composed of the five main chapters: Literature Review, Methodology, Analysis, Discussion and 

Conclusion which each include sub-sections. The main objectives of the chapters are summarized below.  

 

Chapter 1: Seeks to provide a foundation of knowledge on the research topic by reviewing literature on 

incubators and accelerators as well as on concepts and frameworks with relevance for the more 

virtual age we are undergoing and facing. 

 

Chapter 2: Accounts for the chosen research design and the methodological choices made in relation to the 

research. It outlines the research process including the research purpose and approach, data 

collection, data processing and limitations. 

 

Chapter 3: Analyses the findings gathered from the interviews with incubators and accelerators thus 

allowing the thesis to make empirically informed decisions. The analysis section is structured 

according to the themes and patterns discovered in the research findings. 

 

Chapter 4:  Discusses the key results from the analysis in the light of existing related literature. The chapter 

is closed with an outline of considerations and suggestions for further research taking the results 

and methodological choices including the limitations into account. 

 

Chapter 5: Concludes the thesis by answering the research question and summarizing the main findings. 
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2. Literature review  

Recently, the phenomenon of meeting, co-working, and collaborating virtually has exploded in line with the 

coronavirus outbreak. Online communication platforms such as Zoom, Teams and Skype have replaced 

physical meeting points. But how do we perform online? More than ever, this question is especially applicable 

for incubators and accelerators. This section seeks to introduce literature with relevance for the research topic 

of the thesis. The literature review is composed of two main sections; the first part seeks to address core themes 

and concepts related specifically to incubators and accelerators and entrepreneurship, whereas the second part 

seeks to address themes and concepts surrounding online facilitation in general. 

 

2.1 Incubators and accelerators 

The empirical setting of this research is that of incubators and accelerators, hence an outline of the 

characteristics of the two concepts will follow. Currently, there is no universal definition of the concepts 

incubator and accelerator, and they are often used interchangeably (cf. Bank et al., 2017; Hansen et al., 2000). 

This is probably due to the fast evolvement of the field, which makes it difficult for the literature to keep pace 

with the incubator and accelerator phenomena (Ortmans, 2016; Hathaway, 2016). There exists a large amount 

of literature on business incubators, however only limited research can be found on accelerators. Nevertheless, 

accelerators have recently gained increasing research interest (Hausberg & Korreck, 2020). The appearance of 

the two concepts in literature varies due to differences in their historic development, as the first incubator was 

established in 1959 (Lewis, 2001), whereas the first accelerator was established in 2005 (Lange & Johnston, 

2020). 

 

2.1.1 Definition and distinction 

Incubators and accelerators are commonly referred to as innovation intermediaries (Gliedt et al., 2018) and 

thus serve as facilitators and distributors of innovation including information, knowledge, and technology 

transfer (Howells, 2006). Although the two concepts are often used interchangeably, incubators and 

accelerators have distinct characteristics (see figure 1). Incubators support startups in “incubating” innovative 

ideas by providing access to intellectual and material resources as well as developing strong networks of 

business relations and social relations (Cooper, et al., 2012; Hackett and Dilts 2004). Business incubators thus 

cultivate innovativeness and knowledge creation. Startups that join incubators (tenants) will benefit from a 

higher credibility, shortened learning curve, faster responsiveness to problems, and access to entrepreneurial 

networks (cf. Smilor and Gill, 1986; Cooper, et al., 2012). In comparison, accelerators ‘accelerate’ growth of 

existing startups by offering a wider range of services to startups through time-limited, cohort-based programs 
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that normally last three months. These programs are designed to educate and inspire the startups through 

coaching practices (Hallen et al., 2014). Besides coaching, the startups typically get a workspace and access 

to a network of alumni and experts within various fields (Bruneel et al., 2012). The programs usually end with 

a pitch event, commonly referred to as ‘Demo Day’ (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). 

 

2.1.1.1 Incubators 

Most definitions agree that incubators are associated with physical facilities that provide business assistance 

for startups. A few examples on definitions of business incubators include: ‘‘Centralized physical facilities 

that ‘incubate’ new and small ventures by providing them with varying support services and other assistance.’’ 

(Udell, 1990, p.108); ‘‘Locally based institutions that provide shared physical space and business support 

services to new and young firms’’ (Markley & McNamara, 1995, p.273); ‘‘Organisations that supply joint 

location, services, business support and networks to early-stage ventures’’ (Bergek & Norrman, 2008, p.22). 

 

Moreover, there are various types of business incubators, which are usually classified into two main groups: 

for-profit and for-non-profit (Grimaldi & Grandi, 2005; Becker & Gassman 2006; Barbero, et al., 2014). The 

former refers to professionally organized incubators that gain profits from their involvement in the growth of 

startups, whereas the latter refers to incubators who offer logistical services to minimize the cost associated 

with the start-up phase (Grimaldi and Grandi, 2005). However, a number of authors have suggested more 

elaborate classifications. As an example, Von Zedtwitz and Grimaldi (2006) differentiate between five types 

of incubators: regional business, university, independent, company internal and virtual incubators. 

 

2.1.1.2 Accelerators 

Numerous studies define accelerators as a new form of incubation model (Crișan et al., 2019; Pauwels et al., 

2016). However, in contrast to definitions of incubators, definitions of accelerators are less focused on physical 

resources and office support services, but rather focus on accelerators as providers of intangible, knowledge 

intensive, support services (Pauwels et al., 2016). In addition, definitions of accelerators have more focus on 

the growth of startups than definitions of incubators (Isabelle, 2013). Examples include: “organisations which 

provide support for startups in order to accelerate their development through one or more processes: learning, 

validation, access & growth, and innovation” (Crișan et al., 2019, p.19); “organizations that aim to accelerate 

successful venture creation by providing specific incubation services, focused on education and mentoring, 

during an intensive program of limited duration” (cf. Cohen and Hochberg, 2014; Miller and Bound, 2011; 

Pauwels et al., 2016, p.13). 
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Similar to business incubators, there exist various types of accelerators. The legal status of incubators and 

accelerators seems to be the biggest differentiator between the two concepts (Isabelle, 2013). As opposed to 

incubators that usually are governed by local governments and universities, accelerators are more often 

managed by the private sector including business owners and investors (Dahl, 2011). Thus, incubators are 

usually not-for-profit organizations, whereas accelerators are typically for-profit organizations (Isabelle, 2013; 

Stagars, 2015). 

 

 Accelerators Incubators 

Duration 

Cohorts 
Business model  

Selection frequency  

Venture stage  

Education offered  

Venture location  

Mentorship 

3 months 

Yes 

Investment; non-profit 

Competitive, cyclical  

Early 

Seminars 

Usually on-site 

Intense, by self and others 

1-5 years 

No 

Rent; non-profit  

Non-competitive  

Early, or late 

Ad hoc, hr/legal  

On-site  

Minimal, tactical 

Figure 2.1 Characteristics of Accelerators and Incubators.  

Source: Cohen and Hochberg (2014) 

 

Having introduced the concepts of incubators and accelerators and defined their individual characteristics, 

provides a foundation for better understanding how online facilitation influences their entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities and what implications it may result in. 

 

2.2 Organizing frameworks 

The management and teams of incubators and accelerators usually build their training and coaching practices 

on different business planning approaches. Thus, these approaches function as organizing frameworks in 

helping to structure the sessions and practices offered to startups (Mansoori, Karlsson, & Lundqvist, 2019). 

Hence, in order to create an understanding for the practices that incubators and accelerators use it is crucial to 

outline the main organizing frameworks used to coach startups. 
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2.2.1 Business model canvas 

Many incubators and accelerators have moved away from traditional business planning approaches and instead 

adopted the business model canvas (BMC) as an organizing framework to support early-stage startups (cf. 

França et al., 2017; Haaker et al., 2017; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Schwartz & Teach, 2000; Carvalho et al., 

2020). Managers consider the BMC as an adequate dynamic tool to discover opportunities for the development 

of startups (Carvalho et al., 2020). Likewise, startups consider the model as a tool to successfully enter the 

market (cf. Mansoori, 2017; Quinones, Nicholson, & Heeks, 2015; Vanhala & Saarikallio, 2015; Carvalho et 

al., 2020). The BMC provides a flexible and user-friendly frame for startups to manage innovation, 

communicate, and share business logic (Carvalho et al., 2020). The canvas consists of nine building blocks in 

which the value proposition is the main component (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). The model is aimed at 

helping startups overcome problems and turning ideas into innovations through creative practices (Naggar, 

2015) and thus emphasizes divergent thinking (Brown, 2009). 

 

There are various reasons why coaches choose to adopt the BMC as a coaching framework. Some reasons 

include that it assists in planning and implementing new businesses, improves decision-making, enhances 

creativity and promotes innovation (Carvalho et al., 2020). Moreover, it provides a guiding frame for 

explaining how value is created and captured (De Reuver, Bouwman, & Haaker, 2013). However, despite the 

usefulness of the BMC some coaches find the lean canvas more actionable and entrepreneur-focused (Carvalho 

& Galina, 2015). 

 

2.2.2 The lean startup methodology 

Similar to the business model canvas, many incubators and accelerators have adopted the lean startup 

methodology as an organizing framework (McAdam et al., 2016; Mansoori et al., 2019). The principles of this 

framework serve as a guide for entrepreneurs to structure their activities as well as for coaches to organize 

their activities in new ways (Mansoori et al., 2019). The framework emphasizes the notion of “failing fast”, as 

a steep learning curve will lead to better entrepreneurship. Accordingly, the lean method is based on a “build, 

measure, learn” logic which involves building and testing minimum viable products (MVPs) based on feedback 

from the market (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2006; Stagars, 2015). The lean startup is thus based on iterative learning 

from potential customers (York & Danes, 2014). As such, the lean method suggests entrepreneurs to change 

their business approach from product-oriented to customer-oriented by aiming to constantly interact with the 

market (Corallo, et al., 2019). Ultimately, the lean method requires a high level of dynamism and flexibility 

(Garavelli et al. 2011). 
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According to Mansoori et al. (2019), the implementation of the lean startup in coaching sessions including 

lectures and seminars influences how knowledge is communicated within entrepreneur-coach relationships. 

The supportive and developmental role often associated with coaches (Ladd et al., 2015; Pauwels et al., 2016) 

transforms from mentor of business planning to facilitator of practices based on hypothesis-testing 

(Christiansen, 2009). Their adherence to the principles of the lean method appears to have a positive influence 

on entrepreneur-coach relationships, as the structure signals legitimacy which strengthens the credibility of 

coaches and facilitates trust. Moreover, aside from guiding content and form, the implementation of the lean 

method fosters knowledge accumulation, motivation, and confidence (Mansoori et al., 2019). 

 

2.3 Entrepreneurial coaching 

On the basis of the investigated research area, it is essential to develop a thorough understanding of the role of 

coaches and their coaching practices including form and content. Further, it requires to build an understanding 

of the nature of entrepreneur-coach relationships. 

 

Coaching is a broad term that has numerous definitions and the term is often used interchangeably with other 

forms of support (Audet & Couteret, 2012; Kotte et al., 2021): Coaching is the activities designed to unfold 

the potential of individuals (Hargrove, 2000); the activities aimed at helping individuals to reach their goals 

(Aas & Vavik, 2015) and stimulating self-reflection (Behrendt & Greif, 2018); a number of practices to support 

individuals to learn (Whitmore, 1992); a way to structure peer-learning (Kutzhanova et al., 2009); and a tool 

to encourage action (Cooper et al., 2012; Flaherty, 2005). Entrepreneurial coaching thus plays a key role in the 

start-up process and helps entrepreneurs ask the right questions (Audet & Couteret, 2012). 

 

Some literature distinguishes between entrepreneurial coaching and mentoring. Where coaching usually 

involves a business relationship, mentoring does not necessarily involve a business relationship as it is usually 

voluntary. Coaching practices aim to provide entrepreneurs with specific skill sets to meet specific needs 

(Audet & Couteret, 2012). Mentoring practices, on the other hand, are used to help entrepreneurs grow as 

people (Thompson and Downing, 2007) and focus on teaching entrepreneurship in a broader sense including 

decision making, change management, identification of new opportunities, networking skills etc. (cf. Bisk, 

2002; St-Jean and Audet, 2012; Audet & Couteret, 2012) In this thesis, facilitators of incubator and accelerator 

organizations are referred to as ‘coaches’ whereas people from outside the organization including alumni are 

referred to as ‘mentors’. 
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2.3.1 Success of a coaching relationship 

As a coach, the most important job is not to solve problems, but rather to provide the frames for the 

entrepreneur to develop the necessary skills and knowledge to find solutions. It can be valuable if the coach 

has previous startup experience, however it is not determining the relationship between the entrepreneur and 

coach (Britton, 2010). On the other hand, factors such as equality of power, collaborative learning culture and 

effectiveness of communication are crucial to the success of the relationship (Cox et al., 2014; Schein, 1987). 

Similarly, it is suggested avoiding hierarchy within the relationship as this would prevent openness and trust 

(O’Broin & Palmer, 2009; Schein, 1987). Practices such as “listening, clarifying, encouraging reflection and 

criticality, and questioning” (Cox et al., 2014:6) can support effective communication and foster collaborative 

learning (Cox, 2013). 

 

Aside from the characteristics of coaches as well as the interpersonal relationship between coaches and 

entrepreneurs, there are various success factors related to the support structure. In a study conducted by Audet 

& Couteret (2012) it was found that the frequency of meetings appears to be an important factor for the success 

of coaching relationships. In this regard, replacing personal contact with phone calls and e-mails seems to harm 

the relationship, as it distances the coach from the entrepreneur and hence detaches the coach from the startup. 

Consequently, the most effective form of communication appeared to be face-to-face meetings. A similar 

finding is found in a study from Campbell Quick and Macik-Frey (2004) who identify correlations between 

successful coach approaches and direct, in-depth communication. Finally, the establishment of trust appears 

to have an important impact on entrepreneur-coach relationships, as a strong relationship of trust acts as a 

precondition for entrepreneurs to change their actions and behaviors (Audet & Couteret, 2012). 

 

2.4 Networking 

Developing and nurturing business and social networks is of critical importance in the context of incubators 

and accelerators as they seek to promote entrepreneurship (Cooper, et al., 2012). Studies have found that 

relationship building and networks are closely related to incubation and acceleration success (Hansen et al. 

2000; Lichtenstein 1992). Networks thus appear to have an important function in entrepreneurship which is 

also emphasized in existing studies for instance in literature on the network approach to entrepreneurship 

(Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986; Dubini & Aldrich, 1991; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). One of the first studies 

investigating entrepreneurship as a network embedded activity was conducted by Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) 

who argued that social networks are of critical importance in entrepreneurial processes. In their research they 

combined network theory with entrepreneurship research and viewed the entrepreneur as embedded in a social 

context through network ties and relationships. Thus, they integrated social embeddedness into entrepreneurial 
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contexts. In this context, a social network is composed of actors (individuals or organizations) and the linkages 

(ties) existing between them (Brass, 1992). Today there exist multiple theories and approaches to explain the 

process of the development of networks along with entrepreneurial activities (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). Some 

of these will be reviewed below. 

 

2.4.1 Developing a network 

Literature depicts that there are various governance mechanisms that influence the development of networks, 

however mutual trust appears to be the most influential governance mechanism. Trust is an essential element 

of network exchange that in turn improves the value of resource flows (Larson, 1992; Lorenzoni & Lipparini, 

1999). Thus, trust is fundamental to ensure the depth and richness of network relations, especially in relation 

to the exchange of information (Saxenian, 1991; Lorenzoni and Lipparini, 1999; Hite, 2000). 

 

Based on research of Starr (1990) and Starr and Macmillan (1990), Larson and Starr (1993) suggest a three-

stage model of network development. These stages each represent distinct changes in the network content and 

the governance mechanisms that manage the networks. In the first stage, strong ties such as family, friends, 

and existing business contacts are key sources in providing the critical resources which will help establish the 

venture. During these initial efforts, significant amounts of time will be allocated to identify and build new 

contacts. In the second stage, more depth will be added to relationships and new types of resources will be 

exchanged. Relationships that were established for instrumental purposes will gain a social or affective 

dimension. Hence, relationships will reflect a change in behavior from purely exchange-oriented to a more 

personal orientation in which trust plays a key role as the governance mechanism of the relationship. In the 

final stage, relationships will reflect even more complexity in terms of the network content as the quality of 

information exchanges will be enhanced and occur more frequently (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). This network 

model has received wide confirmation in later contributions. In a study by Johannisson (1996) findings on the 

development of networks among nascent and existing entrepreneurs revealed a similar pattern to Larson and 

Starr’s network model. 

 

2.4.2.1 Strong versus weak ties 

Network structures are composed of direct and indirect, and strong and weak ties between actors. Both strong 

and weak ties have valuable functions in terms of entrepreneurship (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). However, in 

relation to assessing the strength of networks, there is a discussion in existing literature about whether strong 

or weak ties are critical for innovation and entrepreneurship (cf. Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986; Davidsson & Honig, 
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2003; Grabher, 1993; Partanen et al., 2014). In an extensive survey conducted by Bruderl and Preisendorfer 

(1998), they found that the value of strong ties was higher than the value of weak ties in relation to 

entrepreneurial success when measured on the basis of firm survival. The strong ties, which consisted of friends 

and family, appeared to provide the necessary support and resources to ensure business survival. Similarly, 

Honig and Davidsson, (2000) found that strong ties are important in the early start-up stage to ensure that 

nascent entrepreneurs continue with their business activities. Nonetheless, strong ties can also be too strong, 

as they can lead entrepreneurs to think and act in constrained ways and they give access to similar resources 

(Grabher, 1993). Weak ties, on the other hand, appear to play a fundamental role in innovation. Granovetter 

(1973) found that weak ties, in contrast to the redundant information accessed through strong ties, are key 

sources to a variety of new inputs and information, which are essential drivers of innovation. Moreover, 

networks of weak ties can be considered more effective than networks of strong ties in relation to spreading 

and sharing information as it is likely to reach a larger number of people (Granovetter, 1973). This debate of 

the value of strong and weak ties could indicate that startups benefit from a balanced network consisting of a 

combination of strong ties and weak ties, which is also suggested in the work of Uzzi (1996). 

 

2.4.3 Tacit knowledge transfer through entrepreneurial networks 

In a study conducted by Kumar et al. (2017) the authors argue that tacit knowledge transfer through 

entrepreneurial networks act as a potential source of innovation capability and may be a source of critical 

competitive advantage for startups affiliated to incubators or accelerators. Thus, this section seeks to account 

for how entrepreneurs benefit from membership in entrepreneurial networks and what the preconditions are 

for effective transfer of tacit knowledge. 

 

Business and personal networks are important for entrepreneurs in the establishment of new ventures. In this 

regard, the strength of such relationships appears to be a determining factor for the success of most 

entrepreneurs. Social networks are especially important in the early start-up stages, as they help new ventures 

to overcome the difficulties in building relationships with customers and suppliers (Kumar et al., 2017). 

Entrepreneurs usually have a limited network and knowledge in the initial stage of their venture creation, and 

the lack of entrepreneurial knowledge and experience may cause the startup to end up in an unfavorable 

position (Haque et al., 2017). Hence, entrepreneurial networks are critical in the venture creation stage, as they 

offer great opportunities to build relationships. Moreover, startups face many of the same challenges, therefore 

the cultivation of membership in an entrepreneurial network allows entrepreneurs to learn from each other 

(Kumar et al., 2017). Existing research has revealed that extensive networks, measured on the basis of 

frequency, intensity, and durability, are fundamental in the growth of new ventures, as they enable 
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entrepreneurs to access resources of other actors within the network (Shaw & Conway, 2000; Neergaard & 

Madsen, 2004; Shaw, 2006). 

 

Innovations are important for business survival (Wind & Mahajan, 1997), however, innovating is complex, 

costly, and risky because of constantly changing customer preferences, intensive competitive pressure, and 

radical technological changes (Griffin, 1997). Yet, active networking and networks help facilitate innovations 

through knowledge and resource exchanges (Kumar & Kumar, 2017). In this context, tacit knowledge is the 

key resource to innovation, as it can provide startups with a number of benefits that can contribute to enhance 

their innovation capability and performance (Kumar & Kumar, 2016). Tacit knowledge is usually revealed 

through practice and hence transferred through face-to-face interactions where spatial proximity acts as a 

precondition for the transmission. Moreover, effective transfer of tacit knowledge is achieved through 

extensive personal contact, regular interaction and trust. Tacit knowledge can both be transferred through 

formal and informal entrepreneurial networks (Kumar and Kumar, 2016). The strength of relationships in these 

networks influence the extent of tacit knowledge transfer, hence developing close relationships with actors 

within entrepreneurial networks is key to obtain tacit knowledge and ultimately drive innovation (Kumar et 

al., 2017). 

 

2.4.4 Motivations and obstacles to networking 

It is clear that networks serve as a key advantage in relation to being part of an incubator or accelerator. Hence, 

it is also crucial to account for the motivations and the obstacles to networking in such organizations. In a 

study conducted by Cooper, et al. (2012) it was found that face-to-face interaction is the primary form of 

communication, and that is despite the numerous options that technology offers (Cooper, et al., 2012). Further, 

it was discovered that physical proximity has an impact on who the startups are interacting with, which 

advocates for designing an incubator or accelerator accordingly to enhance the entrepreneurial environment 

(Cooper, et al., 2012). A strong motivation for networking appears to be the desire for social support and in-

group membership. It was found that social support helps startups manage stress and reduces the fear of being 

alone by providing security of membership in an in-group. When networks are well-developed they can create 

a sense of shared experience and thus provide social support (Cooper, et al., 2012). Aside from social support 

and in-group membership, another motivation appears to be the possibility to access knowledge and problem 

solving skills of others in the network. Entrepreneurs usually face similar problems and networks make it 

possible to share problems and experiences across startups which contribute to reduce uncertainty. 
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On the other hand, (Cooper, et al., 2012) discovered three main obstacles to building and maintaining internal 

incubator networks. The major circumstantial obstacle to networking and relationship building is the extreme 

time restraints that startups face in the early life-cycle stage. The startups emphasized that the incubator could 

organize several activities, but they would not be able to participate. The limited amount of time thus prevents 

the startups from interacting with each other. Second, they lack information about the other startups which 

minimize their incentives and motivations for reaching out. Finally, the lack of trust makes startups reluctant 

to share information about innovations and funding sources as they fear confidential information will leak. The 

table below provides an overview of the motivations and obstacles and the related rationales. 

 

 
Figure 2.2 Motivations and obstacles to networking.   

Source: (Cooper, et al., 2012) 

 

The above literature reveals that there are various central elements related to networking that could be 

challenged by taking it online. For instance, the positive effects of trust and the need for regular interactions 

and social support are all elements that emphasize the importance of spatial proximity. 

 

2.5 Communities 

One thing that characterizes incubators and accelerators is their ability to build communities between the 

startups and between the startups and the organization. These communities have various important functions 

and foremost is the social and emotional support. This section will first look closer into the function of 

incubator and accelerator communities in providing social support for novice entrepreneurs, and then present 

a construct which aims to assist in promoting a sense of community. 
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2.5.1 Social support 

Existing research on entrepreneurship reveals that the social networks of entrepreneurs are essential for their 

performance (Stam et al., 2014) as they give access to valuable resources (Clough et al., 2019). Although the 

transfer of material and knowledge resources are critical for the survival of new ventures, social support among 

startups is fundamental for optimal performance (Provan and Milward 1995). Social support includes anything 

from information support to emotional support such as encouragement, empathy, and closeness (Kim et al., 

2013; Klyver et al., 2018). Incubator and accelerator tenants are comparable to communities of organizations, 

as they usually share common interests or characteristics. This allows them to establish a social support 

network which contributes to a “better understanding of problems, serve as a resource, and mobilize other 

needed resources” (cf. Kadushin 1983; Cooper, et al., 2012, p. 449). These networks are critical for novice 

entrepreneurs and help them deal with stress more effectively (Cooper, et al., 2012). 

 

2.5.1 A sense of community - The PSOC construct 

It is essential for organizations to build a sense of community (Boyd & Nowell, 2014). According to Mintzberg 

(2009) organizations should be rebuilt as communities to ensure their long-term success. Boyd & Nowell 

(2014) therefore introduce the psychological sense of community (PSOC) construct to the field of 

management, a construct that has been widely used across numerous disciplines. The authors define the 

construct as “a member’s feeling of being part of an interdependent community, a feeling that one is part of a 

larger dependable and stable structure that will meet key needs, and a sense of responsibility for the well-being 

of that community and its members.” (Boyd & Nowell, 2014, p.109). The PSOC construct consists of five 

dimensions: (1) membership, (2) influence, (3) needs fulfillment, (4) shared emotional connection, and (5) 

responsibility to organizational contexts. 

 

The membership dimension refers to the feeling of belonging to a community i.e., a team, department or 

organization, and having a shared personal relatedness to the other members. Influence refers to the sense of 

mattering to the group or the group mattering to the members as well as the feeling of making a difference. 

Examples include the freedom to express one's opinions and being part of decision-making. The needs 

fulfillment dimension refers to the feeling that the needs of the members are met which e.g., includes training, 

benefits, and recognition. Shared emotional connection refers to the idea that the members have shared and 

will share experiences and history and use time together. This connection could e.g. arise from working on 

projects together and experience ups and downs in the personal journey together. Finally, the responsibility 

to organizational contexts refers to a commitment to ensure the health and security of the group and its 

members. This responsibility e.g., implies supporting coworkers professionally or emotionally when needed.  
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PSOC is directly linked to human motivation and collaborative learning. When a community is meeting the 

needs of its members, they are more likely to engage in the community. Further, it has been found that a PSOC 

is crucial for community members when facing change events, and that it might be highly valuable for change 

agent teams and top executive leadership. Boyd & Nowell (2014) thus suggest exploring the PSOC construct 

in the context of change initiatives. Because PSOC is closely linked to collaborative learning, it is expected 

that it might positively affect the group to develop alternative ideas and solutions to problems. According to 

the authors, meeting physiological and psychological needs is the foundation for PSOC, hence they propose 

assessing the level of need fulfillment of community members in the light of needs-based frameworks through 

e.g., surveys, focus groups, and interviews. Finally, they argue that good leadership manages to create a PSOC 

within the top management and across the organization and its members (Boyd & Nowell, 2014). 

 

2.6 The virtual space 

Although the virtual space has become more predominant in terms of meeting, learning, co-working, and 

collaborating online along with COVID-19, it is not ground-breaking to use the virtual space for such purposes. 

Existing literature already addresses topics such as electronic togetherness, virtual communities, online group 

processes and online facilitation. However, as far as this research is aware, there is no such literature in the 

context of business incubators and accelerators. Rather, these topics are usually investigated in the context of 

learners and educators in different fields (Nicolopoulou et al, 2006; Merrill, 2003; Lockyer et al., 2006; Hsien 

et al., 2006). Nevertheless, findings in existing literature have relevance for investigating the phenomenon of 

this research despite the difference in the contextual setting. Thus, the following section seeks to outline 

findings from existing literature that addresses relevant topics in relation to the virtual space. 

 

2.6.1 Online facilitation 

The word ‘facilitator’ originates from ‘facilitate’, which connotes ‘to make easier or less difficult’ (Rees, 

1998). Facilitation is an activity and a process that is centered around “the empowerment of individuals to 

achieve for themselves what they want” (Bentley, 1994, p.10). Similarly, facilitation is concerned with serving 

communities and helping them to reach their goals (White, 2001). Facilitation can thus help groups to perform 

their tasks better and faster and contributes to making them more efficient (Nicolopoulou et al, 2006). 

Facilitation can both take place online and offline, however in comparison to offline facilitation, online 

facilitation is associated with multiple challenges (Nicolopoulou et al, 2006). A major challenge lies in the 

difficulty of successfully communicating emotions and feelings in relation to facial and non-verbal 
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communication. Elements such as “voice, tone, inflection, pace, eye contact, attentiveness, the use of silence, 

body language, position and movement in the room, enthusiasm, dress code” (Nicolopoulou et al, 2006, p.355) 

are considered important in facilitating communities offline, but these elements are challenged online. 

 

2.6.1.1 Best practices for online facilitation 

There are various studies suggesting best practices for online facilitation, however a study by Merrill (2003) 

will form the basis for this section as his findings appear to have high relevance for the topic of this research. 

In the context of learners and educators, Merrill (2003) suggests a number of best practices for online 

facilitation. He proposes that successful online facilitation involves understanding and combining several 

different components properly including course design, role of the facilitator, communication style, and 

collaboration. According to Merrill (2003) effective online facilitation requires adopting a learner-centered 

approach rather than a teacher-centered approach to facilitation. A similar finding was discovered by Groen et 

al. (2013) who examined the experiences of ‘novice’ online teachers and found that the teachers who were 

change-oriented and had a learner-centered philosophy were more successful. Then, online facilitation should 

be built on a foundation of an interactive course design which involves incorporating engaging tasks such as 

hands-on activities, discussions, peer critique, and chats. Collaborative group activities are important to foster 

social interaction, build social bonds, and initiate reflective processes. In order to establish a foundation for 

the social process it is essential that the facilitator create a safe, engaging, and supportive environment for 

collaboration and design interactive groups for discussions and tasks. In a study from Sargeant et al. (2004) 

they found that the quality and quantity of interpersonal interaction promote social comfort. The online format 

requires facilitators to move away from the role as a “talking head” and instead provide content and resource 

expertise while allowing learners to explore the subject areas. Finally, in regard to the communication style, 

the interpersonal communication must be of a personal nature, which implies using names and inclusive 

language, as this helps build relationships (Merrill, 2003). 

 

2.7 The concept of ‘Spaces’ 

When investigating how incubators and accelerators have worked with facilitation during COVID-19, which 

involves transferring facilitation online, it is highly relevant to seek an understanding of how knowledge is 

created and how spaces form the building blocks for collaboration. According to Nonaka & Konno (1998) who 

study the Japanese concept of ba, a concept that translates to spaces which can be physical, virtual or mental, 

the ‘space’ in which communication takes place is the foundation for knowledge creation (Nonaka & Konno, 

1998). The ba is viewed as a platform or a frame for creating both individual and collective knowledge. The 

authors argue that knowledge is embedded in the space and hence cannot be separated from the context. 



 18 

Information, on the other hand, can be transmitted independently from the space. It is inhabited in media and 

networks and hence perceived as tangible. 

 

The authors suggest understanding knowledge creation in the light of the SECI model. They distinguish 

between explicit and tacit knowledge. The former can easily be expressed and shared with others, whereas the 

latter is personal and rooted in the actions and experiences of the individual including subjective insights, 

intuitions, and hunches and thus hard to communicate. Despite the personal nature of tacit knowledge, the 

SECI model suggests that it can be exchanged through joint activities. The model introduces four conversion 

patterns in which knowledge is created in a spiraling process of interactions between explicit and tacit 

knowledge. Each of the four conversion modes will briefly be described below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (Nonaka & Konno, 1998) 
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Socialization is the process where individuals share tacit knowledge through joint activities including being 

together, spending time, living in the same environment—rather than through written or verbal instructions. A 

prerequisite for sharing tacit knowledge is the willingness to partake in a self-transcending process i.e., 

becoming a larger self and empathizing with colleagues. Physical proximity is the foundation for acquiring 

tacit knowledge through socialization. This is supported by Kumar et al. (2017) who argue that effective 

transfer of tacit knowledge requires face-to-face interaction, extensive personal contact, regular interaction and 

trust. Externalization is the process of converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge thus that it can be 

integrated into a group of other people. It is key that the tacit knowledge is articulated through e.g. words, 

concepts and visuals in order for the translation to become understandable for the group. Combination 

involves systemizing explicit knowledge in order to disseminate the knowledge across different teams and 

groups in the organization. The knowledge can be shared and transferred through e.g. presentations or 

meetings. Finally, in order to internalize new and explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge inside the 

organization, it must be embedded into action and practice. This allows the organization to implement concepts 

or methods that actively work with strategy, innovation, and/or improvement. 

 

Knowledge can be created and shared through these four conversion patterns; however, Nonaka & Konno 

(1998) argue that in the case knowledge is not used in a specific time and place, it is not adding any value. 

Hence, it is essential to understand how knowledge creation is linked to different types of ba. The authors 

suggest four types of ba corresponding to the four conversion patterns of the SECI model above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (Nonaka & Konno, 1998) 
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The ba is supporting the conversion process and thus influences the knowledge creation process. The 

originating ba, representing the socialization stage, is where individuals share feelings, emotions, experiences, 

and mental models and where the knowledge creation starts. At this stage, physical, face-to-face interactions 

are crucial to exchange tacit knowledge. To foster such exchanges, the authors suggest that open organizational 

environments can contribute to stimulating direct encounters between individuals. In contrast to the originating 

ba, the interacting ba is more constructed when knowledge is exchanged from peer-to-peer. This is typically 

teams consisting of selected individuals on the basis of knowledge and capabilities. The interacting ba 

represents the externalization process as tacit knowledge is converted into explicit through dialogue which 

means that the mental representations and skills of the individual are transformed into common terms and 

concepts. The combination stage is represented by the cyber ba, where interactions take place online rather 

than in a real space and time. It is suggested using information technology to exchange explicit knowledge 

across the organization as such virtual collaborative environments can enhance the conversion process and 

more efficiently disseminate knowledge across teams. Finally, the exercising ba, representing the 

internalization stage, is viewed as the facilitator of converting explicit knowledge into tacit. The conversion 

process takes place on-the-site where individuals through mentoring and training translate knowledge into 

action (Nonaka & Konno, 1998). 

 

As presented in the above literature review, there is a variety of literature which can contribute to make sense 

of the investigated phenomenon. Although the literature on incubators and accelerators does not address online 

facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities, it contributes with an understanding of how they 

operate and what factors are important in relation to that. Similarly, despite the fact that the literature on the 

virtual space and the concept of spaces is not conducted in the context of incubators and accelerators, it 

provides an understanding of how the transition to online delivery can influence their activities. Hence, this 

literature is valuable to make sense of, compare, and contrast the results developed in the thesis. 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter aims to account for how the research has been conducted by explicating the methodological 

choices that have been made to create and structure a relevant research design. Thus, the methodology of the 

research serves as a guide to explore and answer the research question. The following chapter will cover the 

philosophical considerations, the research purpose and approach, and the research design and methods applied 

to obtain relevant empirical data. The research onion below illustrates the research methodology of the thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The Research Onion 

Adapted from: (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009) 

 

3.1 Philosophy of science 

Because philosophical ideas influence the practice of research (Creswell J. W., 2014) it is important to make 

explicit the philosophical considerations of this thesis. First, it is essential to provide a definition of the two 

key concepts in philosophy of science: ontology and epistemology. The former concerns the nature of reality 

and hence deals with understanding what is true/real. The latter concerns the nature of knowledge as well as 

the different methods applied to gain knowledge and hence deals with understanding how we know what we 

know (Creswell J. W., 2014). The ontological orientation of the research is subjectivism/constructivism 

whereas the epistemological orientation is interpretivism. 
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With regard to the ontology, this thesis follows the constructivist worldview as this is a natural approach to 

qualitative research which is the foundation of the present research. Central for this worldview is that we as 

individuals seek an understanding of the world and develop subjective meanings of our experiences (Creswell, 

2014). In brief, this means that reality is constructed. Hence, the present research mainly relies on the views 

of the participants which were produced through discussions and interactions during interviews. This is in line 

with the qualitative research method applied, which follows the principles of Kvale and Brinkmann’s seven 

stages to interviewing, as they consider knowledge from interviews as socially constructed. In order to let 

meanings evolve during interview situations, it was decided to adopt an exploratory and inductive approach 

and design semi-structured interviews. In this way, it was possible to interactively explore themes around the 

phenomenon and allow a free flow of subjective meanings of experiences. Thus, the knowledge foundation of 

the thesis is socially constructed on the basis of the views of the researcher and the interviewees. 

 

Similar to the constructivist worldview, interpretivists view the nature of reality as socially constructed, as 

opposed to the positivist paradigm viewing the nature of reality as objective. When knowledge has been 

constructed the question becomes how to understand it. Following the interpretivist paradigm, we must 

understand the meanings of the world through interpretation. Thus, interpretivists focus on the examination of 

people’s individual interpretation of their social behaviors in specific contexts. It aims to get in-depth insights 

into the lived experience of individuals which require researchers to empathize with the interviewees of the 

research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Hence, the preferred research method is the qualitative method 

rather than the quantitative, as it allows the researcher to interact with the interviewees. In this thesis, the aim 

is to understand how the teams behind incubators and accelerators have experienced facilitating entrepreneurial 

and innovation activities online during the COVID-19 as well as understanding the motivations behind their 

actions. Thus, in the contextual setting of online facilitation and COVID-19, the purpose of the research was 

to obtain knowledge on what incubators and accelerators think and do, what problems they encounter, and how 

they deal with them. Following the interpretivist paradigm, meanings were interpreted during interview 

situations by posing interpreting questions. Likewise, in the data analysis, emphasis was on interpreting the 

quotes and contributing with various perspectives. The research framework of the thesis is summarized in the 

figure below. 
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Figure 3.2: Research framework 

 

3.2 Research purpose 

The purpose of the research design is exploratory as it seeks to investigate a problem that is currently not 

clarified and examined due to the novelty of the observed phenomenon. The aim of this thesis is to explore 

how incubators and accelerators have responded to COVID-19 in terms of facilitating their entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities online. This should enable the research to discover and examine the implications as well 

as opportunities arising from the phenomenon. To ensure coherence in the research design, the qualitative data 

collection has been based on an open and exploratory approach to investigating the research topic. Hence, with 

regard to the interviews, an open mindset was adopted to get insight into what they have experienced and done, 

and what they see as most important in this regard. Conducting exploratory research is thus a suitable way to 

explore the nature of the investigated phenomena, and to obtain new insights. Moreover, it is in line with the 

inductive approach applied in the research as it enables it to be adaptable to change (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2019). 

 

3.3 Research approach 

There are three common approaches to research: deduction, induction, and abduction (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2016). The deductive approach is built on a “top-down logic” which implies that the research goes 

from general to specific i.e., from theory to confirmation. The inductive approach, on the other hand, is built 

on a “bottom-up logic” which implies that the research goes from the specific to the general i.e., from 

observations to theory (Gilham, 2015). Consequently, deductive reasoning uses facts, rules and definitions to 

reach a specific conclusion and seeks to answer what is (absolutely) true, whereas inductive reasoning uses 

patterns to reach a general conclusion and seeks to answer what is observably (mostly) true. Finally, the 

abductive approach is a mixture between the two which implies that research goes from incomplete 

observations to best prediction - it seeks to answer what is most likely true. 
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This research is conducted based on the inductive approach as this is a method of discovery which is relevant 

and suitable for exploring a novel research area. The inductive research process can be divided into three main 

stages: (1) Collecting data, (2) Spotting patterns, and (3) Developing suggestions. In the first stage, data was 

collected through interviews with eight incubators and accelerators. At this stage, there is a specific level of 

focus, as it aims to uncover the thoughts and experiences that the incubators and accelerators associate with 

online facilitation. In the second stage, the research moves onto the analysis section in which the data is used 

to identify patterns that relate to the research topic. Finally, based on the patterns discovered in the analysis, 

the research can move onto the third stage and develop suggestions. At this stage, there is a general level of 

focus as it aims to introduce a theory for the population based on observations from a theoretical sample. The 

figure below summarizes the inductive research process of this thesis: 

 

Figure 3.3: The inductive research process 

 

Although the research follows an inductive logic, it does not neglect the impossibility of pure induction 

(Thornberg, 2012). Hence, it is important to stress that existing literature consciously and unconsciously 

influences the research and its results. Moreover, the research takes advantage of existing literature when 

incorporating it in the discussion. 
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3.4 Data collection 

In order to investigate the subject matter and address the research question, this research relies on qualitative 

data. This method complies with the exploratory research purpose and the inductive research approach. This 

design allows to approach the research without a predefined theory, which is found suitable due to the novelty 

of the research field. 

 

The qualitative research method is appropriate for investigating the observed phenomenon, as it allows more 

in-depth individual views and perceptions than quantitative data. The primary qualitative data, which forms 

the foundation of this research, has been obtained through semi-structured interviews with a theoretical sample 

of eight incubators and accelerators. Due to the fact that existing literature on the research topic is limited, the 

interviews are used as a knowledge base to conduct the best possible results. The overall purpose of the 

interviews was to gain insight into how they have responded to COVID-19 in terms of facilitating their 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities online. The data should then serve as the basis for coding the findings 

as this could uncover emerging patterns and themes, and finally help make sense of the phenomenon through 

analyzing the codes and organizing them in main categories and sub-categories. Aside from the data collected 

through interviews, secondary qualitative data has been collected through articles, reports, and books accessed 

via Libsearch to illuminate and understand some of the themes and patterns discovered in the interview 

findings. The following section will elaborate on how the interviews were conducted and processed. 

 

3.5 Qualitative research method 

The interview research is designed and conducted in accordance with Brinkmann and Kvale’s framework on 

qualitative interviewing. In order to organize the interviews and ensure a logical structure Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2015) introduce seven stages with importance for the interview process: (1) Thematizing, (2) 

Designing, (3) Interviewing, (4) Transcribing, (5) Analyzing, (6) Verifying, and (7) Reporting. These seven 

stages make the foundation for the interview research in this thesis, which will be elaborated below. 

 

3.5.1 Thematizing 

Prior to interviewing, it is central to clarify the purpose of the research and the themes surrounding the topic 

of investigation as well as deciding the techniques to obtain the intended knowledge. Hence, the ‘why’ 

(purpose), ‘what’ (subject matter knowledge) and ‘how’ (method) must be defined. 
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3.5.1.1 Purpose 

The purpose of the interview research was to investigate how the management of incubators and accelerators 

have decided to organize their activities during COVID-19 as well as exploring their experiences with online 

facilitation. Thus, the interviews were intended to contribute with two main purposes: (1) to uncover the actions 

and initiatives taken and (2) to reveal the interviewees' experiences in relation to facilitating their activities 

through the online medium. The research purpose is therefore mainly exploratory which means that an 

explorative approach was adopted to the interviews. This made it possible to uncover the discovery of 

generalizations i.e., themes and patterns related to the topic which further could direct description and 

understanding. 

 

3.5.1.2 Subject matter knowledge 

One of the fundamentals related to thematization is to discover existing literature on the topic of investigation 

and thereby seek an understanding of how the research can contribute to the field. Hence, it is important to 

understand the conceptual and theoretical nature surrounding the phenomenon in order to identify how the 

research can produce new knowledge that can be integrated into the field. According to Brinkmann and Kvale, 

understanding the theme is thus a pre-condition for identifying relevant issues that will guide the questions for 

the interview research. However, as this research takes an inductive approach, only limited research has been 

conducted prior to interviewing. Nevertheless, this does not completely exclude my familiarity with the theme. 

Prior to starting the research, knowledge and experience was obtained due to being part of an incubator 

environment which provided insights into the local language, routines, and processes. As a result, I initiated 

the research process on the basis of some familiarity with the content of the investigation. More in-depth 

research was conducted along with the interviewing, which means that the understanding of the investigated 

topic evolved in line with the process of interviewing. 

 

3.5.1.3 Method 

Finally, it was decided which techniques to apply to obtain the intended knowledge. In line with the novelty 

of the investigated topic, the interviews were designed to have mainly explorative purposes which implied that 

the interviews were open and with an informal pre-planned structure. Due to the fact that the interviewer 

introduced a complex problem to be uncovered, some main categories with associated questions were 

developed to disclose emotions, experiences, and behaviors as well as the temporal dimensions of past, present, 

and future. In other words, it was essential to gain insight into the lifeworld of the interviewees in relation to 

how facilitation took place before and during COVID-19, as well as how they expect the future to look like. 

Furthermore, it was fundamental to make room for follow up questions in order to obtain new information and 
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discover new perspectives on the topic. Further considerations in relation to the methods and techniques 

applied will be covered throughout the remaining stages. 

 

3.5.2 Designing 

When the purpose, the subject matter, and the method are determined, the next step is to design and plan the 

processes to explore the research topic. In this stage, it is essential to decide who should be interviewed in 

order to investigate the topic. In this case, it was clear that the management of incubators and accelerators 

would be able to provide valuable insights on the topic. Furthermore, it was also considered to interview 

entrepreneurs and startups to gain a more nuanced perspective on the topic. However, focusing on the 

perspective of incubators and accelerators allows a more in-depth research, and hence it was decided to keep 

them at the center of the study. 

 

3.5.2.1 The choice of interview subjects 

The interview subjects were selected based on several predefined criteria. The first premise for selection was 

that the subjects had to identify themselves as incubators and/or accelerators, thus excluding subjects defining 

themselves as co-working spaces and innovation hubs. The second premise was that the subjects had to be 

physically located in Denmark. This criterion was of particular importance because the restrictions and rules 

under the pandemic have been unique to the government. Hence, to eliminate variables in this area, it was 

important that the subjects operate under the same conditions. The third and final premise was that the subjects 

both existed before and under the COVID-19, thus allowing a more reflective and comparative perspective on 

the topic. 

 

3.5.2.2 The choice of Interviewees 

With regard to choosing the interviewees it was decided to contact people from the top-management as well 

as people involved in facilitation such as business developers. This allowed the study to elucidate the topic 

from different perspectives and to gain insight into the topic from both strategic and operational levels. The 

research is thus conducted based on a purposeful sampling strategy which implies selecting individuals who 

are having the knowledge and position to bring valuable information to establish an understanding of the 

research area and address the research question (Creswell J. W., 2007). Thus, 14 key persons from incubators 

and accelerators were selected and contacted with a standard e-mail whereof eight returned and agreed to 

participate in an interview (see table below). An elaborated introduction of the interview subjects and the 

interviewees can be found in appendix 8.1. 
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Interview Company Type Interviewee Reference Appendix 

Interview 1  

 

Accelerace Accelerator Peter Torstensen 

CEO 

I1 8.2 

Interview 2  SEA (AAU) Incubator Ivan Butler 

Business Developer 

I2 8.3 

Interview 3  Odense Robotic 
StartUp Hub 

Accelerator Ernest Clark Fuller  

Business Development 
Manager 

I3 8.4 

Interview 4 BioInnovation 
Institute 

Incubator & 
Accelerator 

Maria Henriques De Jesus 

Business Developer 

I4 8.5 

Interview 5  Stibo Accelerator  Karsten Dehler 

CEO 
I5 8.6 

Interview 6  CSE Incubator & 
Accelerator 

Ashlea Wallington 

Business Unit Manager 

I6 8.7 

Interview 7  Urbantech  Accelerator Taline Yerganyan 

Program Director  

 

Laura Katzensteiner 

Program Coordinator 

I7a  

8.8 
I7b 

Interview 8  The Kitchen  Incubator & 
Accelerator 

Christian Buur 

Head of Innovation 

I8 8.9 

Table 3.1: List of Interviewees 

 

3.5.3 Interviewing  

Brinkmann and Kvale argue that the interview is not a source to gather information on a particular topic, rather 

the interview is an interpersonal situation and a conversation in which knowledge is created between the 

interviewer and interviewee. Thus, the outcome primarily depends on the questions and the structure of the 

interview. Following Brinkmann and Kvale, the interviews in this study were designed to foster a 

conversational nature. To do so, the interviews were designed as semi-structured interviews, thus combining 

a structured and unstructured interview style. This means that the interviews were conducted based on general 
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categories and associated questions, however when the interviewees introduced relevant topics the interviewer 

was able to spontaneously explore them. With this approach the interviewer was able to more easily direct the 

interviews into the areas with high relevance for the topic. Furthermore, this approach ensured a natural flow 

of the interviews, because the interviewer could adjust the questions and the order of them according to the 

inputs from the interviewees. The interviewer acted as a combination between investigator and opinion-seeker 

as this allowed to explore less evident themes of the subject matter as well as to uncover the interviewees’ 

experiences and opinions on online facilitation. 

 

Due to the COVID-19, restrictions prevented the interviews from being conducted in person. Hence, all 

interviews were conducted online through Zoom. Although it was preferred to conduct the interviews in 

person, Zoom served as a great tool to meet the interviewees online and to observe their facial and bodily 

expressions during the interviews. This contributed with more personality to interviews and allowed to 

establish a certain trust between the interviewer and interviewee. The interviews lasted 55 minutes each, on 

average. 

 

3.5.3.1 Interview Guide  

The interview questions were structured in a script and divided into five overall categories: (1) Introduction, 

(2), Offerings and procedures, (3) Before and during COVID-19, (4) The online universe, and (5) After 

COVID. The interview guide thus consisted of a total of 23 suggested questions, however as the guide was 

developed to facilitate semi-structured interviews, the questions served as a guidance for the interview. Hence, 

the interviewer rarely asked all questions, but led the conversation flow and asked for elaboration when 

relevant and interesting topics evolved. The purpose with the interviews was to have an open and explorative 

approach to the conversation to discover relevant themes, and then seek for elaboration when relevant. With 

regard to formulating the questions, emphasis was put on clarity and simplicity to ensure that it was easily 

understandable for the interviewees and to avoid misunderstandings. During the interviews, the interviewer 

asked different types of questions including introductory, open, direct, follow-up, and interpreting questions. 

Moreover, the interviewer emphasized the importance of silence as this encouraged the interviewees to reflect 

and bring interesting insights. 

 

3.5.3.2 Interview Quality 

According to Brinkmann and Kvale, the quality of an interview is assessed based on the value of the knowledge 

that is created. In order to ensure a high-quality outcome, the authors propose that the interviewer is very 



 30 

specific on the questions that must be answered as well as being aware of how the particular question might 

contribute to investigate the research topic. To achieve a high value from the insights and knowledge obtained 

during the interviews several measures were taken prior to the interviewing phase. Along with designing the 

interview guide, initial literature research assisted in understanding themes that surround the phenomenon. In 

the interview guide, the questions were organized according to the five categories. Each question in the 

interview guide served its own purpose, however in every category the questions were designed to serve the 

overall purpose of the particular category. Both the questions and the categories were aimed to deliver insights 

and knowledge relevant for the research topic. Thus, the overall purpose of this research formed the basis for 

the interview guide. 

 

3.5.4 Transcribing 

During the interviews, conversations were audio-recorded and later transcribed. As the interviews were audio-

recorded the interviewer was free of taking notes and hence able to focus on the topic. Moreover, this allowed 

a stronger presence from the interviewer which favored the dynamics of the interviews. Because transcribing 

involves the transformation of oral language into written language it is crucial to determine what purpose the 

written material must serve. In this case, the purpose of transcribing was to use the written material to code the 

findings and include these in the analysis. Hence, the interviews were transcribed word by word, however 

linguistic utterances such as “mmh” and “uhm” are left out due to not serving the purpose of the transcriptions. 

Moreover, three out of the eight interviews were conducted in English whereas the remaining five were 

conducted in Danish. The five transcriptions in Danish were translated into English – post transcribing. In the 

process of translating the interviews into English, the sentence structures were adjusted in a logical and 

linguistically correct manner. The transcripts are included in appendix 8.2-8.9. 

 

The interviews were transcribed immediately after each interview and the interviews were conducted over five 

weeks. The interviewer was responsible for the typing process which enabled the interviewer to gain insight 

into her own interviewing style. This helped the interviewer to create awareness of the reception and 

understanding of the questions which gave rise to rephrasing and restructuring some of the interview questions 

throughout the interview phase. In addition, it helped the interviewer to start analyzing and making sense of 

the interviews already in the typing process. 

 

In accordance with Brinkmann and Kvale, the interviewer considered the reliability, validity and ethics of the 

transcriptions. Because the interviewer prepared the transcriptions on her own, relistening to the interviews 

while reading the transcripts functioned as a reliability check. To increase the validity of the transcriptions, it 
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was considered how the transcriptions would be useful for the research purpose. As the analysis focuses on 

meanings and the research purpose is to identify themes and patterns related to facilitating entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities online and not to make a linguistic analysis, it was chosen to omit utterances, pauses and 

tone voice. 

 

3.5.5 Analyzing 

Analyzing implies separating the research data into parts or elements. It is therefore the researcher’s job to 

reconstruct the stories of the interviewees into a new coherent story that can be told to the audience of the 

research (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The following section seeks to account for the methodological choices 

made in relation to the data analysis including the coding process.  

 

Due to the exploratory nature of this research, it was essential to approach the research with a minimum of 

preconceived ideas and instead let the meanings and ideas emerge from the empirical world (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015). The analysis is conducted in line with the inductive approach to the research process which 

implies adopting an ‘analytic induction’ approach. This means that the analysis is based on a systematic 

examination of similarities and regularities within and across the interviews, thus allowing the development of 

ideas, concepts and theories (cf. Pascale, 2011; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Hence, the data was coded 

inductively to identify patterns and suggest potential reasons for these patterns. 

 

3.5.5.1 Coding the findings 

The interviews were imported into the coding software tool NVivo which aided in structuring the interview 

data for further analysis. The coding process was data-driven which implies that the coding was not based on 

predefined codes, instead codes were developed while relistening and reading the material. Thus, following 

the concept of initial coding and focused coding (Charmaz, 2006) with the aim of breaking down, examining 

and understanding the material, it was possible to conceptualize and categorize the data (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2019). This made it possible to conduct a qualitative analysis focusing on themes and patterns and 

to study relations between these. 

 

Grounded Theory and Data Analysis 

The data was analyzed inductively using the principles of grounded theory methods. This means that the theory 

is generated based on the empirical data sourced from the interviews rather than from other sources such as 
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textbooks or articles. Thus, the theory produced in the research is grounded in the views of participants. 

However, related literature is incorporated in the discussion section of the research to compare and contrast 

the findings that emerged from the analysis. Grounded theory is a suitable research strategy when there are no 

existing or limited theories concerning the topic that is of interest in the study. Due to the fact that there are no 

existing theories regarding the facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovative activities online in the context of 

incubators and accelerators, the data analysis follows Charmaz (2006) flexible approach to grounded theory 

methods. Hence, the coding process was based on two major phases: initial coding and focused coding 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Both of the phases will be described, and the final coding paradigm will 

be visualized below. 

 

3.5.5.1.1 Initial coding 

Initial coding also referred to as ‘open coding’ is the first phase of the coding process and it requires adopting 

a brainstorming approach to break down the data and consider all possible meanings (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2019). Hence, the purpose of the initial coding process was to discover all aspects of the research 

topic which led to the development of multiple codes. In this phase, categories and themes (codes) were 

identified and coded selectively while relistening to the audio-recordings and reading the transcripts. These 

codes were assigned with conceptual labels which assisted in structuring the data. Whenever a new category 

was identified, data insights were added on the basis of keyword searches. When no new categories developed 

from the data, the data analysis proceeded to the next phase, focused coding. 

 

3.5.5.1.2 Focused coding 

In this phase, the purpose was to decide which of the initial codes could contribute to the analytic and 

explanatory focus of the research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). This process involved determining 

how the categories were related to each other to create sub-categories which resulted in a smaller number of 

codes. Codes that did not address the core phenomenon were eliminated while codes with similarities were 

merged. Moreover, structures were re-organized in a logical and coherent order. During this process, the 

following five main categories were identified: ‘How facilitation changed as a response to COVID-19’, ‘Online 

facilitation’, ‘The online vs the physical space’, ‘Socialization’, and ‘Future Orientations’. Hence, these codes 

were isolated and further linked to sub-categories as illustrated in the final coding paradigm below. 
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Figure 3.4: Final coding paradigm 

 

3.5.6 Verifying 

When conducting qualitative research, validity, reliability and generalizability are all important conditions for 

the findings to be useful. Hence, these conditions must be considered in relation to every process of planning 

and producing which includes anything from the designing phase of the interviews to data processing and 

analysis (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Throughout the research several methodological choices were made to 

ensure the validity, reliability and transferability of the findings and thus to build a solid foundation for 

verification. 

 

3.5.6.1 Validity 

The validity of the interview research involves assessing whether the research examines what was meant to be 

examined. In other words, it is essential to evaluate the quality of the research in relation to the interview study 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Because all the interviewees have a natural relationship to the investigated 

phenomenon, their insights might contribute to create a realistic picture of how incubators and accelerators 

have managed and experienced operating with online facilitation which corresponds to the real world. 

However, the research will reflect that personal experiences cannot be completely extracted from professional 

experiences, as the topic appeared to evoke strong emotions and opinions. Due to the choice of the inductive 

research approach as well as the exploratory nature of the research, it was possible to create a free and open 

setting for the interviews to take place in. This allowed the interviewees to openly express their thoughts and 

opinions without being guided or directed to provide a specific answer. Moreover, research findings 
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demonstrate several common themes and patterns related to online facilitation which indicate that the data is 

valid and reliable. 

 

3.5.6.2 Reliability 

Research reliability is evaluated based on the researcher’s ability to remain objective towards the information 

derived from the research findings (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). It is crucial to assess to which degree the 

researcher is biased and thus likely to influence the investigation in relation to the subject matter. Due to being 

part of CSE’s incubator programme during COVID-19, I have personally experienced what it means for a 

start-up to go through an incubator programme on the basis of both online and offline facilitation. This might 

influence my viewpoint on the topic and might impact that I overlook themes that appear evident. However, I 

was aware that certain themes might be favored due to having a pre-existing startup perspective on the topic. 

Hence, the aim was to adopt a facilitator approach when investigating the topic. On the one hand, the personal 

experience with the subject matter enabled to approach the research with a certain knowledge and 

understanding of the issue, which ensured a natural flow in the conversations. On the other hand, I was aware 

that preconceptions of the subject matter might impact the research process. 

 

3.5.6.3 Generalizability 

In order to evaluate the potential for generalizability, it is necessary to question whether the results of the 

research can be transferred into other relevant contexts and situations (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). In line with 

the grounded theory method, the purpose is to provide general and transferable suggestions grounded in the 

views of the participants of the research. Likewise, due to the inductive approach, the aim is to generate 

generalizations from specific observations. This means that the research builds on an inductive logic in which 

the data gathered from the interviews is used to draw conclusions. Hence, the results and suggestions developed 

in the research represent some degree of generalizability. The discovered patterns and regularities which relate 

to online facilitation could be transferred into other relevant contexts and situations. Further, the findings are 

perceived highly relevant for other incubators and accelerators and probably for other types of business 

facilitators including innovation hubs and co-working spaces. Nonetheless, it will ultimately be up to the 

individual reader to assess if the results can be transferred to other specific situations. 

 

3.5.7 Reporting 

In terms of reporting, the researcher must be aware of the audience of the report which includes to specify and 

target the desired audience (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). As this report is centered around incubators and 
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accelerators and their perception of and experience with online facilitation, this has been the main objective 

throughout the reporting phase. Hence, only relevant topics from the coding process are included in the analysis 

and discussion. Throughout the research process, the purpose and objectives of the report have been taken into 

consideration thus allowing a greater coherence and relevance between the final conclusions and the research 

question. 

 

3.5.7.1 Relevance 

Brinkmann and Kvale introduce several factors that can cause interview reports to be tiresome and uninspiring. 

However, these pitfalls were taken into consideration while writing to optimize the relevance of the report. In 

the analysis, the main focus was to include the most relevant categories and sub-categories around the 

investigated phenomenon and present them in a coherent order. In addition to the relevance of the categories, 

the aim was to carry new interesting insights revealed from the interview findings. When quoting, it was 

essential to keep quotes short and to avoid presenting them in a fragmented way. Moreover, the aim was to 

stay true to the stories of the interviewees thus that the quotes represent their lifeworld and narrative. Finally, 

Brinkmann and Kvale argue that one of the pitfalls when reporting is when the writer becomes too 

overwhelmed by an extensive amount of interview data and thus leaves out any personal perspective on the 

interviews. To avoid a colorless report, emphasis was on interpreting the quotes and contributing with various 

perspectives which is in line with the philosophical orientation of the thesis. 

 

3.5.7.2 Ethics of reporting 

Ethical considerations were taken into account throughout the analysis when including citations from the 

interviewees. None of the interviewees revealed confidential information and none requested to be anonymous. 

Hence, the names of the interviewees are reference-point for citations. However, otherwise personal 

information is omitted. Likewise, personal information concerning colleagues and partners mentioned during 

the interviews are not included in the citations. Finally, three of the interviewees requested to look through and 

approve their citations used in the report. A document with the citations included from the particular 

interviewee were sent out for approval prior to the submission of the thesis. 

 

3.6 Limitations 

This section aims to account for the methodological limitations of this thesis. It will clarify the shortcomings, 

conditions and influences related to the research topic as these might impact the final results. 
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3.6.1 Scope of the research field 

Because the observed phenomenon emerged in line with the COVID-19 outbreak, there is no existing research 

investigating the topic. This complicated the task of defining the scope of the research field prior to 

interviewing, which means that the interviews do not focus on one specific topic such as ‘networking online’ 

or ‘ideating online’. Instead, the interviews were aimed at exploring many different facets of online facilitation 

in an incubator and accelerator setting. As a result, this thesis investigates a diversity of topics and thus 

demonstrates a broad approach to the research field. In contrast, a narrow approach to the research field would 

have allowed more in-depth insights and discussions and hence more detailed results. 

 

3.6.2 Quality of literature 

Due to the novelty of the research topic, it has been challenging to provide a theoretical foundation for 

investigating the research question. The literature review is mainly centered around topics that relate to 

incubators and accelerators in general and thus not in the context of online facilitation which this thesis 

examines. The literature is therefore not reviewing the practices and elements in relation to the online medium 

but has been included to establish the best possible foundation to gain knowledge on the research topic and 

discuss the implications of the findings. 

 

3.6.3 Research sample 

The research is conducted on the basis of interviews with eight incubators and accelerators. It can be 

challenging to assess a sufficient sample size in qualitative research studies. Usually, the rule is to interview 

until no new insights are emerging and saturation is reached (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). In this case, all 

interviewees contributed with new insights, which could indicate that the research would have benefitted from 

more interviews. Ultimately, there might be some undiscovered insights and hence room for further exploration 

within the research field. 

 

3.6.4 Quality of collected data 

Due to COVID-19 conditions, all interviews were conducted online through Zoom which functioned as a great 

alternative to interviewing in person. However, relying on Wi-Fi connection sometimes caused disruptions 

which affected the quality of the audio-recordings thus complicating transcribing. Hence, some information 

might have been lost. This condition also interrupted the flow of the dialogue between the interviewer and 

interviewee causing the interview to appear less natural. This might have prevented more in-depth insights and 
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reflections from evolving. The interview with Urbantech was especially challenged by interruptions which 

also appear from the transcript (appendix 8.8). 

 

4. Analysis 

The following section will present and analyze themes and patterns discovered in the data from the interviews. 

Through the coding process, the following themes and patterns were evaluated as the most relevant factors in 

relation to the facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities during COVID-19 in the context of 

incubators and accelerators. The findings are presented in the following six main sections: (1) Background, 

(2), How facilitation changed as a response to COVID, (3) Online facilitation, (4) The online vs physical space, 

(5) Socializing, and (6) Future orientations. Lastly, the findings will be summarized in a framework. 

 

4.1 Background 

This section seeks to account for how incubators and accelerators operate as facilitators of entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities, what objectives they are striving to achieve, and what needs they are aiming to meet. 

This builds a foundation to understand how their response to COVID-19 influences their core practices and to 

make sense of their new beliefs and experiences. 

 

4.1.1 Facilitators of entrepreneurial and innovation activities 

Incubators and accelerators provide access to a range of resources including anything from human resources 

to financial resources. Access to such resources is unlocked through various organizing frameworks and 

practices. From the data, several common frameworks and practices were discovered. The business model 

canvas [I6, I8, I3, I2, I4] and the lean canvas [I2, I8, I4] appeared as the two main frameworks used to guide 

business development. These practices are typically organized as masterclasses or workshops which enable 

feedback “then they give each other feedback on how they could make a sharp business model” [I8] and peer-

to-peer learning “we like to use a couple of the companies that are in the program together, so they present to 

each other and learn from each other.” [I3]. Peer-to-peer learning and collaboration thus appear to be at the 

core of these practices.  

 

Aside from the frameworks and practices, it is discovered from the findings that there are several important 

factors related to the role as a facilitator of entrepreneurial and innovation activities. The teams and coaches 
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play a key role in helping and developing startups. The coaches are direct sparring partners, and their presence 

is critical in the interaction with startups “we might be in the kitchen normally, chatting to people, and running 

workshops where you can just end up talking to them afterwards and falling into a bit of a discussion where 

we can explore these concepts.” [I6] The coaches, among other things, help startups to navigate the turbulence 

associated with the start-up phase “they require someone more experienced to help them navigate all these ups 

and downs” [I4], navigate pivots “we are helping them navigate pivots” [I6], help them in prioritizing “you 

have a startup, and you have 1000 tasks, how do you focus on those that give the greatest value in the short 

term?” [I1] and facilitate networks “we help build their relation” [I7a]. It is clear that access to and sparring 

with coaches make an important part of the facilitation. Findings indicate that there are various challenges 

related to transferring the core practices and the facilitator role into an online format. These will be considered 

throughout the analysis. 

 

4.1.2 What are the challenges for the startups joining incubators and accelerators? 

At first glance, this topic might appear of higher relevance for startups than incubators and accelerators. 

However, it is essential to understand what challenges the startups are facing and why they choose to join 

incubators and accelerators in order to evaluate how these needs can be met – especially during COVID-19 

where the conditions for facilitation have changed radically.    

 

According to the interviewees, some of the main challenges that the startups face when joining incubators and 

accelerators are to build a strong team [I6, I8, I3], to raise capital [I6, I8, I4, I1], and to build a viable business 

model [I6; I8; I4; I1]. However, findings indicate that there is a difference between the perceived challenges 

and the actual challenges that the startups are facing. Two of the interviewees stated that the challenges 

according to the startups differ from the challenges that the coaches have identified “There is a huge difference 

here. There is the perception of what the startup thinks their challenges are and then there is our perception of 

what their real challenges are.” [I1], “I guess the question is what they tell us they need and then there is what 

we understand that they really need.” [I6]. Although the interviewees agree in most of the main challenges that 

startups face, they also emphasize that the coach role imply being aware of other challenges that the startups 

might have. For instance, Ashlea stated that the startups usually have not done the right customer discovery 

“almost always my observation is that people haven't done the right customer discovery to begin with” [I6]. 

She further elaborated that making the right customer discovery implies collecting insights before seeking for 

validation “Myself and people in the early stages are looking for validation - not insight - and once I find some 

validation I just move. Whereas our practice (CSE) would mean that they use insights and then they seek 

validation much later.” [I6] Similar to Ashlea, Peter highlighted the need for exploring the customer segment, 
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however, collecting insights appears to be challenged due to the circumstances during COVID-19 “Completely 

impractical; how do you design experiments when you cannot meet people? […] it is clear that we have had 

to reinvent our toolbox in that area.” [I1]. 

 

Based on the above insights, it is revealed that the ability of coaches to provide guidance on the challenges 

that the startups face is affected by COVID-19. As an incubator and accelerator, it is fundamental to help and 

guide startups to navigate the above-mentioned challenges, and it is clear from the data that the circumstances 

during COVID-19 have required them to rethink and redesign the processes and tools to address this issue. 

 

4.2 How facilitation changed as a response to COVID-19 

Due to the coronavirus outbreak since March 2020, the Danish government has imposed rules and restrictions 

to impede the spread including preventing larger gatherings. Similar to many other industries, this has affected 

the incubator and accelerator environment. Research findings show that the interviewed incubators and 

accelerators, as a response to the lockdown, have chosen to operate either partly or completely online. This is 

despite the fact that they, under normal circumstances, operate in person. The transformation into online 

programs appeared to be challenging, several interviewees claimed that it has required a lot of work in terms 

of rethinking and redesigning the programs “I think, when we decided to go virtual in March/April, it was 

really challenging because we had to redesign the whole program. It was actually a lot of work to redesign 

everything.” [I7a] Nevertheless, the incubators and accelerators have decided to transform several of the key 

activities that are known from the offline programs into an online format. For instance, BII, CSE, and 

Urbantech all mentioned that they have continued to facilitate their Demo Days where the startups present 

what they have accomplished “Demo Day […] was like a hybrid event, so some audiences were here and then 

it was live-streamed as well.” [I7b] Although Demo Days are usually facilitated in person, findings indicate 

that there are various benefits related to taking this particular event online. Ashlea, for instance, emphasized 

that it allowed them to access a broader audience “Even our demo day […] our audience was way broader 

because we weren't relying on people within a certain radius of Copenhagen Business School to turn up. We 

could have people from all over the world tune in and so we were able to offer the community a much larger 

audience than they would normally get.” [I6] Similarly, Maria indicated that BII sees the benefits of facilitating 

the event online moving forward “I think Demo Day probably will be online” [I5]. Aside from Demo Days, 

the interviewed incubators and accelerators also went online with, among other things, masterclasses [I5], 

workshops [I6, I8, I2, I5], and meetups [I6, I5, I4, I7b]. Although the interviewed incubators and accelerators 

all went online to some degree, findings reveal that they have adopted different approaches to online 
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facilitation. Some have prepared for a more digital future whereas others have kept online activities at a 

minimum with a strong desire to go back to in-person facilitation. 

 

4.2.1 Investment and commitment 

It is clear that there is a major difference between the interviewed incubators and accelerators in terms of their 

level of investment and commitment in the online medium. However, this appears to be rooted in the 

uncertainty related to COVID-19. Due to the fact that no one knew how long the virus would flourish and what 

it meant in terms of rules and restrictions, it has been challenging for the incubators and accelerators to decide 

the level of energy and resources that should be invested into the online medium. This issue is clearly reflected 

in the following statement “there is the uncertainty about how far ahead one has to think in this digital platform 

- are we not just analogous again and then everything is as it used to be? So, there are a lot of resource decisions 

that have not been made yet and that is also a kind of barrier. Because how far should one go with this” [I2] 

This point will be further addressed in section 4.2.2 below. However, not all incubators and accelerators have 

decided their level of investment and commitment solely based on the COVID-19 development. Among the 

incubators and accelerators, Accelerace appears to be highly committed to the online medium. Prior to the 

lockdown, they already had an ambition to build an online platform universe “before COVID-19, we had a 

plan to go from having physical interactions to increasingly executing via our IT platform” [I1], which seem 

to be a determining factor in their investment and commitment. Accelerace views the pandemic as a “positive-

constructive-disruption” [I1] and has taken various initiatives to gradually become more and more online 

“since the summer (2020) we have been able to run completely online and execute the entire program online”. 

Ultimately, the level of investment and commitment in the online medium appears to correlate with the 

ambitions and attitudes of the individual organization. Hence, when conditions in the external environment 

encourage the organizations to operate in a specific way, it is up to the individual organization how to respond 

“you have just suddenly been thrown into a situation where you are forced to do things in a different way. […] 

And then you can either learn to swim or you drown.” [I1]. 

 

4.2.2 Challenges for the organization and the teams 

It is not only the facilitation itself that has been challenged due to the global pandemic. The organization and 

teams behind the interviewed incubators and accelerators also presented a series of challenges that they have 

been facing in relation to planning and organizing due to COVID-19. 
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Due to the fact that social distancing has prevented people from meeting each other in person, Peter stated that 

it has resulted in a slower start in terms of getting to know the startups and their challenges “The biggest barrier 

is that it takes a little longer to get into the life of the individual startup.” [I1]. He indicated that meeting the 

startups physically allows a different kind of conversation and impression “it is clear that if you meet physically 

and have a whole day together, then something happens. You get to talk about a lot of other things which help 

to create an overall picture of who the startup is […] and of course it gives some depth in some of the 

discussions which may be difficult to reach virtually.” Based on this insight, it is clear that it can be challenging 

for the teams behind incubators and accelerators to build an understanding of the entrepreneurs and startups, 

if they only get to meet them online. The physical meeting between people seems to enable more in-depth 

discussions compared to virtual meetings. 

 

Several interviewees also mentioned challenges in relation to their operations arising from the frequently 

changing environment under COVID-19. Christian stated that the high level of uncertainty and changing 

conditions have required a certain adaptability from the organization “you never know if it just lasts a month 

more. So, it is such an ongoing reorganization”. [I8] Similarly, Ashlea argued that the changing rules also 

challenged the communication “I think communicating with everyone was a bit limited and the fact that the 

message kept changing was difficult.” Aside from the changing rules that required to be communicated, she 

emphasized that the various communication preferences added an extra layer of difficulty “how do you 

communicate to an audience of people who actually have a whole range of different ways of preferences” [I6]. 

Although communicating with the startups might not be anything new, the circumstances during COVID-19 

have increased the need to communicate online. Under normal circumstances when the teams and the startups 

are gathered at a facility, it is easier for them to communicate in person. 

 

Another finding indicates that the teams of the incubators and accelerators are challenged with regard to their 

availability for the communities. For instance, Ashlea mentioned that operating completely online makes it 

challenging for the team to be “present and available for the community” [I6]. She emphasized the importance 

of catering to the community and added that the entrepreneurs and startups must be at the center of everything 

they do, which is more challenging when operating online “without regular touchpoints you can lose sight of 

that”. [I6]. It is clear that the physical presence becomes a precondition for the team to deliver greater value to 

the startups “it's actually our job to have an ear out to know what they are struggling with” [I6]. This insight 

reveals that the physical environment allows coaches to discover areas where the startups are challenged that 

they otherwise would not be able to. This ability is clearly challenged by going online. Aside from the issues 

related to helping the startups discover their challenges, planning and scheduling have become more complex 

due to the shifting conditions. Ashlea mentioned that assessing when to schedule meetings and events is more 
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challenging “It is also difficult to know when it is best for the community; so is Wednesdays from 12:30 to 

1:00 o'clock the best time for the students […]. Maybe the programming of it is correct, but the positioning of 

it is not.” [I6]. 

 

Finally, several interviewees emphasized the importance of having a physical touchpoint in the form of labs 

or coworking spaces. For instance, Ashlea addressed that the CSE facility is a central offering “part of the key 

value proposition for teams to come to CSE, aside from the content, is the coworking space.” [I6] However, 

the majority of the interviewees expressed that the lockdown has prevented them from keeping their facilities 

open. This appeared to have various implications. Ashlea indicated that the missing interactions have a huge 

effect on the motivation “we get energized from being around startups all the time and seeing the students and 

hearing about their problems. […] I'm not getting the same input all the time and get reminded why are we 

doing this” [I6]. This insight clearly highlights that the physical absence affects the motivation of the staff, and 

that the missing interactions have a direct effect on the level of inputs that usually are exchanged. In the same 

line of thought, Christian claimed that it affects the team synergies “the whole dynamic among us as a team 

[…] is not the same during such a corona shutdown.” [I8]. Due to the fact that working online requires planning 

everything and having agendas, Christian argued that it influences the dynamics between the teams and startups 

“it is not the same collaboration you have, and it is not the same exchange of experiences” [I8]. 

 

4.3 Online facilitation 

Several interviewees indicated that they find it challenging to deliver something that they normally would in 

person – online. This emphasizes the importance of adjusting the practices to fit an online format. Hence, it is 

essential to create an understanding of what works and what does not work in relation to online facilitation. 

Moreover, the findings demonstrate that people tend to struggle with their motivation when everything is 

conducted online “It is really a boring experience running the program online instead of in person” [I5], 

“people are tired of being online” [I4], “you can feel a certain Zoom fatigue now” [I8]. Ultimately, there 

appears to be a need to reinvent online facilitation and simultaneously balance online and offline activities. 

 

4.3.1 Tools and methods 

The online medium differs from the physical world which requires facilitators to think in different ways when 

organizing and facilitating their practices. The interviewed incubators and accelerators are familiar and 

experienced with in-person facilitation, which implies that they have developed certain routines, standards and 

procedures and know what approach they should adopt. These experiences are important to help guide 
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facilitators. However, when transferring facilitation to a completely different format, these routines, standards 

and procedures no longer apply. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, the interviewees had limited experience with 

online facilitation, and they needed to develop a new toolbox. Findings reveal that facilitators need to put 

greater emphasis on the different elements of interaction and communication when operating on the digital 

platform “you really need to consider the elements of interaction and communication separately, in a way that 

you don't have to when it’s in person” [I7b]. The infrastructure of the online medium adds other dimensions 

in terms of communicating and interacting as reflected in the following quote “are they gonna type, are they 

gonna talk, do I expect them to have their cameras on, what if they don't, am I gonna use different tools” [I7b]. 

This finding suggests that the online medium requires facilitators to make considerations with regard to the 

visual part and the audio part including the use of cameras, talking, and typing. 

 

Aside from considering the elements of interaction and communication, insigths show that there are various 

tools and methods to explore and innovate online facilitation. Maria explained that BII has focused on having 

a creative approach to online facilitation in order to keep sessions interesting. They have experimented with 

Kahoots and with organizing challenges, which have been successful approaches “Anything where it's not just 

the classroom sort of thing, but you gamify it a little, that's always helpful.” [I4]. Similarly, the Kitchen has 

also experimented with quizzes “to keep people energized between different activities” [I8]. Clearly, 

incorporating gamification elements helps activate audiences and to keep their attention. Moreover, these 

insights underline the need for innovating traditional procedures to avoid the ‘classroom sort of thing’, as 

Maria referred to, in which facilitation becomes more of a monologue nature. 

 

4.3.2 Balancing online and offline activities 

In times where people are prevented from meeting physically it can seem obvious to organize as many online 

activities as possible thus that people can still interact and collaborate, however it can easily be too 

overwhelming and by the time monotonous. Findings clearly illustrate that incubators and accelerators need 

to look for ways to balance online and offline activities. Nevertheless, the it was revealed that several of the 

incubators and accelerators aimed to recreate their offline program in an online format. For instance, Ashlea 

explained that CSE, similar to many other programs, initially aimed at recreating what they were normally 

doing – online. However, since people are getting tired of being online, Ashlea questioned “how can we 

recreate the outcome of something without it being online” [I6]. This appears to be a critical question to address 

in this context. She proposed to look for alternative ways to give the entrepreneurs and startups tasks or 

workshops that are not anchored to being on the digital platform “are there completely different ways where 

we could think about these experiences that are not people facing webcams for multiple hours.” [I6]. 
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4.3.3 Short vs long sessions 

One of the main differences emphasized in relation to online facilitation compared to in-person facilitation is 

the length of the sessions. Several of the interviewees claimed that the online format is limiting the duration of 

sessions in terms of keeping people’s attention. Hence, it is suggested to strategically work with the duration 

and to design shorter sessions online compared to the typical longer sessions offline. This point was for 

instance stressed by Ivan “we experiment with making things short” [I2] and Christian “short things will 

become virtual and longer things will become physical” [I8]. Similarly, Peter stated that the online medium 

affects the content and the delivery of the content “you have to force yourself to say 'now you have to deliver 

this in a completely different medium’” [I1]. He underlined that the online format is different from the physical 

world on various parameters in terms of facilitation “(it) makes some other demands on the way you explain 

things and it requires you to take the users in their hands. There is no one who can sit and watch 1.5 hours of 

video content. So how do you break the content down into 10-minute sessions and create a combination of 

some input and some action?” [I1]. Thus, aside from the shorter sessions, the online format also requires 

balancing input and action to encourage participation from the entrepreneurs. 

 

4.3.4 Content and practices suitable for online facilitation 

Not all content and not every practice fit into an online format. This point was for instance stressed by Ernest 

“There will be some sub-elements that you can easily run online, but not the whole process.” [I3]. Clearly, 

some types of sessions naturally fit into the online medium, Christian suggested that “one-on-one sessions”, 

“a direct sparring with a coach”, and “short workshops and meetings” [I8] easily can be arranged virtually. On 

other hand, larger things such as long workshops and conferences are more challenging to organize online. 

Aside from the types of sessions, findings reveal that there is a general agreement among the interviewees that 

facilitating theory-based content of a more academic nature suits the online format “some teaching will be 

digital modules” [I8], “we will execute a large part of the slightly more professional content online” [I1], “I 

think more basic theory about how to communicate a message, how to segment your market, how to fine-tune 

your pitch to capture the right audience […] that communication could well be done online.” [I3]. One reason 

that teaching theory-based content appears to fit into the online medium could be explained by the explicit 

nature of the knowledge. 

 

Moreover, it is found that activities that are centered around presentations such as pitching fits into the online 

medium “the pitching itself works well enough, because it is methodically a kind of presentation and 

presentations actually work very well online” [I8]. However, several interviewees also stated that the online 

format is limiting creativity “I can tell that for some creative processes it's been very difficult to do it virtually” 
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[I4], “I don’t think the digital platform is good and not at all for creativity” [I2], “I don’t think you get the same 

creativity and the same idea development. Things don’t happen the same way. I don't think people are that 

creative when it's virtual.” [I8]. According to these statements the online medium is less suitable for practices 

that demand creative collaboration. Hence, these practices are preferred to facilitate in person as indicated by 

Christian “if […] you need some creativity and some ping-pong and something has to happen in the room, I 

would prefer to do it physically.” [I8]. This finding demonstrates that practices that are dependent on social 

interactions and creativity are fostered by physical environments. 

 

4.4 The online space 

The online space is in many ways different from what we know from the physical world. Findings show that 

the online space actually offers something other than the physical. Although there are certain challenges and 

limitations related to the online medium compared to the physical world, findings exhibit various benefits and 

opportunities that are unique to the online space. 

 

4.4.1 Efficiency, effectiveness and flexibility 

Several of the interviewees claimed that they have become more efficient as a result of going online. For 

instance, Peter mentioned that the online medium has enabled Accelerace to design an online ‘Pre-accelerator’ 

readily accessible for entrepreneurs and startups to try out some of the modules and tools that are part of the 

core content of the program. He underlined that the transformation into an online accelerator has doubled the 

level of efficiency “it has made the business twice as efficient, by executing it that way.” [I1]. According to 

Peter, this is due to the fact that “people get a much better sense of what it means to work with us before they 

choose to work with us” [I1] which means that expectations are already sorted upfront thus allowing 

Accelerace to deliver assistance and support in accordance with the expectations of the startups. Besides the 

efficiency, Peter further emphasized that the online medium provides a much more flexible frame, because it 

allows to customize the program for the individual startup, whereas the program was more fixed in terms of 

the content when facilitated in person “in the past, people were kind of forced to do the same thing in practice.” 

[I1]. This is just one example of how incubators and accelerators can seek to increase efficiency and flexibility 

through the online medium. 

 

Another thing that the interviewees agree has become more efficient is the duration and the number of meetings 

that people can make in a day. Christian stressed that meetings are typically shorter when conducted online 

“we might be working more efficiently. Meetings are short and the meetings are always in a row, so people 
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have time to meet and have many talks in one day.” [I8] This finding clearly highlights how the online space 

can contribute to increased efficiency, because it allows people to go directly from meeting to meeting, whereas 

the physical world often involves transportation time. This point was also stressed by Ernest “The online 

universe will, of course, make business more efficient in the future. Of course, you can save a lot of travel time 

and a lot of costs and CO2” [I3] and by Karsten “It can be very effective. You do not have as many long 

meetings […] which you do not really need.” [I5]. 

 

4.4.3 Expanded borders 

Aside from the meetings being more effective, some interviewees also stressed that the online space is more 

flexible than the physical. Due to increased flexibility, several interviewees stressed that the online medium 

has expanded their borders. For instance, Laura emphasized that startup founders, for some reason, might be 

prevented from flying from one country to another to participate in the program. However, now that everything 

is online, she argued that “It’s a lot more flexible, so it provides a lot of flexibility which can make it more 

accessible to people.” [I7b] Hence, the online format might enable incubators and accelerators to attract 

startups that would not otherwise be able to join “I think it can remove some barriers to people applying, to 

make it feel like it's more accessible to different types of founders with different backgrounds.” [I7b]. The 

same point was stressed by Maria “Sometimes it's better to do things online, because it's faster and it can get 

more people involved that aren’t available if it was in person.” [I4] This certainly contributes to broadening 

the portfolio of startups which enables more diversity in the programs in terms of inputs, knowledge, and ideas. 

 

Because the expanded borders allow incubators and accelerators to work with more flexible structures, they 

are also able to work on a more international scale. Taline expressed that Urbantech has already been able to 

attract more international startups since the program went online “we attracted more startups from Australia 

for example and the US…” [I7a]. Likewise, Maria mentioned that BII aims to attract more international 

startups “We want to scale up and work with more international companies” [I4] Similarly, Christian stated 

that COVID-19 has led the Kitchen to think more internationally “it has opened our eyes to how we can become 

broader and more international, with the resources we have” [I8]. Karsten also shared his desire to establish 

an international presence “I will open accelerators abroad as well” [I5]. Incubators and accelerators that were 

mainly operating on a national plan prior to the pandemic now start to adopt a more international approach. 

This could possibly mean that there will be more diversity in the programs. 
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4.4.4 Change in interactions 

Because most of the interaction between startups and the facilitators is occurring online, several interviewees 

stressed that they have experienced a change in the way interactions occur. For instance, Ashlea discovered 

that the startups do not reach out the same way as before the lockdown “…there is less of a pull towards us. 

They are less forthcoming about their problems.” [I6] She elaborated that physical settings allow a different 

form of interaction “Whereas we might be in the kitchen normally, chatting to people, and running workshops 

where you can just end up talking to them afterwards […]. Now it's very much that they have to self-select and 

come to us and ask for specific assistance.” [I6] This insight illustrates that the role of coaches and mentors 

might be challenged by going online. Because there are no longer random encounters and spontaneous 

dialogues between the coaches and startups, coaches have very limited insight into the problems of the startups 

and can only act based on the information they get from the startups. This problem was emphasized by Ashlea 

“usually when they come to us, they are coming for […] the areas that they believe are very important to them.” 

[I6]. 

 

4.5 Socialization 

Insights show that socialization is at the core of most of the activities that incubators and accelerators facilitate. 

Socialization is of critical importance in terms of building relationships, building and maintaining 

communities, and networking. These are all central components in entrepreneurial processes because sparring 

and social support help entrepreneurs develop their ideas and realize their goals. However, findings reveal that 

the social element is challenged by transferring facilitation online. 

 

4.5.1 Building relationships 

Communities and networks are created on the basis of relationships which is why building relationships is 

essential in incubator and accelerator environments. Data reveals that building relationships is one of the main 

challenges related to online facilitation compared to in-person facilitation. There was a common agreement 

among the interviewees that it is easier to build relationships in the physical world “It is one of the limitations 

of the online medium, it is just easier to connect and create new relationships in the physical space rather than 

the virtual.” [I5]. The interviewees demonstrated a certain skepticism towards online relationships and 

generally agree that it is challenging to build relationships online. Ivan stated that existing relationships can be 

maintained online, however he claimed that relationships cannot be created online “We have an expression 

that we used before there was something called COVID-19, it reads: ‘You cannot make relationships online’. 

So, you can nurture and cultivate a relationship you already have, but you cannot create a relationship online.” 
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[I2] He argued that relationships cannot be planned and that there is an element of spontaneity that only occurs 

in the physical world “it does not have to be planned. […] There are many things going on between people 

that are not planned.” [I2] As revealed earlier in the analysis, the element of planning, scheduling, and 

coordinating is one of the limitations of the online medium in terms of spontaneous and dynamic conversations 

and interactions. This could likely have an impact on the creation of relationships. Nevertheless, it appears 

from the findings that relationships can be built online, but they differ in their nature compared to relationships 

built offline. 

 

4.5.1.1 The nature of relationships 

Findings indicate that the nature of relationships is more work-related when created on the digital platform and 

that relationships tend to be stronger when built in person. Insights suggest that shared experiences and 

activities are important factors in the bonding between people, as illustrated in the following statement by 

Laura “I think the experiences you make together really bond you, almost in a subconscious way, where it's 

like, if you want to bond people together, give them some kind of challenge and make them work together or 

have them experience something together, where they feel like they are the only people in the world that have 

experienced that. […] it's really hard to create that online, I think. They really have to go all in to make people 

feel like they're having this kind of shared experience and that's really hard.” [I7b]. This finding indicates that 

bonding and connecting people might be challenged because incubators and accelerators have not been able 

to collect people in person and organize offline experiences. The correlation between shared experiences and 

the nature of relationships was also highlighted by Taline who personally experienced how her relationships 

were affected by being rooted offline versus online “I can also feel it with the first cohort (2019), I'm so close 

with them, I can just message them, and they just reply to me instantly. We were closer, because we had all 

those activities together, and then the second cohort (2020) is more like a work-relationship. I'm more friendly 

with the first one, just because we had more activities.” [I7a] This insight clearly reflects that relationships 

built online tend to be more work-related, whereas relationships built in person are more of a friendly and 

personal nature. A similar point was stressed by Peter “Of course, when you move it (creation of relationships) 

online, it becomes much more business-like, so you may not build this personal relationship, which can also 

be crucial for you to find it interesting to talk to some people in the long run.” [I1] This insight further indicates 

that personal relationships tend to be long-term whereas work-relationships appear more superficial and short-

term. 
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4.5.2 Community building 

Due to COVID-19, the majority of the interviewees had to go completely online for their communities. Insights 

now reveal that one of the areas where incubators and accelerators struggle the most, as a result of going online, 

is related to building and nurturing their communities as illustrated in the following quote “I think the biggest 

barrier is on community building. It is hard to get a feeling of community when you don't hang out together a 

lot.” [I4]. It is clear from the findings that the incubators and accelerators find it difficult to create a community 

feeling through the digital platform. 

 

4.5.2.1 The importance of communities 

Several findings indicate that communities serve as a valuable asset in incubators and accelerators. 

Socialization is fundamental in building communities, however it is challenging to promote socialization 

online “the whole social element is so essential, and you cannot recreate it over a computer screen.” [I3]. This 

point was also emphasized by Peter “these kinds of random encounters and random love that can occur between 

people when you have them all in the same room - we cannot solve that online.” [I1]. Nevertheless, 

communities are of vital importance in an incubator and accelerator setting. Communities contribute to help 

entrepreneurs overcome many of the barriers they are facing in the early stage of their entrepreneurial journey. 

Christian claimed that the community can be directly linked to reducing the fear of becoming an entrepreneur 

“We are actually trying to reduce the fear level that some people have to become an entrepreneur by saying 

that it can easily be done and create that community where you actually have a feeling that you can get help 

for it.” [I8]. This insight further indicates that communities are valuable in terms of the development of 

startups. This argument was also highlighted by Ernest “it is the physical contact and communication between 

the startups that gives rise to new ideas” [I3]. It is therefore essential to hold on to the value of communities. 

 

Although the interviewees find community building online challenging, six out of the eight interviewees agreed 

that there may be opportunities for building a community online, however some more hesitant than others. The 

ones hesitating emphasized that communities built online will never be the same compared to communities 

built offline: “you may be able to, but it will be a shadow of what it could be” [I5], “not at all like when you 

are physical” [I8], “What you lose by this, is, so to speak, the random meeting between two startups who may 

not have thought they had much in common” [I1]. The more convinced interviewees stated that building 

communities online might be possible but more time-consuming “I think it takes longer online to make people 

feel bonded to each other, than it does in person.” [I7b] and that it might be a different group of people “we 

started to see different profiles of people engaging with us” [I6]. These insigths indicate that it might be 
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possible for incubators and accelerators to build communities online, although these would be built around 

other dynamics. 

 

4.5.2.2 Shift in engaging profiles 

An important point that was stressed in relation to communities, is that the online format has made facilitators 

see a higher engagement from other profiles, than that of the physical world. Not everyone communicates in 

the same way, and some simply feel more comfortable talking in physical settings than others “for every person 

who is not loving the online format, there's a bunch of people who are much more engaged because of the 

online format.” [I6]. The online format allows people to sit in comfortable surroundings at home, they can sit 

on mute and listen, engage whenever they want and easily reach out to other people individually. In physical 

settings, engaging and interacting with other people can quickly become more challenging for some profiles. 

For instance, Ashlea indicated, from her experience, that introverts are less likely to participate in physical 

events “there are a lot of perhaps more introverted people who found it difficult to come to a Coffee 

Wednesday, when there were 50 people in a noisy room.” [I6]. The online format thus fosters higher 

engagement from introverts “we started to see different profiles of people engaging with us and I think that's 

really important because we can't just assume that everyone shines in physical settings.” [I6]. Likewise, Ivan 

mentioned that SEA also experienced that some people are more insecure in physical settings and “doubt what 

they think they can contribute with and not really dare to say anything in a larger forum” [I2]. Similar to 

Ashlea, he claimed that the online format fosters higher engagement from these people because they “may 

actually dare to say something when it is a small digital space, because it seems a bit more harmless that way.” 

[I2]. These insights could indicate that introverts feel more comfortable and thrive better in the online medium. 

 

4.5.3 Networking 

Apart from community building internally in incubators and accelerators, the findings reveal another critical 

area that has been challenged by going online. Several of the interviewees claimed that they find networking 

more difficult virtually than they do physically. Typically, the issues were rooted in not having the right settings 

online. Christian, for instance, stated that networking will not be the same online, he clarified that the physical 

setting involves an element of spontaneousness and randomness “The thing about people, they just walk around 

and meet each other, it's more difficult.” [I8]. In a similar line of thought, Laura argued that there are certain 

issues related to making random connections “I think the part of networking that's really suffering both for us 

and for the startups, is those random connections that you don't know you would make.” [I7b] Likewise, Ernest 

stressed that their startups have faced issues related to networking due to a lack of trust “Because physical 

encounters have been an obstacle and it’s difficult to build trust when you cannot meet face-to-face.” [I3]. This 
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finding clearly underlines that building trust is a crucial part of networking and that trust is usually established 

between people in person. The above insights underline the importance of addressing the issues related to 

networking. 

 

4.5.3.1 Networking online 

Although networking online can appear challenging based on the findings, some interviewees expressed that 

they have had good experiences with networking on the digital platform. Similar to the majority of the 

interviewees, Maria claimed that she finds it difficult to have virtual networking events, however she 

mentioned that BII has managed to find a successful solution to facilitate networks between the startups and 

investors. She explained how they have transferred investor pitches into an online format “we basically made 

a calendar of investor pitches, so we talked to some of the best investors that we have connections with […] 

We picked the best companies that they also want to see, and they pitch for 2.5 hours. They have half an hour 

meeting each company.” [I4]. She further added that this format allows the startups to establish connections 

and get feedback “if they keep doing this, they keep getting a lot of connections and they get a lot of feedback” 

[I4]. This finding shows that the online medium might be a suitable platform for startups and investors to meet 

one-on-one, and potentially even better than physical meetings, as Maria indicates “even when we move into 

the open physical world, we’re gonna keep doing this” [I4]. 

 

Other interviewees shared their experiences with different tools and features to networking. Taline stated that 

Urbantech has worked with an online tool that had a networking feature “they could go there, and they would 

get matched with a random person on the platform. So that was good for them to meet the other startups. 

Because networking is also a big part of the program, where they can meet new people and connect” [I7a]. In 

addition, several interviewees suggested promoting networking through the use of breakout rooms. One 

example hereof is Ashlea who found that breakout rooms are suitable for networking because they allow 

facilitators to create random groups of people “you can be thrust into having a dialogue with someone that you 

wouldn't normally gravitate towards if you go into a room full of people, where you already know a few people, 

and you kind of move towards them.” [I6]. According to this insight, breakout rooms might actually remove 

some of the barriers that are usually associated with networking. This was further highlighted by Ashlea “I 

think the way that networking is occurring, while it can be uncomfortable, is potentially creating connections 

between people that wouldn’t originally” [I6]. However, she also emphasized that one might attach great 

importance to the facilitation when using breakout rooms “I think sometimes you can send people into breakout 

rooms and it is horrible.” [I6]. She proposed that coaches should be present in every breakout room “Rather 

than just having one person sending everyone out, put staff into the rooms to keep things moving and to connect 
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the dots” [I6]. Evidently, there are other alternatives to networking online although it might differ from 

networking in person. 

 

Arguably, there is a good reason to explore alternative ways to networking online, when there are no other 

options. The interviewees generally paid great attention to the issue and emphasized the importance of building 

networks as an entrepreneur. Laura argued that networking is key to gain insights from people that might 

contribute to developing business ideas, however, she also emphasized that it is more challenging to network 

online “[…] they might not run into this random person that helps them change their business idea, because 

they're not here. So, we really need to try and work extra hard to get these other viewpoints in.” [I7b] Similarly, 

Ivan indicated that networks are especially important for young startups “We say that the biggest problem you 

have as a young startup is that you have no network.” [I2]. Networking appears to be a central element in 

developing entrepreneurs and startups and hence a critical task for incubators and accelerators. This was further 

underlined by Ivan “one of my tasks is to get as many people standing in the same room as you, so you can 

start building networks. Because if you only build networks with people like yourself, then it never comes to 

anything. […] You have to know many different people.” [I2]. This finding shows that a crucial part of 

networking is to build relationships with a broad range of profiles that are different from that of the 

entrepreneur. 

 

4.6 Future orientations 

From the findings, it is no secret that replacing offline facilitation with online facilitation has been challenging, 

and there is no doubt that planning and scheduling ahead has been almost impossible during COVID-19. 

Nevertheless, all the interviewees revealed their thoughts upon how they desire and expect to work in the 

future, what they have learned and what they will carry with them. This section aims to outline identified future 

orientations related to online facilitation. 

 

4.6.1 A positive-constructive disruption 

Some of the interviewees appeared to be convinced about a more online future whereas others were more 

skeptical towards increasing their digital efforts. The degree to whether they appeared convinced seems to be 

closely related to their level of investment and commitment into the digital platform. Findings showed that 

there is a major difference between the interviewed incubators and accelerators in terms of their investment 

and commitment which seem to affect their view on online facilitation: the higher the investment and 

commitment, the more positive and enthusiastic they appear. 
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Although COVID-19 has brought a number of challenges along, the majority of the interviewees agree that it 

has resulted in positive outcomes on various parameters. Due to being thrown into the online medium, 

Christian stressed that the Kitchen has learned how to navigate online facilitation “we've got a tremendous 

amount of digital experience and insight into how we can do that.” [I8]. Likewise, Laura argued that Urbantech 

have established a broad tool- and knowledge-base and thus know the different options allowing them to make 

well-grounded decisions “should it be all online, should it be live-stream, should we have a hybrid, should we 

have some audience and who should it be. All the questions you need to ask yourself, we already know and 

that makes it a lot easier.” [I7b]. Similarly, Ashlea stated that the pandemic has been a great opportunity to 

learn to “master a range of online learning tools”. In addition, she emphasizes that a part of the role as an 

incubator and accelerator is to possess a high adaptability and stay up-to-date “we as practitioners of innovation 

and entrepreneurship, we should be agile and we should be technologically responsive” and adds that the 

pandemic has been “a really good reminder to us of the kind of operators that we need to be for the kind of 

audience that we serve.” [I6]. 

 

4.6.2 Preparing for a more digital future 

The COVID-19 pandemic came unexpected and has turned the way facilitators work upside down. Never have 

they been so dependent on the digital platform. As a result of this radical change, several of the interviewees 

indicated that they start to prepare for a more digital future as reflected in the following representative quotes 

“we have bet that we will return physically in a completely different format.” [I8] and “in the future, our 

program will be more virtual than it is today.” [I3] Likewise, Ivan stated that SEA worries about the next 

pandemic, and emphasized the need for developing new tools suitable for online facilitation ”[…] we need to 

make some proper tools because a lot of this is starting to go digital in the future.” [I2] Simultaneously, he 

indicated that SEA has discovered new opportunities in the online medium “We have also found that there is 

something in the digital that actually allows us to do something we could not before.” [I2]. 

 

4.6.2.1 Familiarity 

Due to being thrown into the online medium, facilitators have learned to master different online tools and 

recognized the advantages of collaborating and meeting online. In other words, COVID-19 has completely 

changed their perception of the online medium. Because people have become familiar with being online it will 

be easier to design programs containing online elements henceforward. This point was stressed by Laura “I 

think certainly the possibility for things being online is more there now” [I7b]. Taline further elaborated that 

Urbantech, as a result of the recognition and familiarity, now have the possibility to customize their programs 
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on the basis of both online and offline activities “They know it’s working, so now we actually have the 

flexibility to choose; let’s have that meeting online, let’s have that meeting in person.” [I7a]. Ultimately, the 

growing acquaintance with co-working online enables them to collect and combine the best elements of the 

virtual and physical world “We will be able to pick and choose the best of both worlds, so if we know that the 

masterclasses work better online, they will be online.  […] now we will hopefully be able to act on the learnings 

and experiences that we have made.” [I7b]. However, the acquaintance with the digital platform also implies 

a change in habits and routines. Due to the fact that we are used to meet online now, Christian stressed his 

concern with regard to making people used to meet up in person again “There will be a need to get people used 

to coming in again, so it may be a barrier that we face in the future - is there something we just need to pick 

up on to get it restarted?” [I8]. This insight demonstrates that there might be a barrier related to changing habits 

and routines, if facilitation will be organized both online and offline in the future. 

 

4.6.2.2 A blended future 

Findings reveal that there is a strong desire among the interviewees to go back to in-person facilitation “We 

are hoping to go back to physical presence” [I4], “I really hope we open the doors soon” [I5], “I have a 

preference for getting back to something more analog and physical when we can” [I8]. However, the majority 

also agree that they expect to move forward with a blended solution. Laura mentioned that she finds hybrid 

events suitable while under lockdown “I think hybrid events is the way to go actually as long as corona is still 

with us”. [I7b]. Taline followed up and added that Urbantech probably will operate with a mix in the future “I 

think I would still keep some masterclasses online. But social events definitely in person. But then some 

meetings online.” [I7a]. Several other interviewees claimed that they expect to continue with a mixture “we're 

gonna just do a mix of it” [I4], “the future will be blended” [I6], “we will get a different mix in the future” 

[I1], “We're going to take a bite of this and then mix it up with something physical.” [I8]. Findings thus indicate 

that incubators and accelerators will continue their facilitation based on a combination of online and offline 

sessions. It is just a question of what will be online and what will be in person. However, one thing is doubtless, 

the interviewees indicated that activities related to socialization will go back to being in person “…we are 

missing the social part. That is something we hope for soon” [I4], “when we meet physically, it's a lot more 

about that (build social glue between startups)” [I1]. 
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4.7 Overview of findings 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it has been unavoidable for incubators and accelerators to operate online and 

to transform their facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovation activities into an online format. The above 

research findings clearly illustrate that online facilitation differs from in-person facilitation on several 

parameters. Insights demonstrated that there are various benefits and opportunities related to online facilitation 

which incubators and accelerators can pursue to exploit. However, there are also several limitations and 

challenges associated with online facilitation which stresses the importance of designing programs that balance 

online and offline facilitation. Nevertheless, it appears from the findings that the COVID-19 has contributed 

to the discovery of a range of possibilities. There is consensus among the interviewed incubators and 

accelerators that the online medium will become more predominant and that we can expect to see more blended 

solutions in the future. The online medium poses a great potential for online facilitation; however, it is up to 

the individual organization whether to recognize and exploit it. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Overview of advantages, disadvantages, opportunities, and challenges related to online facilitation.  
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5. Discussion 

In order to answer the research question, the following chapter will discuss the meanings, implications, and 

relevance of selected results from the analysis. The following four themes have been identified as critical 

themes to address in relation to facilitating entrepreneurial and innovation activities online: (1) The influence 

of the virtual space on socialization, (2) Entrepreneurial coaching online, (3) Networking online, and (4) 

Considerations related to a blended future. Furthermore, these results will be discussed in relation to existing 

literature that has relevance to the investigated phenomenon, as outlined in the literature review. To close the 

discussion, considerations regarding future research will be presented. 
 

5.1 The influence of the virtual space on socialization 

The analysis revealed that socialization is extremely challenged as a result of replacing the physical space with 

the virtual space during COVID-19. Hence, this section aims to address the challenges related to socialization 

online. 

 

5.1.1 Lack of social support 

The findings showed that all interviewees attached great importance to the social element of being part of an 

incubator or accelerator, however they also found it difficult to socialize online. Social support appeared to be 

critical both for the teams and for the startups. The lack of social interactions and inputs have a direct effect 

on the dynamics and thus the motivation among the management teams. Physical presence at the incubator 

and accelerator facilities allows the teams to constantly be around the startups and have conversations with 

them without having to plan and coordinate calendars beforehand. This presence appears to be key in 

energizing, motivating, and inspiring the teams and coaches. Likewise, findings demonstrated that social 

support is essential in the development of startups and entrepreneurs. The physical contact and communication 

between the startups give rise to new ideas which is fundamental in the early stages of their venture creation. 

In addition, the social support from incubator and accelerator communities helps entrepreneurs and startups 

overcome many of the barriers they are facing. Clearly, there is a strong correlation between social support 

and successful performance which emphasizes the importance of addressing this issue in the context of the 

investigated phenomenon. This finding is strengthened by existing literature reviewing the influence of social 

support in incubator and accelerator environments. 
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In the literature, social support is considered a key component of incubator and accelerator membership 

(Cooper, et al., 2012). This was also demonstrated in the analysis. Existing literature has found that social 

support is essential for optimal incubator and accelerator performance (Provan and Milward, 1995). This is 

further supported by the insights which show that social support is linked to motivation, inspiration and 

development. According to the literature, social support includes anything from information support to 

emotional support such as encouragement, empathy, and closeness (Kim et al., 2013; Klyver et al., 2018). 

However, findings indicate that transferring facilitation online has resulted in absence of emotional support 

which appears to correlate with the lack of social interactions. Hence, findings extend existing literature on 

social support in incubator and accelerator environments by arguing that the need for social support and 

especially emotional support cannot be optimally covered by running programs entirely online. 

 

5.1.2 The issues related to cultivating communities 

Insights indicate that communities have valuable functions in incubators and accelerators. For instance, 

findings suggest that communities are helping entrepreneurs overcome barriers and contribute to their 

development. Nonetheless, findings showed that the majority of the incubators and accelerators have gone 

completely online for their communities during COVID-19. As a result, they now find it challenging to build 

and cultivate their communities “I think the biggest barrier is on community building” [I4]. Insights 

demonstrated that it is difficult to create a feeling of community through the digital platform due to the lack of 

social interactions “It is hard to get a feeling of community when you don't hang out together a lot.” [I4] and 

that the digital platform appears to influence that people opt out from communities “I think people can opt out 

more easily,” [I6]. 

 

In the literature, it is suggested that managers implement community-building interventions in an effort to 

reduce absenteeism (Boyd & Nowell, 2014). Boyd & Nowell introduce the PSOC construct which consists of 

five dimensions that are fundamental to create a sense of community. Based on the analysis, several of these 

dimensions appear to be challenged when incubator and accelerator communities are moved online. The first 

dimension, membership, refers to the feeling of belonging to a community. Findings showed that it is difficult 

to get a feeling of community online which may be related to the difficulties of creating shared personal 

relatedness between members through the digital platform. The third dimension, shared emotional connection, 

requires that members have shared and will share experience and history and use time together. This is 

supported by the findings which suggest that there is a correlation between shared experiences and shared 

emotional connection “I think the experiences you make together really bond you, almost in a subconscious 

way” [I7b]. However, insights also revealed that it is challenging to create experiences online “They really 
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have to go all in to make people feel like they're having this kind of shared experience and that's really hard.” 

[I7b]. Lastly, the fifth dimension, responsibility to organizational contexts, involves commitment to ensure the 

health and security of the group and its members. On the basis of the findings, this responsibility may be 

extremely challenged due to the ease of opting out through the digital platform. When considering these 

insights in the light of the PSOC construct, it is clear that incubators and accelerators face challenges in relation 

to creating a sense of community online. 

 

Despite these challenges, findings revealed that six out of the eight interviewees agreed that there may be 

opportunities for building communities online. However, opinions varied in relation to how these communities 

would appear. It was emphasized that communities built online will never be the same compared to 

communities built offline “it will be a shadow of what it could be” [I5], that they may be more time-consuming 

“I think it takes longer online to make people feel bonded to each other, than it does in person.” [I7b] and that 

they may consist of a different group of people “we started to see different profiles (introverts) of people 

engaging with us” [I6]. These insights suggest that there may be opportunities for building communities online. 

However, there is currently a lack of literature within the field which emphasizes the need for further research. 

 

5.1.3 The role of socialization in knowledge creation 

In the analysis it was discovered that physical touchpoints, which the incubator and accelerator facilities 

provide, are fundamental in terms of socialization. However, the replacement of the physical space with the 

virtual space has removed these physical touchpoints which were revealed to have a negative effect on social 

interactions and hence resource exchanges. Findings showed that there is not the same kind of exchange of 

information, knowledge and experiences “it is not the same collaboration you have, and it is not the same 

exchange of experiences” [I8]. Moving facilitation online clearly affects socialization and reduces resource 

exchanges. 

 

According to Nonaka & Konno (1998) who study the concept of ba as introduced in the literature review, 

socialization is at the core in relation to creating and sharing knowledge. Following their SECI model, 

knowledge is created in a spiraling process of interactions in which tacit knowledge is converted into explicit 

knowledge. According to this model, socialization is the ‘originating ba’ i.e.  the starting point for knowledge 

creation as individuals share tacit knowledge through joint activities which includes being together, spending 

time and living in the same environment. In the literature, this was further supported by Kumar et al. (2017) 

who argue that effective transfer of tacit knowledge requires face-to-face interaction, extensive personal 

contact, regular interaction and trust. However, findings show that such joint activities do not seem to occur in 
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the same way online. The lack of social interactions prevents the coaches and startups from sharing tacit 

knowledge and converting it into explicit knowledge which affects the whole process of creating and sharing 

knowledge. 

 

The literature suggests that “awareness of the different characteristics of ba can facilitate successful support of 

knowledge creation” (Nonaka & Konno, 1998, p.47). In other words, it is crucial to consider how different 

spaces impact knowledge creation as the characteristics of the space can either facilitate or prevent successful 

support of knowledge creation. When looking at the findings in the light of the literature, it is clear that 

incubators and accelerators face certain issues related to creating and sharing knowledge when the online 

medium acts as the originating ba. The characteristics of the online medium simply do not facilitate successful 

support of knowledge creation due to the lack of joint activities. Hence, this finding suggests considering 

physical touchpoints as the originating ba in relation to designing future programs. 

 

5.2 Entrepreneurial coaching online 

Insights indicate that entrepreneurial coaching practices are more difficult to manage online. Hence, this 

section will look into why the coach role is challenged. 

 

5.2.1 The challenged coach role 

Findings showed that coaches play an important role in the development of startups wherefore their presence 

is critical in interacting with the startups. However, the coach role has been highly challenged by transferring 

facilitation including coaching sessions online. It was found that the inability of coaches to be physically 

present with the startups prevent them from observing them and falling into random conversations and 

discussions and hence discovering “underlying” challenges that the startups face and have not recognized 

themselves. Findings showed that there is a difference between the perceived challenges of startups and the 

actual challenges identified by coaches. This emphasizes the importance of the coach role in relation to 

business development. 

 

In the literature review, it was found that there are various contributions to the field of entrepreneurial coaching 

including empirical evidence on success factors for effective entrepreneur-coach relationships. Existing 

literature suggests that the most effective form of communication in relation to coaching is face-to-face 

meetings. Replacing personal contact with alternative forms of communication such as phone calls and e-mails 
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have a negative impact on the relationship as this appears to distance the coach from the entrepreneur and 

hence detaches the coach from the startup (Audet & Couteret, 2012). This argument is supported by the 

findings. In the analysis, it was found that a barrier related to moving facilitation online is the difficulties in 

getting into the life of the individual startup. Meeting the startups physically allows more depth in discussions 

and thus helps the teams and coaches to better understand them. It was also emphasized that it may be difficult 

to achieve the same depth virtually. This supports the findings by Campbell Quick and Macik-Frey (2004) 

who found that successful coach approaches emphasize direct, in-depth communication. 

 

5.2.2 The need for trust and frequency 

Literature suggests that trust has an important impact on entrepreneur-coach relationships as a strong 

relationship of trust acts as a precondition for entrepreneurs to change their actions and behaviors (Audet & 

Couteret, 2012). Trust between the entrepreneur and coach is therefore fundamental to drive the learning 

process and development of startups. However, findings revealed that coaches and startups find it challenging 

to build trust when they cannot meet face-to-face. They did not indicate that it was not possible, but they argued 

that it takes more time to build trust when it is online. Hence, this finding suggests that coaches invest more 

time to build trust with startups when communication takes place online instead of face-to-face. 

 

Finally, literature has found that frequency of meetings is an important factor for the success of coaching 

relationships (Audet & Couteret, 2012). Analysis findings demonstrated that efficiency and flexibility are some 

of the key advantages of the online medium, as it allows to jump directly from one meeting to another and thus 

having more meetings in a day. This is certainly beneficial in terms of increasing the frequency of meetings. 

Nevertheless, although meeting online can increase the frequency of meetings, it will be on a compromise with 

the depth of the communication and possibly the potential for building trust. Hence, on the basis of findings 

from the literature and the analysis it is suggested that coaches aim to build trust with entrepreneurs through 

face-to-face interactions prior to transferring communication online. In addition, it is suggested to combine 

and balance online and offline meetings thus that the frequency of meetings can be increased while preserving 

the direct, in-depth communication. This may be a potential blended solution for effective entrepreneur-coach 

relationships. 

 

5.3 Networking online 

Findings revealed that networking is an important part of being affiliated to incubators and accelerators because 

it allows entrepreneurs to meet and connect with new people and hence gain access to valuable resource 
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exchanges. Nonetheless, several interviewees indicated that taking networking online is associated with 

various barriers and central elements of networking appear to be restrained as a result of replacing the physical 

world with the digital platform. Similar to the findings of the analysis, existing literature emphasizes the 

importance of business and personal networks in the establishment of new ventures (Kumar et al., 2017). 

Entrepreneurs usually have a limited network and knowledge in the initial stage of their venture creation and 

the lack of entrepreneurial knowledge and experience may cause that the startup end in an unfavorable position 

(Haque et al., 2017) A similar finding was discovered in the analysis “We say that the biggest problem you 

have as a young startup is that you have no network.” [I2]. It is therefore a critical task for incubators and 

accelerators to provide access to entrepreneurial networks as well as facilitating networking among resident 

startups. 

 

In the literature, it was found that mutual trust is the most influential governance mechanism in terms of 

building networks, as it improves the value of resource flows (Larson, 1992; Lorenzoni & Lipparini, 1999) 

and ensures depth and richness of network relations (Saxenian, 1991; Lorenzoni and Lipparini, 1999; Hite, 

2000). However, findings revealed that it is more difficult to make personal relationships, and it is not the same 

type of trust that is built between people when they network online instead of through physical encounters. In 

the light of the literature, this might harm the value of resource flows due to a lack in the depth and richness 

of these relations. The positive impact of trust on resource flows cannot be overlooked, consequently emphasis 

must be placed on how incubators and accelerators can facilitate mutual trust between network relations in an 

online setting. 

 

5.3.1 The issues of building weak ties 

According to Larson and Starr’s (1993) three-stage model of network development the strength of relationships 

is enhanced along with the three stages and the quality and frequency of resource exchanges increases. 

However, findings demonstrate that networking is one of the limitations of the online medium. The 

interviewees argued that it is more difficult to create relationships online “it is easier to connect and create new 

relationships in the physical space rather than the virtual” [I5] and some even argued that relationships cannot 

be created online “you cannot create a relationship online.” [I2] In the light of the three-stage model, this 

finding indicates that entrepreneurs may face challenges already in the first stage in relation to identify and 

build new contacts. Nonetheless, it was simultaneously emphasized that it is possible to maintain existing 

relations online “you can nurture and cultivate a relationship you already have” [I2]. According to these 

findings, the potential for building weak ties is decreased and entrepreneurs will rely heavily on their strong 

ties in the form of family members, friends, and potential existing business contacts. 
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As demonstrated in the literature review, there is a debate in existing literature about whether strong or weak 

ties provide the most value in relation to innovation and entrepreneurship. Strong ties are important in the early 

start-up stage (Honig & Davidsson, 2000) as they provide the necessary support and resources to ensure 

business survival (Bruderl & Preisendorfer, 1998). However, strong ties can also become too strong and cause 

that entrepreneurs think and act in constrained ways (Grabher, 1993). Weak ties, on the other hand, are 

effective in sharing and spreading information and they serve as key sources to a variety of new ideas, inputs, 

and information (Granovetter, 1973) which make them essential drivers of innovation. Hence, some authors 

argue that startups benefit from a balanced network consisting of a combination of strong ties and weak ties 

(Uzzi, 1996). However, due to the implications related to establishing weak ties online, it will be challenging 

to develop balanced networks of both strong and weak ties. 

 

5.3.2 Lack of strength in relationships 

Despite the difficulties related to building weak ties, findings indicated that it is possible to build new 

relationships online although they might differ in their nature compared to relationships built in person. Several 

interviewees expressed that relationships built online tend to be more work-related, whereas relationships built 

in person are more of a friendly and personal nature as illustrated in the representative quote “it becomes much 

more business-like, so you may not build this personal relationship” [I1]. Relationships thus become more 

superficial which affects the strength of the relationships. Following Larson and Starr’s (1993) three-stage 

model, more depth should be added to relationships in the second and third stage thus that they would gain a 

social and affective dimension. The presence of mutual trust should foster exchange of new types of 

information and resources and ultimately enhance the quality and the frequency of exchanges (Hoang & 

Antoncic, 2003). However, as the findings revealed, relationships built online are more of a business nature 

than a personal nature and thus lack the social and affective dimension which is key to increase the value of 

exchanges. 

 

5.3.3 The issues related to the transfer of tacit knowledge 

In terms of the value of exchanges, tacit knowledge appears to be a key source to enhance the innovation 

capability and performance of startups (Kumar & Kumar, 2016) and innovations are important for their 

survival (Wind & Mahajan, 1997). In the literature, it was found that the strength of relationships in 

entrepreneurial networks influences the extent of tacit knowledge transfer wherefore emphasis was placed on 

developing close relationships (Kumar et al., 2017). However, findings showed that it is challenging to build 

close relationships online. Nevertheless, this does not appear to be the only limitation in terms of transferring 
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tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is usually revealed through practice and hence transferred through face-to-

face interactions where spatial proximity acts as a precondition for the transmission (Kumar and Kumar, 2016). 

As the findings show, incubators and accelerators have facilitated networking online since the COVID-19 

outbreak and thus substituted face-to-face interactions with screen-to-screen interactions. In addition to spatial 

proximity, effective transfer of tacit knowledge is achieved through extensive personal contact, regular 

interaction and trust. However, findings reveal that these are all elements challenged by transferring 

communication online. Based on existing literature, this may have huge implications on the transfer of tacit 

knowledge. 

 

5.4 Considerations related to a blended future 

In the analysis, it was revealed that the interviewed incubators and accelerators expect to move forward with 

a blended solution i.e. facilitating innovation and entrepreneurship both online and offline. Simultaneously, 

this appeared to be a solution that they have not explored and practiced before. Hence, it is essential to make 

considerations in relation to what would be an optimal combination when seeking to merge the best of two 

“worlds” i.e. physical and virtual facilitation of entrepreneurship and innovation. 

 

The analysis revealed that there are certain implications related to facilitating central entrepreneurial and 

innovation processes especially regarding coaching, networking, and socialization. Common for all these 

processes is the lack of trust and social interactions which affects the strength of relationships and ultimately 

the quality and frequency of resource exchanges. The absence of face-to-face interactions during the COVID-

19 pandemic appears to have major implications on such processes. This implication also appeared to be 

recognized by the interviewees who emphasized that socializing and networking will go back to be in person. 

Aside from these limitations, the digital platform appears to offer various opportunities that incubators and 

accelerators can aim to exploit. 

 

Findings suggest that the online medium is effective in terms of teaching theory-based content which seems to 

correlate with the explicit nature of this type of knowledge “I think more basic theory about how to 

communicate a message, how to segment your market, how to fine-tune your pitch to capture the right audience 

[…] that communication could well be done online.” [I3]. Whereas the tacit knowledge in terms of how the 

knowledge is translated into practice must be exchanged in person (Kumar and Kumar, 2016). Moreover, the 

analysis revealed that the virtual environment is associated with a certain comfortability which seems to attract 

more introverted profiles as illustrated in the representative quote “we started to see different profiles of people 

engaging with us” [I6]. This may open up opportunities for attracting other profiles and getting more diversity 
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into the programs. However, this is not the only opportunity to harvest the benefits of diversity. Findings also 

showed that the online medium provides opportunities to attract foreign entrepreneurs and startups “we 

attracted more startups from Australia for example and the US…” [I7a] as well as establishing an international 

presence “it has opened our eyes to how we can become broader and more international, with the resources we 

have” [I8]. Finally, emphasis was generally placed on the efficiency and flexibility of the online medium in 

terms of eliminating transportation time “The online universe will, of course, make business more efficient in 

the future - of course, you can save a lot of travel time..” [I3] and increasing the number of meetings “Meetings 

are short, and the meetings are always in a row, so people have time to meet and have many talks in one day.” 

[I8]. 

 

Clearly, there are several advantages and opportunities that incubators and accelerators can seek to harvest 

from the online medium. However, when the social dimension plays an important role whether it might be in 

terms of interacting, networking, or sharing ideas and knowledge, physical encounters and communication 

remain superior. It is thus suggested, when designing incubator and accelerator programs based on a blended 

solution, to consider the benefits as well as the limitations of the online medium. 

 

5.5 Sub-conclusion 

Based on the above discussion this thesis has found that transferring facilitation online has…  

 

…resulted in a lack of social interactions and social support which negatively affect the teams and startups. 

The physical presence is key to energize, motivate, and inspire the coaches. Likewise, physical contact and 

communication gives rise to idea sharing, which is essential to the development of startups. The lack of social 

interactions makes it challenging for the teams to cultivate their communities, and they find it difficult to create 

a feeling of community. Socialization is also the starting point for knowledge creation, as tacit knowledge is 

shared through joint activities. The lack of such joint activities affects the whole process of creating and sharing 

knowledge. Due to the issues related to socialization emphasis must be placed on physical touchpoints. 

 

…a negative impact on entrepreneur-coach relationships due to a lack of trust and in-depth communication. 

The inability to be physically present detach coaches from the startups and prevents them from discovering 

their underlying challenges. The inputs from coaches, trust and frequency of meetings are fundamentals to 

drive the learning process and development of startups. Hence, it was suggested to combine and balance online 
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and offline meetings to build trust and ensure direct, in-depth communication and to exploit the flexibility of 

the digital platform to increase the frequency of meetings. 

 

…led to several implications on networking activities: It is challenging to develop balanced networks of both 

strong and weak ties due to the difficulties of building new contacts online. Weak ties are key sources to a 

variety of new ideas, inputs, and information and hence the lack of such ties can limit innovation. Further, 

relationships built online is more of a business nature than a personal nature and the lack of depth and richness 

in these relations limits the quality and frequency of resource exchanges. However, the strength of relationships 

in networks influence the extent of tacit knowledge transfer. Hence, emphasis must be placed on developing 

close relationships and building mutual trust as this can improve the value of resource flows. 

 

…initiated a desire to design blended programs in the future by combining online and offline facilitation of 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities. However, this requires awareness of the limitations related to 

socialization. Nevertheless, it was found that the online medium is effective in terms of teaching theory-based 

content, is more efficient and flexible due to eliminating transportation time, it opens up opportunities for 

attracting more introverted profiles, and it removes the borders which make it possible to attract foreign 

entrepreneurs and startups as well as establishing an international presence. These are all benefits and 

opportunities that incubators and accelerator can seek to exploit. 

 

5.6 Further research 

This research mainly contributes to the field of incubators, accelerators, innovation, entrepreneurship, and 

online facilitation. It provides empirical evidence on how incubators and accelerators have worked with online 

facilitation of entrepreneurial and innovative activities during the COVID-19 pandemic and discusses the 

implications of the results in the light of existing literature on the respective fields. The results generated in 

this thesis demonstrate that there are various opportunities for conducting further research within the field. 

 

Due to the exploratory purpose of this research, the phenomenon has been explored through an inductive and 

qualitative approach and thus demonstrates a broad approach to the research field by investigating a diversity 

of topics. However, in continuation of the findings from this research, it would be interesting to investigate 

emerging themes such as ‘networking online’ or ‘entrepreneurial coaching online’ isolated and in-depth as this 

could contribute with more detailed results. Moreover, adopting a deductive and quantitative approach to the 

research field would make it possible to build hypotheses to test if there is a causal relationship between a 

theme and/or phenomenon and the outcome. For instance, it may be relevant to investigate if there is a 
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correlation between transferring facilitation online and opting out from the community or more specifically if 

transferring facilitation online leads to fewer interactions. 

 

Due to the novelty of the investigated phenomenon this thesis mainly focuses on the problems and challenges 

associated with online facilitation. Future research could aim to contribute with practical solutions in order to 

address the problems that incubators and accelerators encounter. For instance, this thesis found that it can be 

challenging to build trust in entrepreneur-coach relationships online. Hence, further research could investigate 

if there are possible communicative ways to build trust in these relations. 

 

The present research does not distinguish between how the results relate specifically to incubators or 

accelerators rather data is analyzed considering incubators and accelerators as one group. However, literature 

revealed that the two concepts have separate characteristics (figure 2.1). Hence, further research could 

concentrate on either incubators or accelerators or look at them as isolated subjects and investigate how results 

relate specifically to that specific subject. In terms of stakeholders, it is recommended that further research 

study the phenomenon from an entrepreneur/startup perspective. This research chose to shed light on the 

phenomenon from an incubator/accelerator perspective which made it possible to study how online facilitation 

influences their processes. However, since they target and work with entrepreneurs and startups, it would be 

relevant to explore how online facilitation influences their development as entrepreneurs and ventures. 

 

Among the limitations was the research sample size. Although it is challenging to assess a sufficient sample 

size in qualitative research studies, Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) propose to continue interviewing until 

saturation is reached. However, in the data collection phase the interviewees kept contributing with new 

insights, which could indicate that there might be some undiscovered insights and hence room for further 

exploration within the research field. Hence, future studies could investigate the phenomenon based on larger 

samples across geographical locations. This could generate more representative results which could further 

contribute to the lack of research within the field. Using an ethnographic research method and gathering data 

through observations could also contribute to the discovery of unexplored themes. 

 

Finally, this thesis investigated the phenomenon based on a cross-sectional study and thus analyzed data 

collected from a sample population at a specific point in time which gives a snapshot of the population. 

However, conducting a longitudinal study, for instance through cohort studies, would allow to observe change 

and investigate how online facilitation influences the development of startups. This could potentially open up 

for further interesting research. 
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6. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has given rise to changes in the way incubators and accelerators facilitate their 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities for startups and entrepreneurs. Due to social distancing rules, 

incubators and accelerators have started operating increasingly online. However, due to the novelty of the 

phenomenon, current literature within the field of incubators and accelerators do not address how they can 

successfully facilitate entrepreneurial and innovation activities online. Consequently, the present thesis aimed 

to investigate the nature and implications of the transition from traditional face-to-face facilitation to online 

facilitation by answering the following research question: 

 

How has the management of Danish incubators and accelerators chosen to respond to the COVID-19 

pandemic with regard to facilitating their entrepreneurial and innovation activities for startups and 

entrepreneurs? 

 

In order to answer the research question, interviews were conducted with eight incubators and accelerators 

located in Denmark, which made it possible to obtain relevant empirical data that could form the basis of the 

analysis. In line with the grounded theory method and the interpretivist approach, data were analyzed 

inductively and interpreted which enabled the discovery of themes and patterns based on the views of the 

participants of the research. Subsequently, related literature was incorporated to compare and contrast the most 

critical themes that were identified in the analysis. This made it possible to discuss the implications of the 

results and thus provide suggestions on how incubators and accelerators can balance their facilitation of 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities online and offline. 

 

The analysis showed that the interviewed incubators and accelerators, as a response to the lockdown, have 

chosen to operate either partly or completely online which have required to re-think and re-design the programs 

to fit the online medium. Hence, central entrepreneurial and innovation activities such as business development 

workshops, pitching, coaching, networking, and community meetups have been transitioned to an online 

format. However, findings also demonstrated that the online medium makes some other demands for 

facilitation and for instance requires to consider the elements of interaction and communication separately in 

a way that is different from in-person facilitation. 

 

Findings further demonstrated that there are various benefits and opportunities related to online facilitation 

which incubators and accelerators can pursue to exploit. Findings suggested that the online medium is effective 

in terms of teaching theory-based content, that it is more efficient and flexible due to eliminating transportation 



 68 

time, that it opens up opportunities for attracting more introverted profiles, and that it removes the borders 

which make it possible to attract foreign entrepreneurs and startups as well as establishing an international 

presence. However, findings also demonstrated that there are several limitations and challenges associated 

with online facilitation. It was found that the social element plays an important role in facilitating 

entrepreneurial and innovation activities, however the whole social dimension is extremely challenged by 

replacing face-to-face interactions with screen-to-screen interactions. This appears to harm fundamental 

activities including coaching, networking and socialization wherefore there was a strong desire to bring these 

activities back to in-person. 

 

Despite the challenges related to the social element, findings revealed that the majority of the interviewees 

expect to move forward with a blended solution. This indicates that online facilitation of entrepreneurial and 

innovation activities is not just an event-driven trend, but a possible transformation in the way incubators and 

accelerators will design and execute their programs in the future. This thesis attempted to take the initial steps 

towards investigating the emerging phenomenon, however the strong orientation towards a blended future 

emphasizes the importance for conducting further research within the research field. Hence, there is a great 

potential for investigating how incubators and accelerators successfully can design blended programs and 

optimally combine the best of the two “worlds”. 
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8. Appendices  

 

Appendix 8.1 –Information about interview subjects & the interviewees 

 

Accelerace 

Accelerace was founded in 2008 and has helped scaling more than 800 startups which has made them the 

leading accelerator in the Nordics. Accelerace offers one-on-one training, mentoring, access to funding, and 

the possibility to enter partnerships with industry-leading corporations through corporate matchmaking. 

Accelerace targets startups within foodtech, cleantech, biotech, medtech, IOT, and digital health with solutions 

that support the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Accelerace has developed an interactive platform-

based approach where startups can kick-start their journey through a free, online and ongoing Pre-Accelerator. 

The startups can use this as the first step into the full five-month accelerator program (Beyond Beta, 2021).  

 

Peter Torstensen, Managing Partner & CEO 

As the original founder of Accelerace, Peter Torstensen has been listed among the top 100 most influential 

tech accelerator leaders globally. With experience from establishing his own startups, setting up venture funds 

and as a former part of the board of directors of the National Growth Fund (Vækstfonden) he has collected 

extensive experience and knowledge of the startup world. During his time in Accelerace he has helped more 

than 200 startsups and he operates as the Managing Partner and CEO of the accelerator today.  

 

SEA at AAU 

SEA (Supporting Entrepreneurship at Aalborg University) was founded in 2003 with the purpose of boosting 

innovation, creativity and startup activities across Aalborg University (AAU). SEA is a non-profit student 

incubator that offers a startup program that targets students, graduates and PhDs from AAU.  SEA aims to 

support, facilitate and motivate knowledge-based entrepreneurship by promoting entrepreneurial skills of the 

students and increasing their potential as future intra- and entrepreneurs. SEA facilitates workshops within 

idea generation, idea validation, business development, pitching, and project management. As part of the SEA 

program, AAU has established ‘The Incubator’ which offers two entrepreneurial programs annually, the AAU 

Startup program and Innovative Growth. At the incubator students can get to develop their idea and receive 

mentoring from their business developers (SEA, 2021).  
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Ivan Butler, Business Developer 

As one of the business developers, Ivan Butler is linked to the SEA Incubator where he is mentoring and 

supporting students and startups within areas such as business development, marketing and sales, business 

models, entrepreneurship and innovation. He has experience with starting his own companies and teaches 

innovation, marketing and sales. Further, he holds a Ph.D. in It and Design.  

 

Odense Robotics StartUp Hub 

Odense Robotics StartUp Hub aims to accelerate promising startups by taking them through a fast-track 

programme where they can go from prototyping to financing and commercialisation. The startup hub 

specializes in robotic, automation and drone startups and is mainly focusing on hardware startups. The hub is 

located at the Danish Technological Institute (DTU) in Odense and is recognized as one of the leading robotic 

incubators in Europe. It was found in 2015 and has helped 25 companies which have received more than EUR 

25 million in external investments and more than EUR 6.5 million in soft money (Odense Robotics StartUp 

Hub, 2021).  

 

Ernest Clark Fuller, Business Development Manager  

As a Business Development Manager in the hub, Ernest helps developing the startups with their business plans, 

go-to-market strategy, and commercial activities. Ernest is primarily focused on building the commercial part 

of their businesses, but he also works with partners from DTU who are focused on the creative and more 

technical things (Appendix x, I3). 

 

BioInnovation Institute  

The BioInnovation Institute (BII) was founded in 2018 and is located in Copenhagen. BII aims to bring ideas 

to life and research to market. BII operates an incubator to accelerate world-class life science innovation that 

drives the development of new solutions by early-stage life science start-ups for the benefit of people and 

society. BII targets startups and early-stage projects within health tech, bio-industrials and therapeutics and 

offers state-of-the art labs, office facilities, business development, start-up business incubation, access to 

mentoring and international networks as well as funding opportunities (BII, 2021).  

 

Maria Henriques De Jesus, Business Developer  
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As a Business Developer, Maria works with the development and execution of the Business Acceleration 

Academy. Maria has been part of two new and innovative startups that has went through the Business 

Acceleration Academy, hence she is both experienced in program and in developing startups. Further, Maria 

holds a PhD in Biotechnology. 

 

Stibo 

The Stibo Accelerator was founded in 2014 with the purpose of helping talented students writing better projects 

and bringing research and entrepreneurship closer to the industries that the students and startups operate in. 

Hence, Stibo primarily targets students and startups. Stibo has helped more than 200 students and more than 

100 innovative projects have emerged. Stibo offers mentoring, partnerships with industry partners, a 

community with other students, and office space.  

 

Karsten Dehler, Director 

Karsten has the operational responsibility for Accelerace. He has previously run his own companies. Karsten 

is emphasizing an experimenting and playful atmosphere where the students and startups can share ideas and 

thoughts on their project.   

 

CSE 

The Copenhagen School of Entrepreneurship (CSE) was founded in 2007 and has since developed to be a 

creative space for entrepreneurship located at Copenhagen Business School (CBS). Today, CSE is the largest 

university entrepreneurship community in Denmark. However, CSE targets both national and international 

student entrepreneurs and has had students from more than 90 different nationalities. CSE offers both an 

incubator programme (Proof programme) and an accelerator programme (Go Grow). Besides, they facilitate 

business development sessions, mentor matches, workshops, and match-ups. Further, CSE is linked to an 

international ecosystem of entrepreneurs, academics, employers and community partners (CSE, 2021).  

 

Ashlea Wallington, Business Unit Manager  

Ashlea is the head of entrepreneurship education development at CSE. She comes from a background where 

she has been managing innovation incubation spaces in the education sector. Ashlea has been running an 

incubation program at the University of Sydney, where she coached student entrepreneurs (Appendix x, I6). 
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Urbantech 

Urbantech is a pilot-focused accelerator program that aim to accelerate the development of sustainable cities 

and was founded in Denmark in 2019. Urbantech targets growth-stage startups that already have market-ready 

solutions which solves an urban challenge. They offer a three-month program in which the startups get to co-

create pilot solutions with three Danish corporate companies. Urbantech is focused on creating long-term 

business relationships between the startups and the corporate companies (Urbantech, 2021).  

 

Taline Yerganyan, Program Director 

Taline has been part of Urbantech since the beginning of the program in 2019. She is responsible for managing 

the program including the sourcing phase, budgeting, recruiting the startups, and matching startups with 

corporates. Further, Taline is in charge of the key events during the program, which, among other things, 

include Selection Days and Demo Day – the two biggest events during a year (Appendix x, I7).   

 

Laura Katzensteiner, Program Coordinator 

Laura joined Urbantech in November 2020 and she is in charge of planning and facilitating the smaller events 

that happen throughout the program. Through ecosystem events she is working to bring together the ecosystem 

and to connect people wider than just the startups that are in the program. Further, she is responsible for the 

mentor program (Appendix x, I7).  

 

The Kitchen  

The Kitchen is Aarhus University’s startup hub and the biggest entrepreneurial community in Aarhus. The 

Kitchen focuses on accelerating knowledge and innovative potential through various programs and courses. In 

addition, they host more than 50 events, throughout the year, with inspirational and professional talks, 

networking and social events, investor events, workshops, pitch sessions etc. (The Kitchen, 2021).   

 

Christian Buur, Head of Innovation 

Christian is the Head of Innovation at Aarhus University which implies that he is in charge of the activities at 

The Kitchen. For most of his career, Christian has been involved in management, innovation and business 

development either as the CEO or as a consultant in companies such as Accelerace, McKinsey, 

AarhusKarlshamn and recently Unisense. Christian joined The Kitchen in August 2020.  
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Appendix 8.2 – Interview with Peter Thorstensen, CEO, Accelerace  

 

Do you want to briefly tell what your main areas are in Accelerace and what your role is? 

I am the CEO of Accelerace and the original founder from 12 years ago by now. So I have been part of the 

whole journey. And that basically means that I have the overall responsibility for the business and that what 

we deliver to startups is a reasonable quality - that is one part of our accelerator program. And so the other part 

is that I am responsible for our investments that we make through our fund called Accelerace Invest ll. And 

the latter means that in the end it is me who signs all investments and give the funding to the startups and that 

sort of thing. Then that's my role in Accelerace. 

 

Who is your target audience? 

Our focus is very early startups and with very early startups we mean a startup that is under 3 years old. And 

then it is typically startups that have not received any revenue yet, so they are just in the process of figuring 

out how to develop their solutions and how they can raise some money later. Then we would like to be the first 

investor. And then we want to invest in startups where the founding circle still has the vast majority of the 

ownership of the company. So very early startups. Some of them come almost directly from universities. Some 

of them have been in other jobs in the past and come from there. If we are to make a profile for those we take 

in, then they are between 29-35 years in age and the startups are typically around 18 months old - some younger 

and some a little older. They are either in the tech / IT field, MedTech or in sustainability in one way or another. 

So those are the three main groups we have. Then they are typically a founding circle of 2 or 3 people and they 

may have made a single or one and a half hires. So they are on average 4 people when they join us. 

 

Are they primarily Danish or also international startups? 

We run both Danish and international startups, but 80% of them are Danish and it is also about our investment 

fund only being able to invest in Danish CVR numbers. What we sometimes do if there is something really 

interesting abroad, is that we get them to make a Danish CVR number and then we invest in that CVR number. 

 

What activities do your offer your entrepreneurs and startups? 

We have several things - we have a more formalized program that we would like them to go through and which 

is very much about how to find this product-market-fit. So how do you define your beachhead, what are the 

requirements that your beachhead sets for your solutions, how do you get out to your first customers and how 
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are you raising the next round of money after we have invested in that startup. And of course there is a little 

difference .. some of them are tech, where it is a little faster to get customers and some of them are medtech 

and devices where it can take between 3-5 years for them to get customers, because they have to go through a 

lot of clinical documentation before they are ready to go on the market. In addition, we have tried to make a 

resource platform, where they aside from the formal process, that we would like them to go through, they have 

a lot of offers that range from us helping them make collaborations with established companies, if they find 

that interesting. And we have built a platform where we can also attract students to startups, so if they have 

something that they need to solve and need resources for, then we can help them with that. Then of course we 

have a lot of mentors, partly through our almuni startups, but also through other types of experts. We have 

built a directory of different types of investors and an idea of what it is they invest in, so that we can help them 

get hold of either venture investors or business angles or whatever may be relevant to them. So actually a wide 

palette and then we design the course and their activities depending on what needs they have in practice. 

 

How is your procedure when new startups join you? 

Well, we have a completely fixed procedure. Usually, we get around 200-300 applicants who would like to be 

a part of our accelerator or would like to raise money with us. And then we have a pretty solid process for how 

we select them. In the first round, we select between 30-40 startups, and then we have a process where, when 

we then work with them, we also select some of them from along the way as we become wiser about whether 

it is something that is interesting to us and maybe also as they find out if they want to work with us. In the first 

instance, we make a rather mechanical selection of them where we try to see if they meet the main criteria we 

have; (1) that they are 2-3 years old, (2) that they have a founding team, (3) that they operate within the industry 

areas that we know something about, (4) that they have not raised too much money on the capital side, so they 

are not interesting to our private equity fund. When we are done with that, we start to look a little closer at 

their application and what they have prepared of material and there we score them on four dimensions; (1) if 

there is a market potential, and we have a market that grows in the area they are dealing with, (2) then we look 

at their solution and assess whether they have a solution that can differentiate in the market and then we look 

a lot on their team and assess whether they have the key competencies needed. And the last thing we look at 

is whether this is an area where others are also investing, as we need to be able to raise money for them later 

on. The next step is that we take an interview with them and that interview is not so much about whether we 

believe in the business, but more about whether we can get something out of the collaboration. And there we 

look at what we can deliver and what it is they can get out of it. Then we end up with 30-40 startups and then 

we start working with them and then we rattle. Usually, 20-25 startups get in out of the 40, so some of them 

we find out we cannot work with. So it is an ongoing selection. 
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How long are the startups typically part of your accelerator? 

It varies a bit.. we run a two-month sprint, where we have a selection and then we run two months again, etc. 

And the ones we then end up investing in, we typically keep them on our platform for about 18 months. Those 

we then work with super intensively, we work with for 6-8 months. Then we have those we invest in, so we 

also spend time and energy on them afterwards and we do that until the time when they raise a new round of 

external capital. Then they have, like, professionalized the business and got a board and others who can run 

the business forward. 

 

Has it been more challenging to maintain them here during COVID or is it the same? 

In many ways, it has been a little easier. First, before COVID-19, we had a plan to go from having a very 

physical interaction to increasingly executing via our IT platform. So we were already started. And then it is 

clear that when we made it to February and March, we intensified that journey, so that since the summer we 

have been able to run completely online and execute the entire program online. And there are both pros and 

cons to it. The advantages are that it makes it easier for us to handle some startups who live in many different 

places in the country and also internationally. Because we do not have to force them to travel and all sorts of 

other things. So, it has been positive. Second, is the content that we have been able to deliver. When we have 

had the dialogue with the startups, they have typically been better prepared, and we have created a common 

language through the online activities they have done. That’s why we’ve been sitting on a better foundation to 

give them some sparring on it. So it kind of worked well too. And then it has made the business twice as 

efficient, by executing it that way. So we have actually lost less than we usually do. And actually, hit a fair 

satisfaction score from the participants by almost going fully online. 

 

What is the most common challenge for the startups that come to you? 

There is a huge difference here. There is the perception of what the startup thinks their challenges are and then 

there is our perception of what their real challenges are. The vast majority come for three reasons. The first 

and biggest reason is that they come because they think they are short of money and need some process in 

terms of raising some capital. That's the number one reason they're coming to us. The second reason is that 

they are looking for some sparring on their business and start-up strategy. The third reason is quite impractical 

that through us they can get some traction and some customers and get some structure on some of the things 

that they do. We usually say that this with capital is perceived by many as the goal of a startup, but there may 

be other creative ways to achieve it. After all, what you can do for money is either to hire people or buy some 

equipment or do some paid marketing. But there are other ways to achieve it and that is part of what we use 

some force to say: of course, we will probably talk investment at some point, but let's now get ready if we 
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should ever raise some money; "what are you going to use them for, so you use them wisely?" And are there 

other ways to achieve this than just raising money in practice? 

 

Do you have any social events where the startups can meet and network with each other? 

Usually, when the world is different, we have things where we collect them all day, or over two days. And 

then we of course create both some interaction between startups and some interaction with us. Now, that we 

have done it online, we have done it in a slightly different way. We have made such mastermind groups, so we 

have tried to select and put them together with care, either because they are in the same industry or are in 

roughly the same stage or hassle with some of the same things. And there we have made these online sparring 

groups, where they actually run it themselves. We appoint one of these startups to be the facilitator for the 

group and then we have defined the topics based on our insight into the different startups and then we try to 

encourage them to spare with each other but have done it online. And it's clear that it's better physically, but it 

has worked. And a good sign that it has worked, is that there are some of them who keep their group on Slack 

or on other types of platforms and continuously have this dialogue afterwards as well. 

 

When you say that it is clearly better physically, what do you think is missing in relation to operating 

online? 

My experience is that online works well when you have people that you know well and therefore already have 

built a relationship with. It's clear that in the creation of relationships, which is also basically about having 

time to chat about how you got here, why you started the startup and things like that - it gets a little more 

difficult online, because it is also something that typically takes place during lunch and between activities, 

when you have gathered them physically. Of course, when you move it online, it becomes much more business-

like, so you may not build this personal relationship, which can also be crucial for you to find it interesting to 

talk to some people on the longer run. 

 

When you facilitate your creative processes, do you do so on the basis of certain theories or methods? 

Yes, we do. We have two elements. What we believe is crucial for an early startup - so what are the building 

blocks in coming to a product-market-fit - we have built this on some theory and on all the experiences we 

have created over the years. We have narrowed it down and said, instead of having 30 elements that are 

probably important for startups, it is these 10 building blocks that are absolutely central to getting to the next 

step. And that's what we use a lot of power to feed them and give them methods and tools to work with 

systematically. Then we are well aware that there are probably 1000 other things you should do, but we have 
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said: let us now be focused on these elements, because we think they are the most important in terms of getting 

to the next step. So, it is clear that we have built it both on literature studies and then of course our own studies 

of the patterns we have seen in the successful startups that we have worked with and used it as an experience 

base. 

 

So do you use theories like business model canvas and design thinking? 

Our 10 main areas are: (1) the whole beachhead part, where we investigate what is the core group that they 

would like to serve in the market in the beginning. This is the 'law of technology diffusion' where we say 'well, 

you find these innovators - how are you building a market out of those who have the greatest needs and how 

is it that you grow from there?'. Then we connect it to the value proposition and say, 'how do you become 

sharp at delivering exactly the value that is demanded in practice' and then we connect it to the competitor 

benchmark and say: 'What are all the features that you think that the competitors do super well and how do 

you basically copy it and where can you say, 'here we can differentiate - here we can do it a little bit differently'. 

And then we connect all these dynamics to what we call a product roadmap, where we say: 'if we know who 

the customers are and we know what our value proposition is, how is it then you develop your solution - what 

is that you need to focus on in the different stages? 'Then we try to link it to two other things. One is what we 

call alpha and beta, as taken out of the investor world. But one is about saying, ‘are you in a market that is 

growing in practice? Can you hit some dynamics in that market? And can you do that by unlocking a market 

that does not exist today, a bit like Airbnb did?' Or is it a whole new market you are creating?' Second, we 

kind of try to look at what we call the 'reinforcing value-loop' which is the beta part of what we look at: 'How 

can you be systematic with the next customer always getting more value because you have had the first 

customer. So how do you use data from the first customer, for example, how do you use volume or scale to 

create some of this dynamic that will drive the business. Then we also connect it to something we call 'doing 

the right things: So, how do you focus, you have a startup, and you have 1000 tasks, how do you focus on 

those that give the greatest value in the short term? What gives value the next 6 months?' And as part of that, 

of course we work a lot with design thinking and look at: How do you build your hypotheses? 'How do you 

test and get some information and data that will enable you to make some hopefully better-informed decisions 

at a time when there is uncertainty on all parameters. 

 

Have you had to change the methods and theories that you use as a result of corona? 

What we have had to force ourselves to - on two dimensions: one is our delivery, so how can we deliver it 

compared to what we did before. The other is, what is it that you can as a startup when you cannot physically 

walk out and meet customers and cannot have these exploratory things that you do as a startup. Completely 
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impractical, how do you design experiments when you cannot meet people. So what do you do in practice so 

that you do not just sit back and think ‘shit’ this is bad for me. So what exactly will you do? Our whole index 

of different types of experiments, we have had to go through again and say, ‘there are many of these things 

you cannot do, so you have to run it in a different way’. So it is clear that we have had to reinvent our toolbox 

in that area. So that has meant a lot. And then of course it has meant a lot in terms of how we deliver these 

things. In the past, we have been able to talk about this on a stage and do workshops and breakout sessions and 

things like that. Here we have had to go in the direction of saying: 'we have built it all as video content and 

then have methods and tools and it has in turn been both an exciting and interesting journey for us because: 

(1) It has made creative demands on us in relation to how we could use the video medium. How do we avoid 

just videotaping what you want to stand and say on a stage anyway. So how do you use the medium creatively 

and in a different way. Which has been super exciting. The other thing we have done is .. so you can stand and 

fake it when you are on a stage and explain it to people, but it is very difficult when people can basically pause 

and rewind and therefore, we have had to increase precision in what we say. As well as increasing the precision 

in the methods and tools that we make available, because we have not been able to cope with just having the 

dialogue next to it. So it has made slightly greater demands on the quality of what we have done. Then it's 

clear with regards to these creative processes that we're trying to figure out if people are actually doing it, and 

if they are working on things and using it and think it's good. There we have had to build an entire rating 

system to find out what really makes sense to them. The last thing that it has given us, which has been really 

positive, is that because we have been able to go online and be able to execute online, we suddenly have some 

completely different data about the startups because we can see what they are doing and how they use the 

methods and tools. And we have started to be able to make some benchmarks between them and actually use 

the online universe to also give them something creative by saying 'this startup here, they solved this challenge 

in this way' and we have now seen documentation because they have worked with it online. So in that way, it 

has given us some benefits, but we also have a feeling that it gives the startups some benefits, because we have 

the opportunity to give them better insight into what others are doing and thinking, compared to when we run 

physical events. 

 

How do you gain insight into how the startups are doing and what their challenges are? Do you have a 

platform to see what the status is and how they work with the tools? 

We have a platform that can do different things. The one thing is that all the methods and tools that have 

actually been offline and been on paper before, it is now fully accessible online. So we can quite practically 

see how they use them, we can see how much time they spend on them and we can see how they fill it out and 

where they get stuck. Then we also have an online dialogue universe on our platform where they can constantly 

get in touch with us and where they also have access to the entire organization's resources. There they begin 
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to use the full resource base of individuals in Accelerace, but also each other in different ways. Then we have 

the opportunity to connect some dialogue between each other - if there are some who ask questions and struggle 

with something, then they can hear if others have some good ideas - so there is also some interaction across 

the startups, that on the on the one hand, is a little easier, but on the other hand, if you have not built this 

personal relationship, the amount of answers may be a little less than if you had the chance to build the personal 

relationship first to the other startups. 

 

So before corona all activities took place more or less offline or? 

Yes exactly. And as I said, before the corona we were on a journey towards trying and building this platform 

universe. It is clear that we had to move that project 12 months forward and actually succeeded with it over 

the spring. It has always been our ambition, also for the sake of us, being able to become more scalable and 

basically handle startups from many different places. 

 

And here during corona, has everything been online? 

Everything. We have run completely online. I have worked with startups - which we then also invested in - 

which I have never seen other than online. There are also some disadvantages, but it has actually been a super 

exciting and interesting experience both for us, but hopefully also for the startups. It has turned out that there 

are so many things you can do and which you did not think were possible, when you are forced to use these 

types of media and forced to think in a different way than you have done before. 

 

Has corona created any opportunities for you? 

This whole journey of becoming a platform company and having to think about how to interact with people 

who sit far away from each other, but who can get a lot out of each other. And then how can we become even 

more systematic about how we use data about startups to be able to find out what is working and what does 

not work. How do you create incentives for mentors and others to be on a platform rather than meeting people 

physically? My experience is that for us as a business, it has brought forward something that would otherwise 

have taken 2 years to develop, and we have done it in 3-6 months. Now, we have something that at least works 

and where we think that the value of these startups in the vast majority of areas is far greater than what it was 

before. Some of it is completely impractical.. e.g. the price of being part of our accelerator has dropped quite 

considerably - you do not have to travel, you can just sit at home. Our accelerator has become much more 

flexible, you can sort of piece together your own accelerator program, because you can say: ‘we have control 

with this, we do not need to spend time on that and therefore we concentrate on these things instead’. Whereas 
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when you gather people, there are always some who are already in control of things. With this, you can much 

more flexibly frame exactly the challenges each startup has, and they can then even pick and choose the offers 

and opportunities that we give them based on what they find valuable. Then we can continuously collect some 

data on what a good journey is through our accelerator, so if it's this type of startup then you should probably 

focus on these, these and these things. Whereas, in the past, people were kind of forced to do the same thing 

in practice. And our target group and the ones we take in, they are rarely homogeneous - they are in different 

industries and have different solutions and are in different places in their development and have different 

experience, etc. So, in that way it has given us much more flexibility and again also the startups far greater 

flexibility in terms of what it is that provides value to them by participating. 

 

Has it created any barriers? 

The biggest barrier is that it takes a little longer to get into the life of the individual startup. Because it is clear 

that if you meet physically and have a whole day together, then something happens. You get to talk about a lot 

of other things which also help to create an overall picture of who the startup is and what the individuals can 

do and of course it gives some depth in some of the discussions which may be difficult to reach virtually. So, 

we get a slightly slower start in relation to getting a deep insight into what challenges they have. In the past, 

we also went out to them and worked with them in their office and it also gave a lot of insight into who they 

are based on how they sit and interact and the way they have chosen to live which also gave a picture of what 

type of startup are we working with. Of course, we lose part of that due to COVID-19. 

 

In relation to working in the online universe, have you tried to adopt a more innovative or creative 

approach to your work? 

Yes and some of it is super impractical - how do you execute a camp with 40 startups online without it breaking 

down in terms of IT and content and without waiting too long. And then I also think in relation to the content 

and the delivery of the content that you have to force yourself to say, 'now you have to deliver this in a 

completely different medium'. It makes some other demands on the way you explain things and it require you 

to take the users in their hands. There is no one who can sit and watch 1.5 hours of video content. So how do 

you break the content down into 10-minute sessions and create a combination of some input and some action. 

Here we have pretty much had to turn every stone in our way of doing it; now that this is the premise, how can 

we do it so it is still effective, but most of all so we still deliver the same value and hopefully even higher value 

for the startups. One of the things we have done that I find the most creative, is that we have put some of our 

content into a so called pre-accelerator, so that you can try what it means to be a part of us. Here you can try 

out some of the modules and tools and if you do that, it will automatically become an application - so here we 
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have taken people by the hand. But at the same time, people can also get a much better sense of what it means 

to work with us before they choose to work with us. So it is really positive, because those who then choose to 

take the plunge and apply, they really want it, where in the past, people were more like 'it sounds very exciting, 

but difficult to get insight into what really happens when you become a part of something like this'. 

 

So, the quality is higher among the applicants now? 

Yes, basically what we have done is to release some of the core content, so it is completely upfront. Then they 

have a sense of what the core areas will be, and we are actually making more and more of the content accessible, 

so it is just free to use. It has partly created a larger funnel, i.e. a larger deal flow because there are a rising 

number of people who go in and experiment with some things and partly it has ensured a better match. We 

also have some better material when we read through applications because we have actually taken people by 

the hand. So, we kind of try to take them by the hand when they go through the application process. It is my 

experience that those who choose to apply, they are also better prepared for what they are going to experience 

as part of it. And that's why we have already sorted expectations upfront and therefore we have better control 

of what the individual startup's expectations are in relation to what we have to deliver, but they are also more 

fine-tuned and know what they can get out of it. 

 

How have you worked to engage your mentors and entrepreneurs/startups online? 

Well, we have done on several parameters. The one thing we have done is that we have made the circle of 

mentors visible, so that as a startup you can see who you want to work with. And here it is clear that we also 

have some recommendations for who could match with each other. The second thing is that we have created 

the opportunity to have a very short dialogue with the mentors - around 10 minutes - so you can get a sense of 

whether it is a person you can use. The third thing we have done is that we have given the startups the 

opportunity to rate the mentors afterwards. Therefore, we are starting to get a picture of who works, who does 

not work and what do they well. We try not to rate it on whether people like each other, but actually more on 

whether they get to create some results together. So more on the basis of whether they came up with some 

inputs that were actually meaningful. We have also ensured that they can interact online via our platform, so 

they can set up their own meetings. It actually means that we can see the number of mentor sessions has grown, 

because people do not have to move, and it is thus easier to get pushed into an otherwise busy calendar. So, it 

has also been positive. 

 

And then we actually work on building an incentive structure - where we try to say 'if we succeed with our 

investments, then we set aside some of our returns to the mentors who we then pay back to, because they have 
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also been a part of the journey. And there we try to find out if it is something that drives some more commitment 

and activity.  

 

Would you say that it is possible to create a community or a kind of sense of community - online? 

Partly - not 100%. What you lose by this, is, so to speak, the random meeting between two startups who may 

not have thought they had much in common, but who then turn out to have a lot to do with each other, because 

they have some common challenges, a common past or coming from the same place or that kind of thing. So, 

these kind of random encounters and random love that can occur between people when you have them all in 

the same room - we cannot solve that online. We can put them together in smaller groups and they can also 

have a good dialogue, but it is us who organize the coincidences - where when they organize themselves by 

chance, it is quite strong, and we cannot do the same. Therefore, of course, you do not get the impression that 

you are part of something bigger. You are of course with 40 other startups, but you may only know 5-7 of them 

because they are the ones you have had some interaction with online. So, we do not get it solved in an online 

universe. It is clear that when the world opens up, we will reintroduce some of these things, probably in a 

different way, but we will hold on to the value of these random encounters, it is also part of being part of an 

accelerator. 

 

So it's quite challenging to create the same "space" online as it is physically? 

You can do it for smaller groups - that is, between these 3 - 5 startups. But 30-40, we cannot. At least, we have 

not found the way to it yet. It may be feasible, but I think it will be difficult. 

 

And do you think that this online universe, provide anything other than the physical sphere? 

As I said, I think that the online universe - the fact that you have the opportunity to prepare for the dialogues 

in a different way does two things. The one thing is that the whole preparation is better so that both parties 

start on a higher knowledge base. The second thing is that you start with a common language. So if you, for 

example, enter into a discussion of startups beachhead - if you have worked a bit with it and then start the 

discussion - well then we talk about the same thing. Whereas if you are completely green and then you start 

working on it, then you actually use some power and juice to talk yourself into some common understanding 

and common thinking. And it is clear that this online universe also gives the feeling that we are starting on a 

higher knowledge base - because I have had the opportunity to see what they have worked with and they have 

had the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the mindset. We can more quickly have relevant 
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discussions, instead of each of us having to be in doubt about what we mean, when we talk about these terms 

and concepts. 

 

What do you think are the success factors for an accelerator in terms of being able to facilitate these 

creative processes online? 

Every time we have these sessions, we usually try to achieve 3 things. The one thing is that we manage to 

create such ‘aha experiences’, where we contribute with some input that they have not thought of and that they 

think can create some value for their business. The second thing is that there should be some kind of love and 

by that, I mean a trust between us and the startup. Because it's clear that the product or value we can deliver is 

quite dependent on them trusting us, so they dare to say that 'this is some shit - I cannot figure it out', that 

makes it much easier for us. The third thing I usually say is, that through our accelerator you have to meet 

some people that you would not otherwise have met. And it can be other startups, our mentors and it can be 

our access to investors. You can say that the transaction cost involved in meeting the CEO of Microsoft, it may 

well be reasonably unaffordable, but we can organize it with our brand in a different way. So those are the 

three things we usually say. And it is clear that the first is something we can still handle and actually with 

higher quality, because we get some better quality in our discussions. The second with trust, takes a little longer 

because it is online, because you do not sit and have these individual conversations or can share experiences. 

The third thing about meeting people, we can organize quite well, but it is clear that the fact that they meet 

each other randomly, we do not succeed in delivering that, as if it were physical. 

 

No, there is not the same intimacy? 

No, you do not get this Wow, here is a startup who is not even in my industry, but they have some solutions 

that I could use in my startup'. It all becomes a little more organized, as I said, on the background of our ability 

to put them together in some groups that we think could work. 

 

How do you expect your activities to take place after the corona? 

I still think we will use this whole online universe and I still think we will execute a large part of the slightly 

more professional content online. But then actually make more out of these random encounters and build the 

social glue between startups and the sparring they can get. So, when we meet physically, it's a lot more about 

that than it is about the academic content, because we can kind of handle it online. Therefore, I think we will 

get a different mix in the future when we meet again. 

 



 93 

So even though we are not subject to restrictions, do you think that you can run the entire professional 

part online? 

Yes, but that does not mean that we do not have professional discussions when we meet physically in the 

future, but it does mean that what we did before when we had events, that were one-way communication from 

our side - and it just has to be moved completely online. So, everything that is about sparring and relationship 

building between us and between the startups, that is what happens when we are physical together. 

 

Do you think that there are some new workflows and methods that can replace the previous ones, which 

you had before COVID-19? 

Yes, I think a lot will be different. At Accelerace, we have put a bunch of workflows and methods and dialogue 

with startups into this platform universe. On the data side, we previously had to make questionnaires and we 

now run it completely online. Both ratings on the activities we do, but also data on the individual startups. 

Then I also think that our whole investment process will be very different - I think we will end up being a pure 

online venture capital fund in practice. Thus, we can make much faster decisions, if you as a startup are willing 

to make some effort. So, I think we end up being a pure online investor. The whole due diligence part and such 

can actually be conducted online. And we can influence how fast our decision-making process should be. 

 

So, do you think the whole business development part of these startups, can also easily be carried out 

online? 

Yes, a large part of it I think can work online. It is clear that part of the business development is also to meet 

people who you had not expected to get input from, and we cannot handle that online. But part of the substance 

of what we do, I think we can easily continue to deal with online. Thus, in practice we can deal with a larger 

group of startups and basically give more startups the chance. 

 

How do you think the future will look like, for incubators and accelerators, if we were to work 

exclusively online? 

I think it would result in two things.. you would still see good outcomes, but I think the market will be much 

more differentiated, if we do not have the opportunity to meet physically. Then I think the gap between those 

who do well and those who do less well will be much larger. Because it makes some completely different 

demands on how you operate; that you think in the medium in a different way and that you become sharper on 

your content and how you do it. So, the gap between the good and the bad tends to grow in these periods. 
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And well in general, in this whole online universe because there is much more transparency, so you can 

easily compare? 

Yes, exactly. And people can also easily sign up online, and if they do not think they get any value, then they 

just turn off their camera. Therefore, I also think you will find that there are some who choose to do that. 

Whereas when you are physically facing someone, you can always save the situation a little easier - either you 

are charming, or you can come up with all your exciting anecdotes from early startups that you have worked 

with and that everyone thinks are great to hear about. When you do not have the opportunity to make this 

personality building and do not have the same type of trust, then it is clear that the requirements for what you 

can deliver professionally and in terms of content will be much greater. When you sit in a meeting room, 

people are forced to spend 1 hour with you. Online you are not completely forced to do it in the same way.. 

 

So overall, has corona affected you positively or negatively? 

For me, it has been positive. It has been such an ‘aha experience’. Personally, it has given me a lot of new 

energy. As an accelerator that has existed for many years, it can very quickly just become the next batch and 

the next batch, etc. The startups are of course different, but the rest work more or less the same way. Here, you 

have just suddenly been thrown into a situation where you are forced to do things in a different way. Personally, 

I just think something like that is exciting. And then you can either learn to swim or you drown. But it is super 

challenging and exciting. It has been an exciting year so far. 

 

So far, we really think it has gone well. And as I said, we have spent both energy and resources on it. And then 

we have an organization that has taken it as a positive-constructive disruption. 
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Appendix 8.3 – Interview with Ivan Butler, Business Development Manager, SEA 

(AAU)  

 

Do you want to introduce me to what you do in SEA? 

Within our entrepreneurship, there are two basic tracks: one outside of education, i.e. without ECTS points, 

and then there are those who study a programme where it is embedded. Our primary activities are the ones 

outside of the education - very similar to what goes on at CSE at CBS. Then of course we also have researchers 

and their ideas. They technically do not use the physical incubator as often. 

 

What are your tasks as a business developer? 

Funny enough, they are the same across almost all university incubators I have met. We encourage these young 

people to follow some of the classic business economics models, e.g. the lean startup. And I have found that it 

is by no means special in terms of how you do it elsewhere. On a typical working day, we organize some 

workshops and the like. And it must be said that AAU is a full-scale university compared to e.g. CBS which 

is a relatively monodisciplinary university because it is all about business. So many of the startups we get in, 

they have no business sense in any way, so it is our job to ensure that they get that under their skin. We typically 

organize workshops the first three months of one’s journey and everything that happens after that is planned 

things. It just drops in number, so it's a lot about being user-oriented and finding out what the individual needs 

and where you are with your startup. A typical day is therefore a lot of one-on-one talking to our startups who 

come and ask some questions they cannot answer. And my job is typically not to give them the answer, but to 

find the right people for them, so they can give them the answer. So very rarely I have authority in the area 

that they ask - we need to find someone who have. 

 

When you have these workshops, do you then focus on such things as ideation, business development 

etc.? 

Yes, we do, and creativity is the collective concept of everything we do. And it's not just creativity in the 

product - it's creativity and innovation in all facets of what you do. So if, for example, you would really like a 

meeting - find five companies that fit into the criteria. Where can you find them? It is a small creative process 

and then you sit and involve everyone sitting around you. And then you find 5 companies and then the next 

one asks, ‘does anyone have a good idea for how I can get in touch with them’ and then we brainstorm and 

come up with crazy ideas. So, we encourage that it's all about creativity and that you can reflect based on inputs 
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from others - that's the goal. The goal is not to just sit alone at home and try to figure it all out. So if I have to 

try to point out something that might set the tone for how we try to approach things at SEA: (1) You can only 

be allowed to work with people like me if your idea can be linked to your education. (2) In order to reach your 

goal, you do not have to be wise about all things that are needed, but you need to know enough to talk to other 

people who are good at what you are missing. Then get them involved in your team in the short or long term. 

So, this whole group understanding is important to get things done. It's all a great experiment and collaboration 

with people - it's all creativity. 

 

What is typically the challenge for these entrepreneurs and startups who come to you? 

The biggest problem is getting out of the building. After all, students are intelligent people, when you study 

on a university, you are not completely lost. But it also becomes a hindrance, because you think that there is 

something analytical in it, where you really have to think and where you think that the more you think the 

more you get to the finish line. This is something we are struggling with. So, what we do is that we almost 

hold hands the first time - it's completely kindergarten-like, some I have almost had to physically take in hand 

and listen to their questions and find their target audience and if that target audience has been a 45-year-old 

father to four, then we go out into the hallways and find such one and interview the person. And you can see 

people are completely shocked like 'wow, are you going to talk to someone you've never met?'. That's kind of 

what it's about. So, the biggest hump is getting people out and talking to other people. And once they get over 

that problem, then there are not many problems left. 

 

How is it then that you as an incubator help these people? 

We usually say that we help to the extent that they ask for it. As an educational institution in Denmark, we are 

non-profit, and our purpose is to help solve societal problems. My goal is not that an actual business should 

necessarily come out of the process. But what I can teach them is to become self-directed. This also means that 

they are the ones who have to pull the load, so that they can, for example, reach out for help when they are 

standing still. We're trying to avoid throwing them around in a lot of different models - of course we use them 

too - but what really makes a difference is just catching them where they stand. Now I have also read business 

economics and what is really frustrating is that a lot of the models and theories, we have, they almost say the 

same thing, just not quite in the same way. And sometimes we understand one better than the other and then 

we go with that one.. that is my experience from practice. You go with what you understand. But we use this 

lean canvas instead of business model canvas and we apply a peer-to-peer approach to it. So, there is not just 

a gray-haired man trying to explain how everything works. Then we will use our older startups as the mentors 

in the course instead of ourselves. It seems to have a much greater effect. When those who have just been 
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through the process are facilitators. However, there are many things that just have to succeed in terms of 

planning to make it succeed, but that is what we strive for. 

 

When you facilitate these processes, do you actually do so on the basis of certain theories and models? 

The whole lean startup paradigm is our driving force and so it is very much the business model logic and a 

partnership logic. Then we also focus on the SDGs and we do so due to various reasons. Partly because there 

is more and more investor money at the other end when you can figure out how to work with it and then 

because it requires you to be creative. Sometimes we also pick a model out of the blue, if there is a reason for 

it. But it is also about the fact that we have quite a few socio-economic companies, such as some that are not 

purely profit-seeking in that way. And then there are many of the classic models that do not really work. Then 

we also have some of those who work with really difficult and complex things in extremely difficult markets 

in developing countries and here the models are also relatively poor. 

 

Have you had to think in new directions in terms of methods and models as a result of corona? 

We are still in a position where it is very difficult for us to assess what works and what does not work. It's 

simply too early. What we can see is that there is another kind of motivation. When the startups you see on our 

online activities join us, they have a different kind of hunger, a different kind of desperation, which is not 

necessarily about their startup. But simply also some human contact. Some have a great openness to challenge 

themselves - now I have to try something, now I have come to a workshop, now a lot happens - which funnily 

enough might want to be a little quieter to the physical events. So, it has opened something up. But it's not 

something we can scale. If there are no pandemics, then hunger is probably not the same. Then there may not 

be the same need for contact because we can meet physically, and it feels more accessible, and we have a lot 

of choices. But now all of a sudden you do not have any plans and now it all has to be online 'well then I take 

what I can get'. And then all of a sudden it goes very well. So, I may be a bit skeptic about the digital platform 

as a good medium - it's just a good alternative for the ones who does not have other plans. So, when we can 

start going offline again, I do not think the digital platform is good and not at all for creativity. We have an 

expression that we used before there was something called COVID-19, it reads: ‘You cannot make 

relationships online’. So, you can nurture and cultivate a relationship you already have, but you cannot create 

a relationship online. It is simply not possible, we think. And that's because there's much more qualitative that 

must take place, and it does not have to be planned.. it does not have to take place between 11-12 because we 

agreed on it.. there are many things going on between people that are not planned. 
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Here I can then again return to what is the biggest challenge for startups and that is that you think there are 

easy solutions. For example, I write an email to a company that I am trying to get in touch with ... but why? 

Does the company know you in advance? If they do, then they might want to look at it and read it and if they 

do not.. well there is no relationship. There are no easy solutions when it comes to building relationships. In 

fact, it is still analogous. 

 

Have you had any social events where these entrepreneurs and startups have been able to meet each 

other before corona? 

Offline is a completely different issue. As a physical incubator, we also try to do a lot of activities, some of 

which are less professional, but also just to come up with something social. But there is a great convenience 

need among young people today.. one should not go very far. If the journey becomes too long, then what you 

have to do must be quite special before you even bother. Because there is everything else you can entertain 

yourself with from home on the couch. The incubator at Aarhus University, for example, has had to move their 

location because the students do not want to cycle up the hill. So you can come up with all the disciplines, 

workshops and activities you want, but if people do not bother to cycle up the hill. We actually have the same 

problem as Aarhus had, because we are a university that is spread all over the city, so where should I place my 

incubator? We are very challenged on that parameter. The first incubator we made, the one we made at AAU, 

was placed in an area that is far away from everything else, so it has been extremely difficult to create a 

community - we think, is one of the motives. So, we hope that we can be allowed to do something in the center. 

 

Here you can say that; since you have had more success with your workshops digitally, it may be because 

it has been easier to access these events because it has been online.. 

Exactly. If this digital thing, may cause that some of these students have their first meeting with someone they 

have never met before, and which I have helped to facilitate, and that they choose to meet each other at another 

time, then is it fine - then we still succeed with the task. Because when we. Break it down, the biggest task is 

actually to get students to meet other students. Partly because the students have so many ideas, and they lack 

a critical mass of people they can ask, to find out if others think it is a good idea. And then it's just more cool 

- like I've experienced when I've been at CSE at CBS, there's almost always people there. So, if you want to 

do a cowboy test and go out and ask 10 people if it's a good idea, then you can find them in the room in 

principle. Or at least someone who can play the role. So, this is something we really want more of. That way 

there are always some to talk to. We are not quite there yet. 

 

But the plan is for you to get there? 
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Yes, but we're still young in this. We've only been doing this seriously for about three years. 

 

How did you facilitate these creative processes such as ideation and business development before 

corona? 

For us, it is the creative platform with all this idea generation. Sometimes we use storytelling - that is, those 

classic tools such as the post-it practice to come up with ideas and one must not hold back. Then we use 

something like business model canvas and lean canvas to organize it. And what we typically do when there 

are these workshops, is that someone signs up to be the case, so the case is in the room instead of it becoming 

a hypothetical case from the outside. We have found out it helps. So, what we do is by no means special. We 

divide people into groups and preferably with some who are not used to working together. Because the point 

is that you can find inspiration from people you do not know. We tend to seek out those we think we like to 

collaborate with, but then it ends up being the same thing you say to them all the time and therefore not 

necessarily creative or innovative. So, we like to challenge people to try to make contact with someone who 

may not be like them. So, the creative process we think is completely identical, there is nothing unique in it. 

We just spend a bit more energy when they are done in the process and try to make ourselves a bit clear on 

what it really is, we got out of this and why did this tool really work or why did this process work. And it's 

surprisingly not because we used post-its.. it's all about where you get inspiration from - the creative 

inspiration. You got it from people that you did not know you would get it from. You should not sit and plan 

your time after 'now I'm waiting to do a creative process until the right people are here' because you cannot 

know, so you might as well just get started and talk with the people in the room and see what you get out of it. 

 

And all this has taken place physically before covid? 

Yes, preferably. That's very much what happens by chance isn't it? It must feel random. It can work well online, 

we have seen.. and people come up with some good ideas. We had a workshop yesterday, for example, where 

you have to guide the process a bit yourself. The students who participate, but who are not the case themselves, 

must contribute to the case and can also challenge on areas they did not thought they had anything to contribute 

with. Because there are some who think - I'm still a little unsure here, why do they think I can contribute - but 

then they find out that they can actually contribute to something. So, what we want them to gain insight into 

is, that you do not necessarily get specific inputs to your own startup, but you get inspiration to be more alert 

and open to talking to people who, for example, are not as oneself. 

 

Yes, so here during corona everything has taken place online? 
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Yes, mostly as a duty not to do anything physical. 

 

Have people been open to this way of working and engaged in it? 

The activity level has dropped a lot on our young incubator. In the first lockdown in the spring, we felt such 

an abrupt stop - it just stopped. But here during the second lockdown, there went a month or two where again 

it was quiet, but then people started waking up by themselves and we actually ask what has driven people's 

commitment and, in most cases, they simply do not know it. But I think it's about people getting crazy from 

sitting at home. 

 

So, you have not done anything specific to "wake them up" again?  

Of course, we make a lot of different posts on our SoMe channels. We are also constantly getting new 

applicants and we are also asking them if there is a specific reason why it was right now. And it's funny because 

they answer exactly the same as before there was something called corona; "I simply had to pass my exam" 

But I actually do not have the answer. 

 

What has corona meant to you? 

Apart from the fact that the level of activity has fallen and that we as employees have had to think outside the 

box "what the hell are we doing now" and ask around the network for inspiration.. it has at least meant that we 

have to think far ahead. We're starting to worry about the next pandemic, so we need to make some proper 

tools because a lot of this is starting to go digital in the future. We have also found that there is something in 

the digital that actually allows us to do something we could not before. So, when we held a workshop before, 

it was typically at our location in Aalborg, but we also have a campus in Esbjerg and in Copenhagen and at 

the campus in Copenhagen, there are almost as many startups, as in Aalborg. But when it's an online workshop, 

we can suddenly do it across campuses at the same time because when it's digital, it does not matter and it's 

actually a lot of fun. I have the impression that our startups think this is a lot of fun; to meet some new people 

they have never seen before. So, there are some options out there that we still haven't quite grasped yet. But 

our biggest challenge, which we by no means know how to solve, is how to recruit people to our incubator - 

how do we find the classic entrepreneur? At CBS the percentage is higher than all other Danish universities. 

We are very challenged on that - because we have to go out and talk about it and create a kind of culture, and 

we usually can do that analogously, but when we now have to try to promote ourselves digitally, we just 

disappear among the 1 million other offers that the students have. So it's very difficult to get in touch with 
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students we do not know.. and there are not so many who just come by. There are some who take courage and 

then they just come by to talk about their idea, but we do not really see them either. 

 

So it's challenging to reach out to people and not just disappear in the crowd online? 

Yes, it's incredibly difficult when it's all running digitally. 

 

But on the other side, you have now had the opportunity to gather people from different campuses and 

get more people to meet each other online. 

We say that the biggest problem you have as a young startup is that you have no network. It typically takes 

time. As we say: ‘it takes 10 years to get 10 years of experience’. You have to start somewhere. And then one 

of my tasks is to get as many people standing in the same room as you, so you can start building networks. 

Because if you only build networks with people like yourself, then it never comes to anything. If you are an 

engineer and only have networks with other engineers, then it does not matter… you have to know many 

different people. 

 

So this whole community and networking part is incredibly important in a startup/entrepreneur 

context? 

Yes, and it's not just something we've come up with. There is also plenty of research that shows that. 

 

Have you experienced any barriers as a result of corona? 

Our first barrier is that fewer people join our activities when it takes place digitally. And an ideation process, 

is not something you do on Wednesday at 12, you do it when you need it in a situation where everything is a 

bit quiet and something has to happen. And there are a lot of things that die by it happening after planned 

events - that's not the point. That we only have planned events today, is simply just because it is the only 

option. We have considered using Zoom to do these workshops and use a single Zoom link from time to time, 

so that students can technically use it all the time, because the room is open. And then they can go in and meet 

each other if they need any inspiration from someone else. How we get it up and running, I have no idea. But 

it is a very fun idea with a virtual space that is always open. 

 

So, they always have this online space they can meet in? 
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We hope so. That might be wise. However, we are a little challenged on one thing and that is that we want a 

little control over who is sitting in the room. Because there may be people who do not have good incentives 

and want to steal ideas. This is something we have experienced - that you have to keep people out the door 

sometimes. It is very rare that this has happened, but it is quite uncomfortable. 

 

Has COVID-19 meant that you have had to think of new and innovative ways of working? 

Yes definitely. After all, there is our own process of ‘how do we approach this’. And here the biggest barrier 

for us is that some of us who sit with the tasks on a daily basis do not actually have the technical competences 

to think this digitally. I cannot just translate what I usually do analog to digital because there is also some 

technical understanding of how you set things up. There is a very steep learning curve coupled with the fact 

that as an organization it can feel a bit like spending resources on something you do not necessarily know if 

you need to use again. So, it's a bit like.. we have to drag ourselves up a hump just to drop it all again in a 

while because then we never have to use it again. And then there is the uncertainty about how far ahead one 

has to think in this digital platform - are we not just analogous again and then everything is as it used to be? 

So there are a lot of resource decisions that have not been made yet.. and that are also one kind of barrier. 

Because how far should one go with this? 

 

So this aspect of not knowing what the future will look like or whether we will return to the analog 

world, also means something.. 

Yes. There was a CBS researcher who wrote an article in Djøf magazine around the summer, which was about 

the cost of making teaching digital. It said something like; one thing is professionalism, and another thing is 

all the other things that you also learn when you collaborate with others, etc. If you just focus on 

professionalism, then you can probably do it digitally. But being part of the Danish culture, that is not really 

what we want. We also want you to be a good person and to be able to do some things with others. 

 

So, in relation to this whole online universe, how is your experience with working in the digital world? 

We have been pretty bad at it. That is my evaluation. I would probably rather say that the forces that have been 

on the task have tried their best. It's not because we do not want to operate online. We have also had some 

student assistants helping us with the digital platform, so that we could be sharper, but they lack the 

professionalism and context understanding of what is going to happen. So, there is kind of a need to build a 

bridge between those who have experience of saying what needs to be done on the digital platform and then 

those who know something about the digital platform. These two things must meet over time. But it's probably 
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just a generation gap that gets smaller over time. Once you have taken your PhD and are back at CBS and have 

to do a workshop for some startups, then you have a completely different relationship to the digital platform. 

You have much more understanding of it most likely. So, you can merge these things better. 

 

Have you tried to have a different approach to working online? 

No not really. We have worked on making our workshops shorter for the simple reason that.. it actually started 

in the analog when there was a time where you could get away with holding a 3 hour workshop which you can 

no more.. unless there is a famous star on the agenda. So, we experiment with making things short. It's almost 

like going to a French restaurant; the French people say that people should preferably not be completely full 

when they have been on their restaurant because they should want to come again. It's their logic. I do not know 

if it true to this context. But we would rather have people demand what they are missing, and we just give them 

some inspiration for what they could ask for. We have not had a lot of learning and educators involved in what 

we do - you could just as well do that in principle. 

 

Besides using your SoMe, how do you engage your entrepreneurs and startups to participate online? 

I have no idea. If I engage some to come and join, then it's because I have talked to them in advance and 

reminded them ‘hey there is this workshop tomorrow by the way’. 

 

So again, this is about the relationship - the fact that you already know them and have the dialogue with 

them already? 

Yes. So, the difference that makes a difference is not built on a simple causality (if we do x, then y happens). 

We have found out that if we are to promote a workshop, for example, then we must be on every conceivable 

platform. Whether it is Facebook, Instagram or third platform that makes people sign up and participate, we 

do not know. And sometimes it's something as simple as their own classmates who go to something and then 

they drag each other along. And others are completely wild and can hardly be in themselves and just want to 

get started. The motivations are probably different - I think so. 

 

Would you say it is possible to create a community online? 

No, but I think you can maintain one. And when there are no alternatives, then I think it's fine. But look among 

the very young, i.e. primary school students, they are in their gaming communities, etc. They are constantly in 

contact with their friends. They have a lot more contact with their friends than I had when I was a kid and such 
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a thing did not exist. I was going out to meet some physically. However, I think my relationships have become 

stronger.. But they have much more volume in terms of contact with each other, than we had in the analog 

world. And it is such a thing that we who are born in a more analog world slowly have to understand. So yes, 

it is a transition. 

 

When you facilitate your creative processes whether it is ideation or development of a business model, 

can you then create the same "space" online as you can physically? 

These two worlds may not be that far apart.. the whole infrastructure of dividing people into spaces and 

working with post-its, etc. you can do this digitally without any problems. I think some of the benefits are.. it's 

a bit like in an old elementary school class: there's a facilitator sitting and pushing people into the room and 

you cannot choose who to work with. That's where you have a downside of the digital, it's too easy for people 

to just stop. It's easy to just walk. 

 

So, retaining people and their attention, is a challenge online compared to the physical? 

Yes. But I think there is something good in the digital in terms of creativity, because a lot of creativity depends 

on people feeling safe: if you sit safely in your home and everything you have around you, you feel comfortable 

in. The only thing that is a little unknown is the person you are sitting and looking at. Then you suddenly may 

have some more resources to draw from and you may be a little more open. Now we are back to the fact that 

we experience students, who may well be a little insecure and doubt what they think they can contribute with 

and not really dare to say anything in a larger forum, who may actually dare to say something when it is a 

small digital space, because it seems a bit more harmless that way. 

 

So, the online universe can actually something when it comes to creativity compared to the physical? 

Yes. However, it is not an either-or-discussion, but rather both. We have an expression here when we work 

with entrepreneurs and creativity in general: we know more about what does not work than what will work. 

Us business developers (which is a bad title - we are coaches) we are like the gangs on a bowling alley. When 

you are a new startup, we make sure that you do not fall into the trap. And when you get stronger and stronger, 

the gangs can be removed. So that's how our task feels. 

 

Do you have an idea of what could be the success factors for an incubator like yours in relation to 

facilitating these creative processes online? 
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That's actually a good question. It is also a question we have discussed a bit ourselves - what do we set up as 

a success criterion. I think it’s the short stories (the anecdotes) from the entrepreneurs themselves that say, 

‘How cool was that. I got something out of it that I did not think I would.’ These are some of the stories we 

demand at the end of the process, where we ask how things have gone. So, it's anecdotal. But whether it 

becomes a startup and becomes a million-billionaire company, that's not how we measure things at all. Because 

there are so many other things that need to succeed before that happens. So an exercise like ideation is really 

good for idea generation, but it is just the starting shot for idea generation. But for things to succeed, you need 

to be creative on an ongoing basis. And I think that is the most challenging because most people have a hard 

time with it. And let me put it this way.. when I was a student startup, I was myself many years ago, there was 

no help. But at that point my experience was not that it was a creative process. I felt convinced that what I 

learned in school was one, so when I filled out a model, for example, I was on the right track. But that is exactly 

why we failed - it went down with a huge bang. It was by no means creative. Yes, we were creative on what 

we think was our product, but we completely missed the whole point with customer contact and all the other 

things. So, we made the classic mistakes. I can easily talk about those things because I have experienced it 

myself. I am employed because I myself have been an entrepreneur and so have my colleagues. And we are 

hired because the students not only listen to messages, but they listen to the messenger. One listens more to 

some who have done it themselves. 

 

How do you think your activities and processes will proceed after corona? 

It will probably be mixed. There are some things we continue to do digitally. Many of those startups who meet 

across campuses – I think it almost itself. We want to do many fun podcast-like things, we will do more things 

during the lunch break, we will do more things during those times where people have breaks - there are many 

things that are possible because you do not have to move physically over to meet me, but you can quickly just 

jump in and participate in something for 5-10 minutes and then still get something out of it. So, this is 

something we think will become much more important in the future and that the digital platform may be really 

good at that. What we also need to use a lot of resources on is to tell our young people that they need to be 

careful about believing that they can build relationships online. Because we're pretty sure you cannot. You can 

try, but it's risky. 

 

Do you think that some of your new workflows and methods may replace some of them from before 

corona? 

I can hardly imagine that it does not. It just depends on how far we look ahead. Whether we will experience it 

in 2021, I doubt it. There is a lot you do not just change. We do not ride the same day we saddle. So, you may 
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have a lot of good intentions with things that must be changed, but it takes a long time to change. But I cannot 

imagine anything other than that… if we before corona made 5-10% digital, and today we are almost 100% 

digital, so before the year is over, we are probably still 20-30% digital. And then that percentage probably 

increases over time. And the tools will probably also get better - that is, the digital tool will get better. 

 

What you have had a lot of success with is, among other things, these workshops, so will these be 

initiatives that you will continue with online? 

Yes exactly. And then we also have many one-on-one conversations with startups that can work well digitally. 

There is one thing that we have found out and that we are probably far from having to do permanently online 

and that is the whole pitching process. We've done it digitally and we still do not think it works - it really is 

not good. Then we also have many startups we try to learn to pitch without using the digital media e.g. 

PowerPoint and the like. If you can pitch your idea without help, then you just stand stronger. So, we try to 

encourage them to do that. And ‘wupti’ then they sit there on the digital platform and then the sound is bad, 

and the signal disappeared. And then you cannot feel people in the room .. there are so many things you cannot 

do. For example, it is also incredibly difficult to sell something digital. So, do you say yes with your body, 

eyes, tone, with your voice or do you say no - what do you really mean. That is human knowledge. If there is 

to be two lines under something I will ever say in my life, it is that when we talk learning for a student startup, 

then one thing is how to build a startup on the professional side with business models, etc. another thing is 

human competencies: being credible, being able to speak clearly – something we call the 30 competencies, 

that business actually demands. Of the 30 competencies one of them is education and the other 29 are human 

related. Something that sets you apart as a human being. And it is the human competencies that we feel 

convinced are where we need to focus. If you want to hear about business model canvas, then you can hear 

about it in 1000 different ways on YouTube and if you bother to look at it, then you should probably learn it. 

That is simply not what is important here. 

 

That's a really good point. And these human competencies are probably just easier to achieve in a 

physical space? 

Yes. Those random encounters and the random love occur only physically. 

 

If you continue to run some activities and processes online, do you think that they can promote or 

improve the outcomes you will achieve in the future? 
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Yes and no. I do not think we can do anything exclusively digitally, but at the same time I do not think there 

is anything we need to do exclusively analog. They can deliver on different parameters. I can hold an analog 

workshop where I say x, y, z and then I can have a digital where I say exactly the same thing, but what made 

the difference to the digital was that there were more who came that day because it was easier. Then something 

different happens in the room than if I did it analogously because then there would be fewer people and it 

would be the ones who always show up. There are so many variables in play. 

 

After all, there is another side to the picture. Like I said, there are probably some who find security and 

comfortability in sitting in their own house and who feel that their creativity is increasing. And then there are 

people like me - I would not say I hate working from home - but that's not my job. I'm used to working with 

people. And I can just feel that my creativity is declining because I'm in jail, it feels like a prison. 

 

What do you think the future would look like for an incubator like SEA if we could only work virtually 

in the future? Would it be optimal, or would it change many things? 

It would be a disaster. Then we are left with, that you will not learn these human qualities without it also 

whirling once in a while. It has to feel real. There are some things that are just hard to describe that happens 

between people when they are in the same room. And the fact that you cannot choose whether you like people 

or not, but you just have to have a chat with them, we believe is healthy to learn to navigate in. So, I actually 

think it would be a disaster if everything was online. 

 

So as an incubator, are you deeply dependent on having the physical space to work and facilitate your 

processes to be able to help these people? 

Yes and then this with getting a problem solved the moment it arises and not having to wait 3 weeks where 

there is a workshop about it. Being a startup is very much about having momentum and it doesn't take much 

to break that curve. And if we have to wait meeting each other online… 

 

If this was an incubator outside the university, where there are full-time startups who do nothing else - they 

have their hand on the hob and the time is now. It's something else ... it's a completely different story. But if I 

have to work with students who are students primarily, and as number two has a student job and then has a 

startup and maybe a sport. Or hobby next to it.. then you are not very high on the ranking of priorities. Then 

what I offer should be juicy enough that you bother to prioritize it compared to everything else. So sometimes 

I think digital can also be an easy-way-out: 'Now I've been joining this, that and that workshop, why does not 
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my startup get anywhere?' And that's because you have told yourself that it's just about coming and 

participating in some planned workshops. And it's very difficult to sell an incubator because it's actually about 

you coming and experiencing a lot of random things too - things you could not plan and meeting people you 

did not know you were going to meet that change your whole world. It just does not happen digitally. I’m 

sorry. 
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Appendix 8.4 – Interview with Ernest Fuller, Business Development Manager, 

Odense Robotic StartUp Hub 

 

Do you want to start by telling what you do and what your role is? 

Yes. In short, we are an elite incubator understood in the way that we go out and find the best 5-8 startups and 

invite them to pitch and that is by invitation. People cannot just sign up. Then they pitch first to me and a 

colleague and then they pitch to our advisory board. If we think it is an exciting project, then they will be 

offered a place in our program. Our program is an incubation course - physical course - of 1 year to 18 months 

typically. We do not have a fixed time frame for them because we tailor the program to each company and 

what they need. So, there are some that are finished after 6-9 months and others after 22-24 months. It depends 

on the individual business. We have companies from, Denmark, Sweden, Germany, England, USA, Australia, 

Norway, Romania - so the program is very international. But the main emphasis is on companies from Europe. 

And that is because we demand that the companies move here and establish a company in this country. And 

not everyone, because of different entry rules, has the opportunity to do so. So, all those outside the EU has 

become almost hopeless. 

 

As a business development manager, what are your typical responsibilities? So that I can track myself 

into what kind of creative processes you are working with. 

I work with their business plan, their go-to-market strategy, their commercial activities and help them build 

the commercial side of their business. And then I have partners at DTU who work with the creative part and 

more technical things. 

 

How have these processes taken place during COVID-19? 

By and large, there has been a lot of activity because all companies are physically located at the Technological 

Institute. The Technological Institute is a private company and i.e. it is only the first 3 months of the corona 

lockdown that there have been restrictions. Otherwise, we have run our operations with physical attendance - 

of course according to all the rules with masks, hand hygiene, distance, etc. But we have not had remote home 

office work. So, we have been able to meet with them face-to-face. Of course, the processes where we have to 

find some external partners for them have been a lot more difficult - in fact quite difficult. Because physical 

encounters have been an obstacle. And it is difficult to build trust when you cannot meet face-to-face. And this 
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also applies to the commercial side of building customer networks, distributor networks and doing consumer 

and product tests with customers - it has also been a big obstacle. 

 

So how did you tackle that? 

Some things we have been able to do using newer technologies, such as making a display on the screen and 

sending similar equipment to the customer. Some have run a decidedly digital twin, i.e. where they have 

digitized their product and put it into the computer, so you can simulate the product and how it will work with 

the customer. But the sales process itself has not worked optimally. Many products - unlike other industries - 

our companies' customers are interested in these products because they make their processes less vulnerable. 

The more they can automate the less vulnerable they are to various lockdowns and supplier failures and 

employees getting sick, etc. So there has been a growing demand for our companies' products across a wide 

comb, but we still have the obstacle that we cannot meet face -to-face. You cannot gain insight into their issues 

or get the products customized and match it to the customer's needs. 

 

So, you have hardly had the opportunity to do so during this period? 

No. And the access requirement for our companies is that they can go global with their product. We do not 

look at a company that can only market itself in Denmark or can only market itself in northern Europe. These 

must be products that are addressed to the global market. And when you cannot travel, when there are no large 

fairs, where you can make your things visible, then the whole sales and commercialization process becomes a 

lot slower. So, there are some delays being built into the system right now. 

 

What about conferences - there have been no virtual conferences or the like you have been able to use? 

There have been tons. Virtual meetings and other things. But you get tired of it. The first 2-3 may be interesting, 

but you do not get the same benefit from a virtual conference. It is not possible. 

 

Is it because it is difficult to network? 

You cannot network online - you cannot. That's one part of it, but you're having technical issues depending on 

which platform you choose to use for the conference. We had an anniversary event in the beginning of 

February, and it was professional IT people who were responsible for the uplink and everything. And all the 

posts that were taped in advance chopped when we sent them out. So there are a lot of technical issues. And 

we have customers and partners all over the world, so if you are operating after European time, then there are 
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some in the US who either have to get up very early or go to bed very late to be able to participate. And that 

also applies for Asia. So, you have this time difference that gives the industry a challenge. 

 

So before corona came and brought a lot of restrictions, did all these creative processes take place by 

physical presence? 

Then you traveled out and took meetings with customers or at conferences. Then everything happened 

physically. Last year at the start of the corona there was a big conference – the European Robotics Forum in 

Malaga in Spain in the beginning of March. And when we traveled home from Malaga, the Prime Minister 

closed the country. So already back then we saw that there were some things that would be challenged in the 

coming time. 

 

So, to zoom out a bit again, what are the activities or creative processes that you offer your 

entrepreneurs? 

We work a lot with their communication and how they communicate their products - how they pitch. Too 

many of these technicians are really good at thinking new thoughts about the product technology, but if they 

do not communicate it to the customer and if they do not know how to communicate with investors, then it 

does not matter. So, we work on how to communicate and use other methods to help them make their 

appearance and their presentation attractive. We work a lot with the investors network (Danban) and business 

angels and VC funds all over the world to make these companies ready for the sole purpose of getting an 

investor on board or to sell their products or their knowledge/patents, so that it can benefit the world. Then we 

host workshops.. we use the business model canvas a lot. So, we run workshops with our companies to get 

them to think differently. Many of them have never seen a business model canvas before, so we use it to guide 

their thoughts in the right directions. And we like to use a couple of the companies that are in the program 

together, so that they present to each other and learn from each other. We never have some who are competitors 

at any given time. So, they can always use each other as sparring partners. 

 

Now that you are mention the business model canvas.. in general, when facilitating these creative 

processes do you do so on the basis of some specific models, methods or theories? 

No, we do not. We have had a few individual design courses and it is typically companies within healthtech 

where the equipment has to be placed on people. And then we focus on designing it to be comfortable for the 

consumer. But we are mostly talking industry and robots and there is not quite the big design element in them. 
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Do you have any kind of social gatherings where the startups can meet each other and network and 

learn from each other? 

We have. Three times a year we have events we call 'startup walk-in' where we typically take an entrepreneur 

who has achieved success who comes and tells his story: what he has learned on his journey, what he might 

want to do differently or what there may now be fall groups - to be able to inspire the startups. Following the 

story from this role model, we typically have 4-5 bubbles - which consist of students who have some ideas that 

can pitch their ideas to a group of industrialists, other students and other companies. When this session is over, 

everyone comes into the hall, where they have the opportunity to network for 1-1.5 hours. And for the last 

three years, we have typically invited such people as patent lawyers, patent agencies, insurance companies and 

other service providers so that they too can meet these companies and the bubbles. And all the companies that 

are in the program at a given time participate in these events. 

 

How does it usually work? Does it tend to be successful? 

It tends to go really well. And because we sit at the Technological Institute, we have lunch and coffee together, 

etc. And it has of course been toned down during the corona. Corona has affected those things of course. And 

the same applies to social events. 

 

Have you had these ‘startup walk-ins’ during the corona? 

Yes. We had three last summer. After it opened and before it closed down again, we managed to do three 

events. Of course, with distance and assembly limit of 50 people, but that has not been a problem. 

 

And it is not a concept you have tried to take digitally? 

The event we had in early February, we tried to take online - the same concept - and as expected it was a 

disaster. You cannot do that. You cannot take that kind of event online. And we tried to make it so that you 

could book a meeting with someone you would like to meet and network with. It was a software system that 

they had offered us, but it did not work either. 

 

Is it because there is a lack of some form of intimacy and impulsivity when it is online? 

On the one hand, of course, you lack some impulsivity, but on the other hand, this fellow human contact ‘are 

these people some I want to talk to’ which can be assessed on the basis of how they are and how they appear. 

You cannot judge it on a computer screen. And because we are so far into the process now - or the corona's 
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ravages - that means people have had too many online meetings.. so they have become better at being effective 

online, but that means that those who gossip for a gossip meetings they are downgraded because people need 

to move on to their next online meeting. So, these startup events are typically something that extends over 3-

4 hours. You cannot make an online event of 3-4 hours that keep people's interest but also their participation. 

 

No, and then maybe it's also easier just a "walk away" when it's online? 

Yes exactly. Then they can just turn off the camera. It's the same with the school children, they just turn off 

the camera and the microphone and you really do not know if they follow the lessons. Of course, there is a 

teacher, but they do not know if people are listening. And it's the same for online events here. 

 

What has corona meant to you? 

In fact, it has meant that we have had to extend many of the agreements we had with the companies. Instead 

of finishing after 9-12 months, we may be up to 18 months or 2 years with some of them. It also means we 

cannot attract new startups to the program - the whole pipeline is broken. We cannot work in the same way as 

we have done so far. I still have a full house, but when the year is over and Mette Frederiksen decides to open 

up the country, there is 1.5 years of work ahead of rebuilding what has been destroyed. 

 

How can it be that it has been difficult to attract new startups? 

We cannot move companies from Copenhagen to Odense - it is not possible. It is easier to attract companies 

from Spain and Berlin to Odense than it is from Copenhagen to Odense. So, the Danish companies that might 

be interesting in our program, have due to corona decided to stay at home. And I understand that. But it also 

means that the foreign companies that we should have been out to pick up, we cannot meet them because we 

typically meet them at trade fairs and conferences. And these conferences and fairs are not there right now. 

The ones I have in the file that we had at the beginning of last year, we processed them of course, but we have 

the problem that the program is limited to companies that are less than 3 years old. And they must be under 3 

years old when they finish the program - not when they start the program. And that has to do with our EU 

funding. 

 

Has corona meant that you have had to think in new innovative ways? 

Possibly. But it starts with the advisory board – and I can only trade based on the instructions I get from there. 

And they want us to do it the same way. 
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It might also mean that our program in the future will be more virtual than it is today. But that will require a 

change in our funding structure. Because as it is now, it is a requirement for the company to establish a 

company in Odense, to be part of the program. And if they establish a company in Odense, then they must 

have a place to live. And when you need some employees who are moving from another country to Denmark 

right now - it is a challenge. 

 

Yes, because then there has to be a physical basis for joining the program? 

Exactly. 

 

Has the corona created any opportunities for you? 

Not as I see it. Not for our company as an incubator, but it has of course created positive opportunities for all 

our customers and for the companies in the field. Because the companies that work with robot technology will 

have a greater opportunity to sell their products in the future because it makes customers less dependent on 

human beings. It is more robust to disease and future lockdowns. So in that way, they have greater opportunity 

for marketing in the future than they had before. 

 

Has corona also created some barriers, apart from the fact that you have of course not been able to 

attend trade fairs and conferences? 

In relation to business development there are some barriers because it is difficult for a company to build an 

international supply chain. If one cannot go and check the quality of the work that has been delivered from a 

company in another country. If you cannot physically show up unannounced and say, 'now I want to see all 

your production processes and make sure you do not use child labor, that you are not an environmental pig' 

and all these factors that the Danish companies turn to base on the world goals of the UN. It even requires that 

you go out and check it and you cannot do that if you cannot get out of the country or get back to the country. 

 

Market research has also been limited as a result of corona. How do you do that if you cannot be there and talk 

to your potential customers? These are not products that can be sold at Amazon or online. 

 

So that whole part has also been limited by the corona? 
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Yes. So, the lowest prices on our products are probably around DKK 50,000 and it is not something you just 

order online. Some systems need to be established to ensure that you get the money from the products you sell. 

 

What is the most common challenge for the startups that join you? 

The biggest challenge is that they do not understand that their organization needs to change along the way. 

Understood in the sense that you typically have young engineers who sit as the company's founders and owners 

to begin with, and they always think they are the born CEO. They all think they are Bill Gates or Elon Musk. 

So, one of the biggest challenges for all of them is learning what their core competencies are and what they 

are not. And then create the right team. But it is also something we are working on trying to make them 

understand. It's not because we need to have control over their business, but there are people who are better at 

selling and communicating a product. 

 

So, there are a range of competencies that you are trying to develop among these people? 

Yes, definitely. And we also help them find candidates and help them evaluate new candidates or partners. We 

make sure they get a dialogue with a lawyer, so they make the right deals if they take some new investors on 

board. 

 

How have you managed to work online? 

We did it when we could. But I have been sitting physically every day in the startup hub with the companies. 

I have not worked from home - I simply do not. The startups are not here every day, but they are here every 

week throughout the crisis. 

 

Part of our offer is that they get a physical space for their businesses. They get access to laboratories that they 

do not have to pay to use. They get access to robots that they can use to test. They get some materials they can 

use. So those are some things that we cannot do at home. Without access to the right production framework, 

they cannot achieve the results they do in the time they do. Unlike many other incubators that run online, many 

of their companies have a product offering that is based on software, an app, or a new business process. All 

our companies are based on hardware - physical products that you cannot develop at home. 

 

Do you think it is impossible to create a community online? 
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I do not believe in it - I do not believe it is possible to build something that is effective online. I have a success 

rate in my companies: more than 80% survive and succeed in selling their products when they are finished. 

There are no other incubators that have the same success rate. Success rates in incubation environments are 

typically 10-15% when high. 

 

Why are you so good at getting these high success rates? 

Because we choose the right ones. We have a program where we can afford to choose the right ones. We do 

not charge for them to be here, so we have no interest or incentive to lock anyone into the program. Nor do we 

take equity from companies. So, the companies that join us they know that they are part of an exclusive club. 

And they know we're giving them the opportunity to develop into success. 

 

But is it only because you select the right ones or is it also because you as coaches have a more creative 

and innovative approach to your work? 

It can also easily be. But when I say that we choose the right ones, then these are the ones we can work with. 

Those we believe in. One might well say that it is a kind of Lion's Cave without investment from our part, 

other than our time and energy. And the payment we get, it's the joy of saying that a startup succeeds. I had a 

startup two years ago which was here for 1 year and 1 day, his company managed to get three patents in one 

year and on his last day he was sold to another company for a triple digit million amount. He was clearly 

skilled, but he had not been able to do it as fast as our environment and ecosystem allowed him to do. It had 

cost him more money and probably 1.5 years more in development time. 

 

Many of the things that they develop, they have to finish before another company elsewhere in the world comes 

up with the same idea. So time-to-market is paramount. 

 

Would you say that it is possible to create the same "space" online as in the physical sphere? 

No not at all. It's a disaster.. you can have 5 speeches online, but the whole social element is so essential, and 

you cannot recreate it over a computer screen. 

 

But on the other hand, can the online universe provide something that the physical cannot? 

The online universe will, of course, make business more efficient in the future. Of course, you can save a lot 

of travel time and a lot of costs and CO2 and all these things, but it requires you to do it with people you know 
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and trust in advance. The initial sales phase, the first time you have to knock on a door to sell your product, 

you cannot do online. And people who think they can, do not understand how business works. 

 

So it is absolutely crucial to have this personal relationship prior to online meetings/relationships? 

You can easily take an online meeting, that is not the issue. But you cannot convince an investor that he should 

give you 10 million. The investor wants to meet you - he wants to see if there is a chemistry and if he can trust 

you. And many of the investors who are really successful, they will say that the most important factor they 

invest in, is the human being and that is the theme. It is people that they invest in. And the chemistry must be 

there, and it cannot be assessed through a computer screen. 

 

If you as an incubator were to facilitate your creative processes online, what would be the success criteria 

for being able to do so? 

That's a good question. You can always have lots of YouTube videos and posts from exciting people, which 

illustrate different views and concepts. But you cannot judge whether the people sitting and watching these 

videos have understood the message. You only achieve that through the dialogue with them and in the 

discussion afterwards. And that dialogue I would argue that you cannot get through a computer screen. And 

therefore, on behalf of Denmark, I am also really concerned about what we have done with a generation of 

children and their learning. Because if online learning was the right thing, then Denmark could save a lot of 

money by giving all children in Denmark a computer and an internet connection and then they could run some 

standardized videos on a YouTube channel and then just expect that these children learn things when they log 

in and log off again. But every teacher will say that it is not possible… 

 

And it's the same relationship you have as a coach and entrepreneur somehow? 

It is the same. That learning is part of conveying some messages and then testing whether they have understood 

the messages. And you test them by showing and they act as if they have understood the messages, but you 

can also ask the questions in a different way, monitor them or observe if they have understood the message. 

And that's what a schoolteacher does. 

 

How do you expect your processes to proceed after corona? 

We will try to conduct most of it physically. Because it is the physical contact and communication between 

the companies that gives rise to new ideas. This year we have had three very different companies with three 
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very different products, which have found that they can go together and combine their products and create 

some common marketing material. So, the one complements the other, as complementary the third. And they 

have found a flow in different product types that they would not have done if they were not sitting here. They 

had not gotten in contact with each other, and they had not been given the opportunity to show the products 

that way. 

 

So you are not going to take your startup walk-ins online in the future? 

Never - I refuse to believe that. 

 

So, what would the future look like for an incubator like your if we can only work virtually? 

Well, then they will save money. Because if you do not work physically in Denmark because you think you 

can do it in another way, then your Danish ideas will just be forwarded to Tel Aviv or to Schengen in China 

or Silicon Valley, where you work in the same way as we do. You will not see the unicorns that come out of 

Denmark e.g. Universal Robots - they would not be developed online and they would never be created online. 

They come from environments that we sit in. If you want to continue with unicorns in Denmark, then it will 

be with software platforms like Skype. These can easily be created. If it was born in the digital world and if it 

is a digital product, then there might be an opportunity to do it digitally. But physical products are not going 

to developed online. 

 

And that applies to the whole coaching part, the development part and everything? 

Yes, and the ideation part too. I have participated in a virtual reality seminar which was held by the design 

school, just to get some ideas and some inspiration. And these designers who tried to use VR and AR to sell 

textiles, chairs and designer furniture, they spend oceans of time on software, and they have no payback on it. 

They have lots of great showrooms and digital tools that can showcase their products and how they can be 

incorporated into other contexts. But the only people who profit from it are those who have made the 

technology and software that they use. It's not the designers. 

 

So, to sum up, would it be challenging in terms of coaching, developing and testing things in an online 

universe? 

There will be some sub-elements that you can easily run online, but not the whole process. 
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Which sub-elements do you think will work online? 

I think more basic theory about how to communicate a message, how to segment your market, how to fine-

tune your pitch to capture the right audience - so you have to pitch in a way if you talk to seed level 

businesspeople or if they talk to the general public. That communication could well be done online. 

 

So, the more professional part of it? 

Yes exactly. The slightly more inspiring part. 

 

I and my colleagues, we are here every day and work alongside these companies to help them further. How do 

you do that online? Many of them learn by looking at examples and these examples you cannot see if you do 

it all online.  
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Appendix 8.5 – Interview with Maria De Jesus, Business Developer, 

BioInnovation Institute 

 

Will you start by briefly telling me what you do at BII and what your role is?  

I am a business developer at BII and my role is to.. first, to attract interesting startups to join our programs and 

then I also as part of BII, I am responsible for screening and selecting the best applicants and then to work with 

the startups that we do get in. our role as business developers is very much to guide them, to help them navigate 

all the different choices they need to do and to connect them to the right partners to help them with the things 

that we cannot. So that is very much the basic business developer role here. And then we have had the program, 

in the spring last year, that was called the BAA – that was the Business Acceleration Academy – so that was a 

three month program for startups to get the basics of how to get a company started, how to analyze their market, 

their competitors – basically get them started, not from the science point of view but from the commercial 

point of view. And for that I basically helped them put their program together and to get the right partners for 

it. And then we have something that is called the anchor role, so each startup gets one business developer at 

BII that basically helps them figure out where the main gaps are in their business plans and help them fill out 

those gaps as best as possible. 

 

Are you not doing the BAA program anymore?  

No, actually we are closing our calls today. But we have changed our BAA program into something that we 

called the venture lab program, so I have been involved in setting that up. And that is basically a merger 

between the BAA program and what we have now that is called the pre-seed which is very science focused. It 

provides money for them to be in the lab and to really address the key initial questions that we have related to 

the technology. So it is basically a merger of both because we felt like it was really the winning combination 

for companies to then be able to either go and raise more money or to secure a place in our other program 

called Creation House which is for slightly more mature companies. 

 

So what is the target group of these programs? 

So we work with life science startups and we work with startups in therapeutics so that's basically pharma 

companies. We work with startups in bio industrials so that could be anything from like new compounds and 

microplastics - anything a little more on the fermentation side of things for example or it could be new 

computer modeling that could help R&D companies as well. And then we also work with health tech 

companies. That could be anything from digital biomarkers to something like upstream R&D solutions for 
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pharma companies as well. It could be MedTech, but we don't do a lot of it. It could be diagnostics as well, so 

a few different things there anything in life science. 

 

Is it targeted any specific markets international markets or only domestic? 

I would say the bigger problem you solve the better it is right. It doesn't have to be Danish market. 

 

And what activities do you offer the entrepreneurs and startups? 

The companies that enter creation house, so that's the more mature program, we basically help them connect 

with an investor network that we have. We get them ready to pitch, we get them ready to go and fundraise, and 

we give them funding to be able to accomplish what they need in the labs as well. In terms of the venture lab 

we gonna be running a lot of like crunches which is like classroom classes, but very specific for their startups. 

So they get introduced to new vocabulary because usually the new companies they are spin outs from 

University and it is often people who have no commercial background. So for me for example that's how I got 

into this as well. I did a PhD and then I was interested in what was intrapreneurship, but I would I wasn't sure 

it was something that I liked. So I was part of one of the startups that joined our BA program before and that's 

how I got the education for the business side of things. So in that sense we got introduced to vocabulary, we 

got introduced to case studies of similar startups in sort of the same different tracks or therapeutics by 

industrials or digital health and then we work with our own startup and we try to figure out what was our 

beachhead market. So we needed to figure out where do we bring the most value for a target group and so you 

start working that way. BII doeas a lot of connection; we need partners to help us set up the company, we need 

partners to help us with the IP searches, partners for visual identity because a lot of the companies need to 

come up with their own slide deck and logos and names. We also help them with the, particular for Creation 

House, with searches for chairs and for their boards - so a lot more mature type of searches. We help them 

with commercial diligence, so if they need to really do a full check of where are the other competitors, where 

the price ranges, to help find out where is it you bring most differentiation and most value. 

 

You mentioned that you for example get them ready to pitch, how do you do that? Do you have a session 

where you're sitting together or how does it function?  

For the BAA and future venture lab companies, we do a lot of sessions where we talk a little bit about what is 

a good pitch, what are the basics that should be covered in your pitch - so you should cover what is the problem 

that you're solving, what is the solution that you bring, who else is in this sphere. So a little bit of basics and 

then we basically do a lot of pitches.. so we give a lot of feedback and we put them in front of investors, who 
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also give them feedback. And then when we have these demo days where there is a big stage to pitch, we bring 

a stagecoach to help our companies pitch - it helps a lot.  

 

And that is something that usually is physical right?  

So the demo day has been physical until last spring where we had to change our BAA program to an online 

program. We are hoping to go back to in physical presence, but right now it is very much online. We do have 

companies here working in the labs under very specific restrictions because we don’t want to slow them down. 

 

How is the procedure when new startups join BII?  

We help startups applying first of all.. then they will fill out our application online and then the first part is the 

full BDT (business development team) at BII will read all applications and score them, but very light scoring 

- we don't go into all the details, it's like an overview: how does this feel, do they have a plan, does it make 

sense or is it completely crazy. Then we have the first cut and will let know the people who didn't make it that 

they did make it. Then we send everything to our diligence partners, so we do full on technical and scientific 

diligence, commercial diligence, IP diligence, market diligence and then we also talked with experts in the 

different areas to make sure that the questions being addressed are the right ones for example and that the 

experiments they proposed to do, are the right ones, and they are using the right models. To figure out why the 

major gaps that we will need to help them with. Then we do have meetings with all these partners, we get more 

knowledge and then we meet again, and we have second cut meetings, where we kind of further and the teams 

that we don't accept, we give them the material from our diligence, so we hope that at least they get help by 

meeting that material that they can also address those questions and next time they'll be stronger. Afterwards 

we have we have made this program advisory groups that are mainly strong VCs from three different areas 

and we have them pitch to them and then we hear what they say. Because ultimately, they will be the buyers 

of whatever we bet on, so we want to hear what they say about the different companies. It's not always what 

they say that we go for, so there's also different opinions at that point. Then we have a final meeting when we 

do a recommendation of who we think should go forward, and then the board usually proves - it's a long 

process. 

  

What is the most common challenge for the startups that apply for these programs?  

They are often very strong on their scientific background, so they know what the questions are they should 

address. Sometimes they have no idea of their commercial path or what their business model should be or what 

regulatory pathways they need to follow to reach the market - that's one. And the other is, they require someone 
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more experienced to help them navigate all these ups and downs that startups have and in fundraising. So it 

depends on which area you are.. if you are at a venture lab sort of stage it is probably the first where you don't 

really know the direction yet. And the Creation House level is probably where you need someone with some 

strength in their in their name to be able to open a lot of doors.  

 

When you are a making these startups planning their business and doing business models and all this 

that they need to get out there with their idea - how do you do that as a creative process, how does it 

function? 

There's a lot of ups and downs from my experience.. there's a lot of pivots the faster you pivot the better, the 

faster you learn that that doesn't work the better. But did the biggest help is to talk to as many people as possible 

in these different areas and to really test it out. So it's all about testing your ideas and assumptions. You may 

have to test first that consumers really care about what you do and second that there is a viable business model 

in the sense that it can make enough money that it can scale your processes so that you aren't too expensive 

and still can enter the market. You also need to test it with the investors to find out if this is an interesting 

business case.. so it is a little bit of testing different segments and talk to people.  

 

Now during COVID-19, how have they managed to do that? 

So it's a lot of virtual social meetings so for example when I was talking about the BAA, we planned it all.. it 

was always in person. We usually start with this boot camp where we address all the gaps, we invite a lot of 

experts, we make them pitch to all of them and then they have to give a lot of feedback. Then there's a week 

break and then they start the program with classes and they already know sort of what their gaps are and then 

they're going to start investigating those gaps. We entered the lock down right at the end of the boot camp. So 

we had to move all the classes into a virtual format, we made a studio in studio at BII, we had some companies 

from Sweden so they also could come anyway if they want it. So we switched everything virtually. We had to 

introduce them to people virtually. But I think everyone was sort of in the same boat, so it was okay. Another 

thing we've done that's been really successful and I think we will keep doing is we were used to having a lot 

of more the way you approached investors was at conferences for example, but virtual conferences are really 

not the same, so I feel it's much harder to network to get that intimate feeling with the investors or investors 

would fly and they would come to BII and then will just pick a few companies and they would pitch. Because 

that's no longer possible, what we decided to do was to - we basically made a calendar of investor pitches, so 

we talked to some of the best investors that we have connections with, and we basically booked them for 2 1/2 

hours. We picked the best companies that they also want to see, and they pitch for 2 1/2 hours. They have half 

an hour meeting each company. We do that every six months. So it's something, we just installed and it's 
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something that we see a lot of positives from. Because our companies get a lot of feedback. They get a lot of 

time with investors one on one even though it's a short time, if they keep doing this, they keep getting a lot of 

connections and they get a lot of feedback which is really the most important part of going to conferences and 

talking to investors is really knowing what is working, what's not working, what is it that they want to see that 

you're not doing yet. So that’s has been really successful, and I think even when we move into the open physical 

world, we gonna keep doing this because it's just much easier to get everyone together at the same time than it 

is to fly people all the time.  

 

So it's happening online? 

Yes. We still gonna go to some conferences because there is still something thatyou don't get online.. you can 

drink together, you can just chat. But it's something we definitely going to keep doing. 

  

As you said it's more intimate or more present physically somehow.. 

Yes. 

 

Do you have any kind of social events, where startups can meet each other and network with each other?  

The thing is the BAA was the one very cohort based and we're going to change now, where every program is 

cohort based as well. Because we see a lot of strengths there.. because founders are going through the same 

challenges sort of at the same time and then they form a support group. We had of course the demo day for 

BAA that was more a ‘presenting to the world’ what they accomplished and then because we weren't that many 

at the time - we could be up to 50 people I think - we did go for some drinks with them. But I find it very hard 

to have virtual networking events. We do have some.. But I don't think that they are that successful, I have to 

say. I mean we do have some games sometimes. But I think it's very difficult.  

 

So before COVID-19 did you have it physically these kind of social events? 

Yes. We had our first Friday bar, where we also invited our companies and then we went into lockdown. This 

was not proven anything.. we had one good Friday bare and then we went into lockdown. I think that's 

something we definitely want to do more. An BII is growing also. I think BII has been alive for two years now 

so it's really new, and we could we call ourselves a startup. So I think one of the things we realized is exactly 

we need more community building sort of events and it's something we're moving more towards. We also had 

a lot of these talks at the square, so when we invited someone prominent in their fields that could give a talk 
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for example, we had Nobel Prize winner, Francis. We had a few people and that always attracts people of 

course to come and hear an interesting scientific talk and then we always have some drinks and snacks around 

to also get people to talk together. We've had a few online like webinars. I think they were really good in terms 

of the information that was conveyed and the discussions that that you could have. But of course, we are 

missing the social part. That is something we hope for soon. 

 

When you facilitate these creative processes, developing business plans or ideation, do you do it on the 

basis of certain methods or theories? 

So in terms of the business models.. we use consultants that help us with the with the classes. But I do remember 

they always present something like the business model canvas and they present something like Porter 5 forces, 

so they do go through some theoretical examples. They do get the theoretical information on how to do this 

and then they have to do it in practice with their own. So sometimes they all need to do a business model 

canvas and at other times we give them different tools and we say you choose the one that you think is best for 

your company to explore further. We also feel that something like the business model canvas might not be the 

best for some more tech companies.  

 

You mentioned pivoting also so maybe you also use the lean method or design thinking? 

Yes. We use all of that. But they do get all of that in the classes but only the venture lab program or to the 

BAA program. So in the Creation House the companies already have thought through these things and really 

have a stronger business plan usually. So in the Creation House we give them 10 million kr. and it's really for 

them to get shaped up to be a Series A raising type of company. So usually, their issues are much more on 

getting aboard, getting the chair of the board's, getting the right advisory group. I would say the venture lab is 

very founder centric, so it's about supporting the founders and making sure they get all the help they can to get 

this to a stage where it's very company centric. So it's governance of the company more and fund raising.  

 

In regard to the theories and methods that you just mentioned, do you think it's the same methods as 

before corona so it hasn't changed at all or?  

A lot of the theories and methods being taught is the same. I think it has opened our.. there's a lot of new 

avenues that may be weren’t explored as much before that now are definitely having a boom due to covid. So 

for example telehealth is something that wasn't really something investors liked or there wasn’t a big push for 

that - now we see a big push for it. So a lot of the companies pivot to different business models because of 

covid. But not with the pharma companies.. it's much more on the healthtech side that they pivot more.  
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So generally, how did your activities take place before Corona came? 

We had the classes in person, we had more pictures in person as well with investors. We had more conferences, 

we had more community events, and now everything has to be virtual. That’s basically the difference.  

 

So everything now is virtual? 

Yes. But I can tell that for some creative processes it's been very difficult to do it virtually. So I've been creating 

the whole new venture lab with a group of other people - how we want to do it, how do we make sure it has 

the best of the programs, like how do we make the strongest accelerator program that we can think of. For that 

we actually met a few times, because it was just too hard to do it online. Because you want to do it with post 

its on the board and so on.  

 

I did help for example the Novo Nordisk foundation; they had a workshop with a lot of university professors 

and companies within the food tech areas and it was turned into a virtual event. So we did use breakout rooms 

and we did use canvases where one person is moving and the other is facilitating and everyone is talking in 

smaller groups. It does work of course but not as nice as being in person of course. But it works. We could do 

some creative workshop, but it was a little different.  

 

What has corona meant to you? Has it affected you positively/negatively or what is your perception of 

that?  

I think that is a personal question because it depends on how you work best. I know some people work really 

well from home. I like being with people. So for me it's been a little hard sometimes. I was surprised how easy 

something's work actually to do online and from home. But overall, I think I do miss working with people in 

the same room – particularly for creative processes, I find it really hard online.  

 

Do you find it more difficult to do your job online? 

For some of them. Although I also work with a company where they are in the UK most of the time. So I would 

have to do it online no matter what. But I think it's more like for BII projects where it's about making sure that 

everyone is talking about the same things, it slows down the processes. Last week I was here with a few 

colleagues and then you just have a few questions here and there and it is so much easier to shout it out or ask 

someone than it is to send a mail or call someone - it becomes a bigger deal. 
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Has Corona meant that you have been forced to think in more innovative ways and be more creative 

somehow? 

Yes. It definitely has pushed the boundaries on how can we be creative online and still keep sessions 

interesting, make sure people are not just asleep on their computer. 

 

How do you do that – how do you make it more interesting?  

I think for example doing cahoots is something that works really well. A few challenges here and there is 

something that I also notice within BII. We have a girl that often make challenges so we needed to name our 

knew application system so she made a challenge for everyone to come with their names and then she would 

pick one and someone would gain a prize. That was really sweet. We also had a Friday bar in December where 

everyone received something at home, that was very sweet as well. We had to do some fun hats and stuff like 

that. It was just a nice way to do something together. Anything where it's not just the classroom sort of thing, 

but you gamify it a little, that's always helpful. But I am also a little competitive so maybe it's for me only.  

 

So how do you engage the startups and entrepreneurs when you have these development sessions? How 

do you engage them online? 

I actually don't find that hard, because entrepreneurs are usually very motivated for realizing their idea. So it 

is not the same as a classroom in the sense that if you were in school and the professor just keeps going and 

going. They are engaged themselves so it is not very hard I feel. I think some stuff that we've learned for sure 

is to have agendas. It's to have action points at the end of meetings to make sure people are held accountable 

for the things they said they were going to do. I think that helps a lot. Because the worst thing you can do is 

book a meeting where no one knows what supposed to be discussed at that meeting. So agendas help, action 

points help move projects along. But overall, I don't feel it's hard to motivate founders at all. They might deal 

more with stress than anything else. 

 

So do you think that corona actually had created some opportunities for BII as well? 

Definitely. The fact that we moved certain things online makes it easier to get startups from different countries 

to participate in a more equal way. Because then everyone has to do it online.. otherwise, some would have to 

do it online and someone could be in person or we would force them to come. So it has definitely opened our 

borders a lot. It also means we can meet with investors a lot more because it's all online. They don't need to 

fly here, even though they may be in Switzerland.  
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Has it created any barriers as well? 

I think the biggest barrier is on the community building. It is hard to get a feeling of community when you 

don't hang out together a lot.  

 

And how does how does that affect the program? If you lack this community feeling, do you think it 

affects the program? 

Yes. I think it does. Because I do think a lot of what I got - I did it twice. What I got a lot was exactly to talk 

with other founders and to manage stress together and make friendships there. And basically, what we want to 

do is to build this whole ecosystem and community together. And for that to happen, they need to talk between 

each other. It's not just them and BII and BII and the founders.. there need to be a lot more interactions there 

because that's really how you learn. Some startups they will - I can see for example in the labs, because they 

have to be here physically, so they do talk to each other, they ask each other questions on how do to solve 

problems and they help each other. That's what we want also for the founders.  

 

And that's why the community is very important because they can make each other grow right?  

Yes exactly. And some people do well online, but some don't. So it is a little harder.   

 

Do you think there are any consequences due to corona in an incubator/accelerator perspective? 

Yes. I think that we need to innovate on how to do community building in other ways, because that's going to 

be important for us. On the other hand, it had good consequences as well.. it did expand our borders; it did 

enhance certain types of connections that weren't there before the same way. It did change a little bit some of 

what we thought were target areas that we wanted to go for. Like I mentioned, digital therapeutics is something 

that has had a boom in the last year and that's because of corona as well.  

 

You mentioned this community building and having this feeling of being part of a community. Do you 

think that it is possible to make this sense of community online? 

I think in the beginning it was really nice. In the beginning we had for example 15 minutes at lunch time, 

where we got together and talked within the team so to build the team feeling. There's a whole community, but 

there's also your own team. But I think what happened is, particularly as a business developer, I spent so much 

time in from my computer in meetings that I just don't want to be in front of a computer to drink a beer. I don't 
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mind it from time to time, but I don't want it to be every Friday - not even every month I would want to do it, 

if this is the new normal.   

 

Yes, you also so need to get away from the screen..   

I think that's the problem. You want to do community building online, but people are tired of being online.  

 

Do you think that you can make the same space online as you can physically? 

I don't think you can create the same - I think is always different. But that's a very personal opinion.  

 

From a business perspective is it still impossible to make the same space online? 

I think that's what has actually been surprising is that prior to corona people thought there would never be 

investments until the investors met people in person. But what we've been seeing is exactly the opposite. There 

are investments. This is the only method they have to talk because they can’t travel to each other’s places and 

meet in person. So in a way it is more efficient, it is faster in a way. I think people had some concerns about it 

in the beginning that the fund raising would slow down a lot. But I think what you saw in the beginning was a 

lot of concern from investors. They decided not to invest in new companies but instead protect their own 

portfolios. But I think more and more we see investors opening up again and embracing the virtual sphere as 

the new normal sort of.  

 

So there are actually pros on the business side but also cons on the community side - on the social side.  

Yes. I think that it is definitely the biggest con.  

 

Do you think that the online universe provides anything that the physical fair doesn't besides from being 

faster?  

Nothing is coming to my mind.  

 

How do you expect your activities to take place after corona?  

As I mentioned, I think a lot of our investor pitches one on one are gonna keep going the same way – virtually.  

I do think we're going to have a lot more community events in person. And I think we're gonna just do a mix 
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of it. Sometimes it's better to do things online, because it's faster and it can get more people involved that are 

not available if it was in person. We want to scale up and work with more international companies or 

international applicants let's say that way. Because we want to make sure, we have the best projects. So at 

some point Denmark is great but at some point, we need more. So that is definitely something I think we will 

see a lot of - classes moving more online. We still are going to try to get at least someone to be at BII always. 

Because we do feel that the community building is crucial for the development of the startup. But maybe not 

the full startup needs to be at BII, but just someone that we can keep track of and keep building with and maybe 

the scientific founders can be in their universities at home. So that's definitely something I see moving forward 

that we're going to use much more online. Some events I think will be online… I think demo day probably will 

be online. But I think we will still see conferences and investor events that will be in person. Because that's 

also what they like. They like to see each other and meet each other. It's not because it's easier to meet the 

startups, but it's because they would like to meet each other, they like to discuss their own ideas of where they 

see the future going. So I think we'll see a mix.  

 

How do you think the future will look like for incubators and accelerators if we can only work online? 

So it's a little tricky because incubators they of course have labs like life science incubators do and that's 

definitely not possible if it's just online. But what we've been seeing is that lab places are still open. Otherwise, 

I think we did a great job this last year actually. It was a really great year for us. So I only see positives in the 

future. I think community building will be harder, so I think more and more there will be new solutions in that 

sphere coming up. That is something that I actually think incubators are very good at testing out very early 

compared to maybe other companies. 
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Appendix 8.6 – Interview with Karsten Dehler, CEO, Stibo 

 

Would you like to start by introducing Stibo and what your role is? 

So, the accelerator was founded back in 2014 with the goal of helping students - talented students - write better 

projects and connect the real world to their otherwise theoretical research and at the same time also help 

exciting startups. Not that we go in and buy and invest in the same way as in ‘Løvens Hule’, but if anyone has 

a great product then we would really like to be the first customer and make our network available to give them 

a bigger surface on the sail, so they can sail faster and better themselves - without us having to have an asset 

in it. 

 

It works in the way that in every season - we run two teams a year, spring and autumn - have students join us. 

Right now, we have 18 students divided into ten groups who then write their theses. We have had 202 students 

through the accelerator until now and have been running for about seven years. There have been more than 

100 different innovative projects which corresponds to approximately 100 people's research that has taken 

place in the room. Now it is completely corona-empty, but usually the students sit here in the groups. Right 

now, it's virtual and we hope we open here during the month of March, so they can come in here to sit. It is 

really a boring experience running the program online instead of live. 

 

I have the operational responsibility for the accelerator and have been here a year now. I have been self-

employed myself before and arranged big events and love playing and experimenting with new technology 

and that is what we do here. We have a model in the accelerator, which we call the innovation colors, where 

we say that the green dots, as we call them, are traditional development and innovation in companies. It is 

typically further development of existing tools or services. The yellow area or the yellow dots is where you 

take a known product to a new market or a new functionality to existing customers. And then finally out on 

the horizon the red dots, which are where you let go of all the restrictions and inhibitions and ask all these 

"what if questions". And these are the red dots that we work with in the accelerator. Here we look at where 

there are clusters of red dots that can help us give a direction and that direction, we can then use to prioritize 

our actions today. 

 

Who is your target audience? It seems that you have many students. 

At present, we have worked with 17 different educational institutions and what we do is that we invite our 

partners and customers to participate in these projects to ensure that they are part of the innovation that takes 
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place. We have slightly different companies in the Stibo Group; we have what is called Stibo Systems, which 

is master data management, and which tries to keep track of the fact that there is only one truth about products 

in companies. Then there is Stibo DX, which has to do with the whole branding story, which has actually 

jumped out of the news industry - take Jyllands-Posten or the New York Times, when they write an article and 

link some pictures, it is in Stibo DX' systems that it's going to look nice whether it's the print newspaper or on 

teletext or on social media. And finally, we have our legacy which is Stibo Complete, which is the print of 

these media. We make about 2 billion a year and are in 20 countries besides Denmark. And for 200 years they 

did exactly the same thing - it was ‘ink on dead trees’ and at one point we had a monopoly on making phone 

books. And then luckily in the 90’s came the internet and there was also CD rom so we could start serving our 

customers in a new and different way - not as an either or, but by doing both. That's also what we're doing 

right now, it's thinking this whole enterprise omnichannel mindset. 

 

(Displays PowerPoint presentation) 

Then I will show you the colors of our innovation; if you imagine the yellow circle here, it's a business, and 

the green dots that I was talking about, they are pretty close to our comfort zone, and then there were the yellow 

and the red dots. When we start looking at the red dots, so it is no longer certain that the company is moving 

out of the same x-axis, now suddenly a y- and a z-axis have appeared as well. And as I said, we do not do it to 

turn it into products, but more to see a direction that we can use to prioritize our actions today. Popularly 

speaking, we want to be the red sock in the white laundry and infect all our colleagues and not by changing 

their KPIs, but by having an innovative and curious mindset. And the trinity, the innovation team, is actually 

the students or thesis groups we get in, and if we ask them green questions, well then, we also get green answers 

back. So, for us, it's about pulling our customers and partners in through our network and then working with 

them in their industry to start scratching the surface and see what yellow and red dots are emerging when we 

look into the unique industry. And this means that this trinity, it creates value for everyone, so that it is not 

only us who have to evaluate our situation. Many people evaluate on their own situation. So, the ambition is; 

when you go from being a student to having to go out into the real world, there is still unfortunately a gap even 

though you may have had internships, or you have guest lecturers. It does not change that the value you have 

as a student it rises and rises right until they hand in their thesis and they get a job and then there is a huge loss 

of value. I experienced it myself when I finished my graduate. You come out and then they say, “it's really 

nice that you know all this, but now you just have to hear how things work here”. So, we really want things to 

merge and bring the real world to the students, so we get a curve that looks like the blue one here instead. For 

us, it does not matter so much whether you get 12 or 10 or 7 or what you get for the thesis, but that the tools 

can be used, so when you have finished your thesis that you can hit the ground running and create value from 

day one. But it also means to us that the accelerator is a pretty important recruitment channel - I think we have 
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hired 36 of the 200 students, we have had through and we would really like to have hired more to be completely 

honest. So, recruiting talented student is definitely a unique opportunity. We have had the opportunity to sit 

with them for 6 months, and see how they are working under pressure, how they are when things are going 

well, whether they are collegial and sweet and nice. So, it is a completely unique opportunity. That was a bit 

about who we are. 

 

Is it only students who get in and are connected to existing companies through their thesis? Or is it also 

startup companies that get in? 

It has also been startup companies. I would say 70% of those who are here, and where we have the best 

experiences, that is when the students write their thesis. So, the remaining 25% is students who write their 

bachelor theses and the last 5% are startups. 

 

What activities do you offer the students, is it only the collaboration with corporates or? 

What we typically do with the students - and it is not certain that everyone will go through the same things - 

but if we take a group like this one (shows PowerPoint) who worked with price tags. They will investigate 

what if the price tags on the shelves in the supermarkets could recognize you and me, when we came in, and 

suggested specific prices or took into account preferences based on a profile - just like you know from cookies 

online. Here they sit and brainstorm with other students and now you ask what we offer.. one thing is 

knowledge sharing across. Here we had an ‘inspiration card workshop’ or that is to say, we facilitate such one 

with them. But it can also be a meeting with selected people from the industry or whatever it may be. But the 

'inspiration card workshop' is really popular. Then we make the house available; we have 450 people, so when 

you have to go out and ask about shopping habits, it can be really difficult to get people’s attention on the 

pedestrian street in Copenhagen, but when people see the accelerator logo, they know something exciting is 

happening. So, making our network available in terms of interviews and so on is really important too. 

 

You showed me that the students sit with these inspiration cards, and they do workshops where they 

network with each other. How has it worked now here with corona? 

We have tried to recreate this in a virtual universe with more or less success. We are currently postponing a 

coming workshop, which we hope can stay here during March so it can be physical. Because it is one of the 

limitations of the online medium, it is just easier to connect and create new relationships in the physical space 

rather than the virtual. That is, if we are not allowed to go out and play during March, then we have to host 

this inspiration card workshop as an alternative, which will not be an inspiration card workshop, but which 
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will be a workshop where we still have to be in small groups and inspire and make breakout rooms, as you 

probably also know from various platforms. And then we must try to emulate the physical as well as possible. 

But it is clearly a challenge. 

 

Yes, and it's hard to create this community feeling online right? 

Yes, and that is one of my biggest concerns right now. I had to have 8 teams physically in the accelerator and 

then I had to have 2 teams that participated virtually in this season. But right now, everyone is virtual, so it's a 

little difficult to measure - so far at least - on how much of what is going on physically in the room here, we 

succeed with through virtual channels. But we try with some discord and we still try with our weekly meetings 

and we also try to make it a little informal and run our Kahoot, but it is just not the same. And what is the 

biggest challenge is actually the time.. when there are 2 students sitting right here behind me, who can get up 

and go in here and say, “you just have to hear this and that, can we do something”. Then it takes 5 minutes and 

then they go back and keep working. Now it's first an email, then it's calendar gymnastics, then it's just talking 

and then. So what would normally take 5 minutes, takes an hour and a half and is not as effective at all. So, it's 

slavish. And it's an impressive bunch of students gathered this season, so I really hope we open the doors soon. 

 

So, what I also hear you say is that a lot of the dynamics that occurs on a daily basis, in relation to 

sparring, is gone now? 

It is extremely challenged, and it is clear, the students do not know each other even though they have met 

online for joint meetings, so they sit with each of their projects, so they do not reach out to each other, as we 

do here. If one group is sitting talking about an interview that has been challenging and they are wondering 

how to do their target group analysis, then maybe someone from Aarhus Business School says; “well, we do 

target audience analysis, we do such and such”. That knowledge sharing across is very challenged now. The 

time is absolutely awful, as we just talked about - so it takes much longer. And then one of the hardest things 

to do physically. You can easily have virtual groups that work really well collaboratively, but those who work 

best collaboratively have had the opportunity to meet 'in real life' in one way or another first. The fact that they 

have been chatting by the coffee machine and found out that 'oh' your family lives near my parents in Hillerød 

or what do I know. I can try to copy it with a ‘bring a fun fact about yourself ', so I can remember one student 

better than the other and they can each in particular. But it just ends up being an artificial imitation of what 

goes on naturally in the physical space. 

 

So those random encounters, they are harder to "makeup" even if you try somehow virtually? 
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Yes, definitely. And that's what we do... that's learning and knowledge sharing and so on. That is what I am 

worried about - in general, not only our organization, but everyone else - it is said that about 10% of companies' 

innovation takes place at scheduled and scheduled meetings. Right now, there are nothing but scheduled team 

meetings with a fixed agenda and there is no one who just meet each other randomly. That is, at the moment, 

per average day, about 90% of our innovation that disappears. It's scary to think of that. 

  

So, it has limited you on the innovation part? 

Clearly. And it's not just us, it's all companies. Those who will survive this, they manage to take the best 

experiences further and combine it so that they can connect the innovation back on track, but still manage to 

utilize the things that they have found out work well during the corona lockdown. But it is not just us as an 

accelerator, it is the innovation of all companies that is challenged. 

 

What have you done to try to recreate the loss that is on the innovation part? 

After all, we do exactly the same thing with the groups that we would do if they were here physically. But I 

would say, we are at maybe 90% of what it would be like if it were here physically. But what disappears is 

what makes it fun and cozy and when you like me run the accelerator or are here to meet other people and get 

good ideas from others, then it's just hard to take it and copy it into a virtual context. 

 

Have you previously had social events where the students have been able to network with each other 

and share thoughts and ideas? 

Besides that, they have their own place here, where they can have their books and everything, then there is a 

lunch arrangement. So, they sit down and chat and talk to colleagues across the table with the other students 

and have lunch with some new ones every day. There is access to our fitness room and table tennis and table 

football and billiards and all these things, so they just meet informally across these activities and share 

knowledge. They also sit and have meetings next to the coffee machine and then the girl sitting in our UX 

team, they meet just by chance at the coffee machine where one is sitting and looking at how to work with a 

user interface that changes depending on where the user clicks - and ‘oh, we have just read some theory about 

that’ and so on… All this does not happen when you sit at home in your living room and you just make a call 

and are online for 30 minutes and then log off again. 

 

We also have some events where we have the 3 b’s which are burger, beers and bowling. 
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I came to think of; now that you have these inspiration card workshops, do you have other creative 

processes that you facilitate in addition to that for the students? 

It is very much the meeting with the partners, so inspiration. The meetings with the partners, we can easily still 

do. But what they are losing something on is actually the daily pitch training. On an average week, when we 

are open, guests come here in the accelerator anywhere from 3 to 7 times a week. That's one of the things we 

do a lot with the students very early in the course, it's being able to do this elevator pitch. Let's say we have a 

visit from Apple or Coca Cola or something, then I say, 'well here are the students' and then I ask if they want 

to talk about their idea or their project - so what is your burning question and how are you going to answer it. 

So, that is a tremendously good pitch training and presentation training. 

 

And when they have handed in their assignment, we run something we call ‘lunch and learn’ and that means 

that we, in the canteen, put a schedule with planned presentations from each of the groups so people can see 

‘well today these 3 groups will present, and they have 15 minutes to do so’. So, you take your lunch and sit 

down at the guest end of the canteen and then the groups present to our colleagues; what are the main findings, 

what was their project about, what has surprised them, what has it meant to the partner who was involved, etc. 

So, our colleagues get some completely new knowledge about what is trending among our customers and 

partners and the students practice their presentation before going to the oral defense of the thesis. Preserved, 

for people who have not read the assignment - an examiner and supervisor would do that - but it is an insanely 

good exercise in relation to time management and to get the nerves brushed off and so on. 

 

After they have handed in and got their grade and can relax again, we run what we call fire-site chat, which is 

actually a bit the same as 'lunch and learn' - it's just virtual. We stream it so it’s a bit like Good morning / Good 

evening Denmark, where they come over by the campfire here. Then we talk again, albeit in a shorter version 

without PowerPoint or something, about what the most important thing was that they found out and what it 

has meant to the partner, about how it has surprised them and about what it may mean for the future in this 

industry. And then people have been able to ask questions online. The last sessions we have not been able to 

complete because we have not been able to sit together. And then it's in English both to reach out to our 

international partners and customers, but also our colleagues - we are 400 employees in Denmark and small 

1200 abroad. So, it is also important to reach out to other time zones. 
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So, for example pitching as you mentioned, it worked really well before corona because you were able 

to be in the same room. How have you worked with it, now that it is online, and has it been possible to 

work with at all? 

That part is really challenging when we cannot see each other physically. I think we came home on March 10, 

when the Prime Minister closed Denmark on March 11 last year - I had a group with me in London because 

they wrote about how to gather data about business travelers. We usually bring groups to our connect 

conferences, so selected groups have the opportunity to present at our place at the conference. And it's clearly 

the pitch training and the outreaching part, where we find more than just those who are need-to for the project 

itself, that is challenged now. 

 

Yes, it is difficult to manage right now? 

Yes, it's really hard. We have a rule of thumb that we always live on a ship when we're out. So, we have been 

to Amsterdam and Copenhagen. We fill up a couple of minibuses and then we all leave and then we attend a 

conference and live together on a houseboat, so we could cook together and so on. Corona makes all the fun 

stuff impossible. So, we're down to all the need-to-things and all the nice-to-things are gone. 

 

So how have the activities taken place here during corona, has it been exclusively online or how? 

Yes, it actually has. 

 

You have not been able to run some smaller groups? 

Once in a while when someone has been in the house, we have had a single small meeting with distance. In 

autumn 2020, before we closed the country down again in December, we had a group that was fantastically 

skilled, who wrote a bachelor thesis that looked at how the university hospital could work with data about 

visitors in relation to infection detection and when people should be nudged for better hand hygiene and how 

could they track how people moved around .. And they could not meet at the hospital, so we met here. So we 

managed to do a little together, but it's still below 10% of what we otherwise do. 

 

Yes, so it's really limited now… 

Yes, to a very high degree. 
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How have you been working to engage your students online? 

Well, now we are only a month in the new season, so we have so far had three joint online meetings and then 

we meet with the groups individually. So, we try to get the enthusiasm and the energy to spread. They have 

also understood that we work for them when they enter an accelerator process, so they write and ask, ‘can you 

help with contact with this and that and so on’. But again, everything is just heavier and more practically heavy 

when it is online than when it just here: ‘Can’t you just? Well yes, two seconds.. and then you call and then 

it's fixed. Instead of having to email back and forth. 

 

What do you think corona has meant to you? 

Corona has meant that we are reduced to the need-to-things i.e. sleep activities. And most of what makes our 

initiatives extra unique and extra value-creating, we have had to turn down a bit during the corona. It's clear 

that it has affected our processes, but we still meet online with their supervisors, we also have the partner 

workshop just virtual, there is still user-innovation, but getting the students visible to these companies, so they 

can create strong relationships with them and call them afterwards... we get it done, but we only get it done 

halfway, you could say. It is still better than nothing, but far from as exclusive and extra fantastic as when we 

are not limited by the fact that everything has to take place online. 

 

But has corona also meant that you have been forced to be more innovative in your approach or at least 

that you have had to think in different and new ways? 

In fact, not for us. I do not have a thing I can pin-point and say, this we did not do before, but we do now 

because of the corona. On the contrary, it is out of necessity and not out of desire that we meet online.. so we 

cannot go to the US six times a year with the students. So, travel with a group and visit the partner companies 

and talk to them and be in the warehouse and scan the shelves, we have not been able to do that. Now we just 

run online meetings with our international partners. So, there is nothing that we have been forced to do, that 

we do now, that we have not done before. 

 

Has corona somehow created any opportunities for you? 

No, on the contrary, it has limited us. 

 

What barriers has it brought? 
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Well, it does not stop the innovation, but it is like tar in a well-oiled machinery, so it has slowed the pace. It is 

not so extreme that the corona or the lockdown has stopped our innovation, but it has made the game much 

harder and much slower to play. Unfortunately, with an annoying end result for the students because their 

submission deadline. When we had the first closure back in the spring last year, their exam took place virtually, 

there was no postponing on the exam date or anything. And for those who were sitting here, who were going 

out to visit companies, it was really uphill. I had two students with me in London to find a new partner, because 

the other one just stopped responding to emails, when the whole bottom went out of the hotel industry both in 

England and in the rest of the world. And then we may have good intentions, but if the partner stops responding 

to emails because they have to close their hotels and lose many millions every day, then we may have good 

intentions, but they just do not have the time to talk about projects with students.  

 

Overall, what consequences have corona resulted in for you? 

Corona has made it far more difficult to create the unique, value-creating value and value-creating magic for 

the students. In other words, to be allowed to come to Chicago and be on a stage in front of 500 people and 

talk about the project there - we just have not had the opportunity. They can do a completely equally good 

thesis and get an equally high grade... all that should probably happen. And that's why my point is that the 

corona has not stopped it or ruined it completely - we are just on sleep mode and do all the things we can that 

are need-to, but all that is fun and nice-to all that we have not been able to, that is destroyed by corona. 

 

How would you say you have handled to work in this online universe? 

As good as possible. I myself have a background where I have taught online tools, such as Zoom and Teams 

and we are used to it, so for us it has not been scary or unsafe to work virtually rather than physically, it has 

just been boring. When you would rather meet with people face-to-face and rather give a hug than the hand, 

then there is just a long way when you are suddenly in a virtual space. 

 

We talked a little earlier about community - would you say that it is possible to create a community 

online and actually create this feeling of belonging to a community? 

It will be a hesitant answer... I hope for a yes and I work for it to be a yes and I think it can also be done. Again, 

compared to the same community, created where we are able to meet in-person, it would never be the same. 

So yes, you may be able to, but it will be a shadow of what it could be. 

 

Is it something you have practiced this with saying; ‘we all bring a fun fact about ourselves’? 
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Yes, I came up with that for our kickoff meeting, but it was because, when 18 students have to meet each other 

and actually also for our own sake, it can be really difficult when two are called Jesper and two are called Emil 

and who is who. I even wrote my thesis many years ago about strategic management of virtual organizations 

and there I could just see that the skewed angles and the informal and knowledge that has nothing to do with 

the project, is what makes us remember people. And we have received very good feedback on that, the fact 

that there was just something that was untraditional which made you get a slightly different insight into the 

person. 

 

It's a very fun way to get people to know each other - it may not be 100% random as offline, but yet it's 

an initiative to get people to connect in some way… 

It is definitely a hope, that if a person has to reach out and ask someone about something, then I ask him or her 

as that I have a good opening remark to ‘oh it was you who told about your building project? Now you must 

hear, I have also tried to build’ and then we have something in common. Exactly the same (almost) - or an 

imitation of us standing in front of the coffee machine and I find out ‘oh you got your son at Horsens hospital 

too – how funny’. 

 

I actually think this is a creative and different approach to working online. Maybe the incentive has 

been practical to know the difference between two Emil, but it's a cool way to get people to know each 

other a little better. 

Well, it was the best I could come up with and then we also have our Kahoot. When we are here physically 

and we are done with around-the-table, then we usually have a Kahoot about something completely useless to 

laugh a little and make a fun competition out of it. The first Kahoot I made was, however, with a learning 

perspective, so it was a Kahoot about Stibo. 

 

Does the online universe provide anything other than the physical?  

Yes, it can be very effective. You do not have as many long meetings, many meetings are 20 minutes instead 

of an hour and it is positive that you do not sit and waffle for 40 minutes, which you do not really need. 

Assuming they are colleagues I know really well; it leans towards being 40 minutes of wasted time. Is it new 

people I have never met before, it's 40 vital minutes. And then there is the flexibility. I think it's tiring to sit at 

home, but the weeks when I have children, it's very nice to be at home with them. It has opened my eyes to the 

fact that it can easily be done online, and you can do it well. For example, I could see myself having one day 

working from home a week. I probably would not want more, because I find my energy in the dialogue and 
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sparring and presence with other people. But I can easily see in the future that many of the colleagues across 

companies may work from home 2 days a week and then is in the office 3 days a week. And I also think that 

we as an organization must stick to that, because it is also about creating a cohesion and maintaining the culture 

that is in our working community and the values we believe in and stand for. 

 

 

What do you think are the success factors for an accelerator like Stibo, if you have to facilitate your 

creative processes - whether it is these inspiration card workshops or pitching - what are the success 

factors to run that online? 

That's a really good question. We should probably do that, and we should probably do it online as well. It 

would probably also create a 50% result instead of a 100% result. So, the success factor is ‘just do it’, if we 

cannot do anything else, then we do it. But the success factor is still that it should create value for the students, 

so even though I do not like it and do not think it is as nice as the physical, then we just have to do it anyways. 

Because the students have to meet anyways – if it is online or in-person. Today, we sit around a virtual table 

because of the students.   

 

So it can be done online .. People would be better able to remember the two students if they had met them and 

seen it them in-person, smiling and happy, but we should probably get it done online. 

 

How do you expect your activities to take place after corona? Do you go back to normal, or could you 

imagine that some of these initiatives and new workflows are something you continue with? 

We will do that. If nothing else, the corona has confirmed that we can do it well and now we have also stress 

tested how much more time it takes, so I will think about that in relation to when I will open accelerators 

abroad as well. So when we are done with this lockdown, I would like to fill this room again, as soon as 

possible, and then we will offer online participation from educational institutions elsewhere in the world, where 

it has primarily been Danish and mostly from Jutland until now. It has been AAU, UCN, DTU, CBS, ITU, but 

it may just as well be Cambridge, Oxford, Boston in the future - all sorts of different places where we have 

departments and where I can create a local affiliation. 

 

Yes, so maybe it could even improve the future outcomes when you get to remove the borders online? 
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Yes. That's what will be exciting to see, that's what the future will look like. And that's why I started saying, I 

had some few groups that should have been 100% online this semester, now everyone has ended up being that, 

so I have a hard time comparing the two. I very much hope that I will reach this season and the findings will 

then be passed on to the international groups that come on after the summer holidays this autumn. 

 

How do you think the future would look like for Stibo, if we only had the opportunity to work virtually? 

Well, it will look like it did last the last quarter. That we create the value for the students that we have always 

done, but under more difficult conditions. So, it would be an everyday life that will look like the last 3 months 

and it is far from optimal. 

 

It would not be your death, you might say, but conversely it will not be optimal either? 

No, definitely not. May we be so unlucky that this whole season will be purely virtual as well, then the 10 

groups here and 18 students will create some fantastic theses as well. But completely selfish, I would be tired 

of not getting the energy of being with the students in a physical space and that it should only be online. We've 

had so many meetings with them online now that we can laugh at different things and jokes, etc. But it's just 

not the same. 

 

Are there any of the things that you have said that are confidential? 

If you quote me directly in your thesis for something, you can just send it to me, and I will probably be quick 

to respond. 
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Appendix 8.7 – Interview with Ashlea, Business Unit Manager, CSE 

 

Would you like to start by telling me what you do in CSE and what your role is? 

I'm actually moving into slightly different role, but I think that this role is more relevant to you. So I am the 

head of entrepreneurship education development and my background is around managing innovation 

incubation spaces in the education sector. So I've been contributing to that at CSE. Prior to this I was running 

an incubation program at the University of Sydney and had something similar to - well not start up in practice 

- but certainly the proof program and the go grow program that CSE has, under my leadership back in Australia.  

 

What is the target groups of these two programs; the incubator program and the go grow program? 

Students.. Students from any Danish institution. We mainly get students from DTU, KU and a couple of KEA 

students but mainly CBS. So I don't think it's ever explicitly being put in our charter that we must service all 

Danish institutions, but we never made it not our business either I think. Because we know that there is CBS 

students who might partner up with a DTU student and end up going to Skylab for technical expertise. So in 

the same respect, we say that there are DTU students who come to CBS because they need some business.  

 

What is the most common challenge for the students and the startups that join CSE? 

There is probably 4 main areas, but then I guess the question is what they tell us they need and then there is 

what we understand that they really need. The areas that they mostly need help with around is; hiring so like 

building a team, what role do they need and how do they structure that role especially when usually they don't 

have money and how much equity would you give someone your company to do it for free. Those sorts of 

considerations, so some quite technical questions around hiring. Negotiation skills: usually because they're not 

in a position of power when the entering into bargaining agreements so how do they navigate that. Funding: is 

almost always at the top of the startups list even if it's off funded by government grants or it's going for 

investment and not just who do go to them and how to ask for money, but also question of valuing your 

company is a really difficult one. Because you know if you take a certain amount of money and you give a 

certain amount of equity in your business then you know you've automatically valued, you're company. So 

how do you determine that? And then market; and the market kind of goes into two segments; one is marketing, 

so how do we reach customers and let them know about this product and what's the best channel and how do 

we understand the value of our customers of the lifetime value about customers. And then the other one is 

market segmentation which is actually more of a business model consideration which is who is our customer 

group? Are they enterprises, is it the government, is it b2b or is it business to consumer? Making those 
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decisions drastically changes your pricing, your payment terms, your cash flow, and your channels and all of 

these different things. So helping people to navigate those kinds of questions as well. 

 

And this is what they define as their challenges right?  

Yes  

 

And what do you think their challenge is? 

Well, I'm quite biased because I am a practitioner of design thinking and user centered design and almost 

always my observation is that people haven't done the right customer discovery to begin with.  And if they 

don't get that right then the foundation of data they're using for all of the assumptions they make about what 

the product is, how it operates, how they price it, where they put it are kind of incomplete.. because usually 

they haven't gone to the right places to collect the data or it's not comprehensive enough or they haven't gone 

back to check what they have developed is tested with their market before launching it. So that takes a lot of 

restraint because it's so much more fun to build something and it's a little bit less fun to analyze your data and 

decide whether it's sufficient enough to move forward. Myself and people in the early stages are looking for 

validation - not insight - and once I find some validation I just move. Whereas our practice would mean that 

they use insights and then they seek validation much later.  

 

So that's my personal feeling. I think there's a lot of work to be done there and a lot of work that needs to be 

done on business model. What we see quite often is that people put a business model canvas into their slide 

deck as a kind of like appendix. Like ‘Oh yeah, we filled out these boxes in the business model too’ and my 

observation is they don't always spend as much time as they could understanding how those components work 

together. But actually, how they could leverage those components so that they could get the cost of their unit 

price down or they could build greater partnerships to deliver a part of their service model or something like 

that.  

 

So I think people don't think about how they can innovate by using their business model enough. They think 

about how they can innovate using their product. 

 

How has it been right now with the COVID-19 in getting them to work with the business model canvas 

and finding the right customers – how have you done that? 
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I think there is a couple of things.. Because we're not in the space with people as often, there is less of a pull 

towards us. They are less forthcoming about their problems. Whereas we might be in the kitchen normally, 

chatting to people, and running workshops where you can just end up talking to them afterwards and falling 

into a bit of a discussion where we can explore these concepts. Now it's very much that they have to self-select 

and come to us and ask for specific assistance. And usually when they come to us, they are coming for those 

four areas that I mentioned before, so the areas that they believe are very important to them. 

 

We know that there are students finding some difficulties figuring out how they can do customer outreach – 

virtually. So how do you find people, who are not your target market and cold calling and things like that. And 

finding early customers is a lot harder for them as well. So there's more discussions around how they can 

navigate that and kind of problem solving around what is some other ways that we could look at doing that. 

So that is kind of the main focus of those discussions. But I think for a lot of them this has been a real 

opportunity for them to get into the business and then there are those that have had to kind of put their business 

on hold a little bit. Because especially a few of them are very tourism related businesses which obviously 

haven't been up to operating for a year. So we are helping them navigate pivots; so what else could they do, 

knowing what they know, and can they explore content or can they do virtual tours or are there other ways that 

they could look at delivering their product. So it's a bit more about pivoting and problem solving. 

 

Normally, when everything is not COVID-19 and we can see each other I know that you have something 

called the Coffee Wednesday, but do you have these kind of social events where the startups and students 

can mingle and network with each other? 

So that's something that is becoming more prevalent now. So when we had our first lockdown in May last year 

and that was just before I joined, but I kind of came in at the tail end of that. Everything had kind of gone 

online, all the team had gone online, and the hub had closed down and there wasn't really a lot going on with 

the community other than some Podio posts and things like that. Then we resumed in person through summer 

and through September and October and then we had to start gradually limiting the amount of people in there 

and things like that. And so we went completely online for our community around November last year. And 

that was a combination of a couple of support services and some goal setting and things like that. But it's only 

really been in the beginning of this year when coffee Wednesdays have really upped the presence and a lot of 

the workshops which were hold pending in person experiences were transferred into online consultations. 

There was one workshop recently about agreements with staff and early employees, and there was another one 

about accounting and business structures and things like that. There is less mingling that happens in those 

environments and that’s a problem that the Community Manager, Sandra has been looking at with Jakub from 

the Proof Programme and they have now formed - out of coffee Wednesdays we were finding that there are a 
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lot of people who are bringing up very unique problems to the segment that they are in - so we have formed 

some clusters, because we have a bunch of people who work in fashion, a bunch of people who are working 

in food.. And we thought there was a lot that they could learn from each other in an environment where, given 

they all work in the same space, they could probably talk over each other a little bit more and build a stronger 

small community. So we've just started that in the last couple of weeks and encourage these clusters to 

communicate more frequently, so it is not just in Coffee Wednesdays where they turn off after 30 minutes. 

 

So these random talks or meetings where people find each other, doesn't happen the same way online?  

It has been happening at Coffee Wednesday. But it's very different because back in the day where Coffee 

Wednesday was occurring, they would basically don't get every bum off every seat and say like ‘you have to 

be here, everyone's here’ and get biscuits out and the coffee and people would just sit around and have a chat 

and you have like 50 people there. Whereas now people can choose ‘do I feel like logging-in’ or ‘am I really 

interested in that workshop topic’ or whatever. So I think people can opt out more easily, so the group is a little 

smaller. There is usually about 17 or 20 people there. But that's actually been quite good, because there's been 

just enough people to create a really nice energy and quite a lot of the stuff come as well, so that we can hear 

what the students are dealing with at the moment, and we can think about how our networks could help them 

as well. There's just enough people with us so ‘actually I think I know someone who could help you’ or ‘I have 

contacted a restaurant who might be interested’, so they can do that there, but it's on a much smaller scale.  

 

Have you seen a difference in their engagement now where it's been online? 

Yes, I guess so. I may personally be a little bit less, because I'm not working in the community the way that 

Sandra is for example. But like I said, I think there’s a lot more of them coming to us for their very specific 

questions. Whereas it was so much easier to fall into conversation with people in the kitchen and find out that 

they were dealing with the problem that they didn't actually realize was a problem. It's a little bit harder for us, 

but we're doing so much to try and make ourselves present and available for the community. It is also difficult 

to know when it is best for the community; so is Wednesdays from 12:30 to 1:00 o'clock the best time for the 

students or is it actually the time when simmering classes or should there be two, so that people who miss one 

can get the other. So those are some of the things we're looking at the moment. Maybe the programming of it 

is correct, but the positioning of it is not. I remember meeting someone at Stanford who said that for most of 

the events they run, they run them twice, which operationally is a really inefficient way of doing things. You 

use people twice, you are paying for people twice, you are paying for the venue twice and all this sort of things. 

But they just found, if they run it once people with miss it. So they thought ‘well who are we here for? If we 

are here for the community then that's the cost of reaching as many people as possible’.  
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And that's because of covid, that they run it twice? 

Oh no, they were doing this before COVID. They were just doing it anyway. So you can just imagine if that 

was what they were doing before COVID. 

 

So what has Corona meant to you? Has it created any opportunities?  

I think professionally it's been a good opportunity for us, because we have been able to work more with CBS 

to look at the tools of entrepreneurship in solving global problems like this. So I think the relevance of applied 

entrepreneurship from CSE into the broader University has become more prominent. So that's been good. I 

think it's been a really great opportunity - I mean, we as practitioners of innovation and entrepreneurship, we 

should be agile, and we should be technologically responsive – so I think it's been a very good thing for us to 

quickly adapt and master a range of online learning tools so that we can make sure that we are catering to our 

community. So I think from that perspective, it's been a really good reminder to us of the kind of operators that 

we need to be for the kind of audience that we serve.  

 

Do you think you will be operating more online in future as well? 

Yes, I think the future will be blended. My personal experience of teaching blended environments is that it's 

really hard to teach. I think people have to be there in person or online. It's very difficult to do both, because 

the people who join online will almost always lose out. But it's possible, but then you have to be very strategic 

about how you do that. But there will definitely be a future where we do both, both synchronous and 

asynchronous experiences. It is one of the nice things about this is that students who have come to CBS as part 

of their exchange or a CBS student who have gone somewhere else because they are on exchange, have been 

able to access CSE and come to Coffee Wednesday that week. We are working with someone who's in Norway 

at the moment and then one of the other girls in Germany.. so we've got a whole bunch of different students in 

places where they wouldn't normally be able to access CSE offerings if it were only in-person. So that’s been 

good.  

 

So there has been more people active in the program now, because it's virtual? 

Yeah. Even our demo day and our CBS startup day which was in October or November last year -our audience 

was way broader because we weren't relying on people within a certain radius of Copenhagen Business School 

to turn up. We could have people from all over the world tune in and so we were able to offer the community 

a much larger audience than they would normally get.  
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How did it work out to do the demo day online? 

It went really well. But I think it came down to the investment in the experience that we had a production 

company that we work with. It was very professional, and they had a very accomplished facilitator who 

presented the day, and the production values were incredibly high. Because I think if you expect people to join 

you online, then it needs to be a pleasant viewing-experience for them as well.. and it was good experience to 

the founders who when they entered the program, they had visions of being on a stage and talking to a big 

audience and to have that moving to virtual could have been a little bit of a letdown but then moving on to a 

professional set and having a camera crew and knowing it was a live broadcast meant that it still ups the quality 

and ups the level of adrenaline that was going through their veins, as they were pitching. So I think that it gave 

them still a very unique experience and something that would add to their learning journey as founders. 

 

So it worked out well even though it was online? 

Yes, it did work out very well.  

 

Did you see any barriers or boundaries from the COVID-19 as well? 

I don't know if there would be anything that was specific to CSE that would not have happened anywhere else. 

The fact that every couple of weeks especially around September and October the rules kept changing and that 

was very difficult because how do you communicate to an audience of people who actually have a whole range 

of different ways of preferences, but we have Podio internally as a communication channel, but we know that 

a lot about people don't check it. So then we had to email things out, but we don't know if they checked out 

their student email and their slack channels for some of the people in Go Grow.. You can put signage up and 

so I think just communicating with everyone was a bit limited and the fact that the message kept changing was 

difficult.  

 

I guess the other thing is part of the key value proposition for teams to come to CSE, aside from the content, 

is coworking space. So to not be able to offer that has been really difficult and for the team as well.. because 

we get energized from being around startups all the time and seeing the students and hearing about their 

problems. Now, I sit in my kitchen all day and I'm not getting the same input all the time and get reminded 

why are we doing this, who are we doing it for all and that sort of thing. So I think that's been very limiting for 

a bunch of staff who are really passionate about working with student founders.  

 

So the dynamics that happen when you are there physically is just gone now because it's online?  
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Yeah and so when we have things like Coffee Wednesday and like I said a lot of the team come and I think 

that's for us we want to see how everyone is and I think it's just really important because most of us are not our 

customers. like I haven't been undergraduate for 15 years or something like that. It's really important that we 

keep our audience and our customers at the center of everything we do and without regular touchpoints you 

can lose sight of that. So it's really important that we come in when we hear what people are dealing with. 

There is a short term of ‘I would recommend this this and this. But it's actually at a higher level us having an 

ear out to know what they are struggling with. And some of them are not strongly with business problems, 

some are struggling with motivation and isolation and the community that we get is a lot of people who haven't 

found their place anywhere else. This is why this community is so special because it's this random group of 

people who are really passionate about different things but they're passionate when they all come together and 

find their people and without having a coworking space they don't always have the same touchpoints to tab 

that sense of community around them. So it's been difficult to try and take a finger on the pulse of that to make 

sure that we are still anticipating and supporting our community. 

 

Now that you have operated online for a while, have you tried to have an innovative or creative approach 

to working online, to host workshops or business development sessions? 

We were kind of already doing that with our peer-learning and startup-in-practice program, so that just we just 

moved online and that was recreated virtually quite easily. As a teacher, I find it very difficult to just deliver 

something that you would in-person online and so I guess it's more about experimenting with different tools 

like mirror boards and videos. The first six months everyone was trying to think how we recreate what we are 

doing online and now the perspective is, how can we recreate the outcome of something without it being online. 

So are there ways we give people tasks or workshops or other dynamic ways of doing things that are not 

anchored to being on Zoom for two or three hours because everyone is getting over that. So now it's like we 

have got the baseline of ‘okay we know we can do it on zoom, we know we can do breakout rooms or 

something’, but actually are there completely different ways where we could think about these experiences 

that are not people facing webcams for multiple hours.  

 

Before, just talked about communities and that people actually come to meet each other and to learn 

from each other.. Do you think it's possible to create a community online? 

Oh yeah absolutely.  

 

And have you managed to do that?  
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Yeah, I think we have. It doesn't mean that everybody communicates in the same way, but for every person 

who is not loving the online format, there's a bunch of people who are much more engaged because of the 

online format. So there are a lot of perhaps more introverted people who found it difficult to come to a Coffee 

Wednesday, when it was 50 people in a noisy room. Whereas now, they can join us from the comfort of their 

house, they can sit on mute and engage, and they can listen to what they want, and then they could reach out 

to people individually, if they wanted. So we started to see different profiles of people engaging with us and I 

think that's really important because we can't just assume that everyone shines in physical settings. So it's 

absolutely possible to build communities in these spaces. And now we are looking at Clubhouse and looking 

at ways that we can facilitate conversations through there. And also empowering our alumni to take a greater 

role in our community as well. They know what it's like to be through the journey and their close to it, so 

starting to bring them back into the community has been really helpful too. 

 

Do you think the online universe provide anything else that you don't get from the physical sphere? 

I do you. If we use breakout rooms as an example.. you can be thrust into having a dialogue with someone that 

you wouldn't normally gravitate towards if you go into a room full of people, where you already know a few 

people, and you kind of move towards them. So I think the way that networking is occurring while it can be 

uncomfortable is potentially creating connections between people that wouldn’t originally – if it is used in the 

right way and if it's set up in a way where people are comfortable. I think sometimes you can send people into 

breakout rooms and it is horrible.. so it comes down to the facilitation of that and in many cases that means 

that rather than just having one person sending everyone out.. put staff into the rooms to keep things moving 

and to connect the dots and things like that. I think it's just about how you facilitate it. I think there is a lot of 

good things that come out of it as well.  
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Appendix 8.8 – Interview with Laura and Taline, Program Coordinator and 

Program Director, Urbantech 

 

Do you want to briefly tell what you do in Urbantech and what your roles are?  

Taline: My name is Taline and I’m the Program Director of Urbantech. I've been with Urbantech since the 

beginning since it started in 2019 and my role is to make sure that everything runs smoothly through the 

program, but not only the program also the sourcing phase before the program starts. So recruiting all the 

startups and making sure that we have good startups that match well with the partners. So that’s also part of 

the job it is not only about the three months - it's also about like how we recruit these startups. I’m also in 

charge of the key events during the program, so the selection days and then the Demo Day. It is like the two 

biggest events during the whole year. Then I also have the budget to manage.. it's a lot of different tasks and 

it's also really different throughout the year.  

 

Laura: I’m Laura and I’m the Programme Coordinator. I do a bunch of different things, but I do a lot of the 

smaller events that are happening throughout the program like the third-round program that runs for the startups 

but also some of our ecosystem events. We do some events that kind of to bring together the ecosystem and to 

connect people wider than just the startups that are in the program. So I help planning and facilitate those. 

Then I also take the lead of the mentor program that's running right now. I joined Urbantech in November, so 

this is actually my first time through.  I kind of experienced half of the program last year and now this is my 

first time going through the full cycle. 

 

What is the target group of the Urbantech program? 

Taline: The scope is in the function our corporate partners, so COWI which is an engineering firm, EWII the 

utility company, and then VELUX the rooftop windows company. So they define the scope and then based on 

that we look for startups for them. 

 

Laura: In general, the key topic areas are built environment, buildings inside and out, energy and 

hyperconnectivity, and then livability. So, everything that has to do with cities and making cities more 

sustainable – both on the building perspective but also on the larger scale, cities.   

 

What activities do you offer these startups? 
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Taline: Through the three months they go through different Masterclasses and workshops, so we have a 

supporting partner, we have the Danish Design Centre and during the program they deliver 6 masterclasses on 

design thinking. Then we also offer them sales workshops during the program and that's in the beginning of 

the program. So the two first weeks we offer them a lot of different workshops and then after that we want the 

startups to focus on their pilots with their corporates. So then after those two weeks, they have less workshops, 

but more time with the partners. Then they also have a lot of check-ins with us, with the team, to see how their 

relationship is going and if the pilot is going in the right direction. And that’s also mainly Laura’s role in the 

program.  

 

What is the main challenge for these startups joining your program? 

Taline: I think they want to test their solution with the corporate, so we help them to connect with a corporate. 

Because without us in the middle, it's harder for them to reach those corporates. So, we are in the middle, we 

are facilitators, and we help build their relation.  

 

Laura: A lot of it have to do with scalability, like their pilots are around can it be scalable and how can it be 

applied at a larger scale. Not all of the pilots are around that but I think that's something that they're looking to 

test. 

 

How has the whole connecting part worked out with the COVID-19? 

Taline: Last year was a bit, like we thought it was gonna be a real challenge, but at the end we got very good 

pilots. Actually, maybe even stronger than the one in the first year, but it's also because we improved a lot - 

comparing the 1st to the 2nd. But we thought it would be a barrier, but at the end it worked really well. So, we 

did mainly everything online. Some of the startups they traveled, but they were coming from Norway or 

Sweden, but mainly it was online. It went well at the end.  

 

Laura: I think it went really well and I think considering that I think more on the corporate side maybe than 

on the startup side; I think the corporates are very used to traditional ways of working because they have 

existed for a long time and I was very surprised by their adaptability to be able to work online and to engage 

with the startups. Because, this is my own opinion, but I think the startups are maybe slightly more used to 

uncertain environments and having to adapt to new ways of working than you would be as a corporate who 

was existed for 70 years. 
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Taline: Exactly, and in March and April when we had to tell them we might go virtual - because usually it's 

an in-person program, so they were a bit concerned about how we are gonna get the same value, if they're not 

coming to Copenhagen. We really hard to prove that it was going to work and at the end they were really 

happy. One of the parterns, COWI, they even made a video explaining that they were surprised how well it 

worked. I can send you the video if you want.   

 

Do you have any kind of social events where the status and cooperates meet each other and network? 

Taline: We had social events only for the startups that were only online. And of course, it's different, when 

you compare with the first year, where they started were here, and we were just going around Copenhagen 

showing them some cool bars and restaurants. So it was different. But I could work, but maybe not as well as 

in-person. We did some games, and it was fun. But not all of them were joining every time. It was like maybe 

4 startups out of 8, so maybe half of them were joining.  

 

So you had a networking event which was offline, and one online in the beginning? 

Taline: During the first year in 2019, it was in it was in-person which were a lot of fun when we were all here. 

And then it last year, it was all online. We had one social event for per week. 

 

And you said you played some games is it like Kahoot or what do you do when you host it online?  

Laura: So, during the program we had a program assistant, Aida, and she took care of the social events. She 

did an amazing job. But basically, we had a different online social event every single week. And so there was 

a Kahoot, but we also did other things, there was an online escape room, there was some online games like 

online versions of games that you might know like code names or Pictionary, we also did cards against 

humanity. So online games basically.  

 

How do you work with engaging the startups to join these online activities? 

Laura: Reminds them over and over again. Well, that’s is just before they join, but also when they have joined. 

Because writing over and over again, I think, that's in general true no matter if the event is online or not. You 

just kind of have to do that because people have a lot of different things in their calendar.  
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Taline: We were using mainly slack to communicate with them. And even in the first year, we had to remind 

them, but because they were here, they were also keen to see Copenhagen. So, it was not that hard to convince 

them to participate.  

 

Laura: It was easier because you’re already a bit out of your bubble, I think. But if your home, you kind of 

stay in your bubble. I think the participation was pretty good.. I mean I can’t compare it to the first year but I 

think most people got more engaged, but in the beginning it was a bit hard.  

 

So, it was tough to get them to relax in the beginning when it was online? 

Taline: Yeah, and think was the case even with the mentors. When people don't know each other it's a bit hard 

to break the ice. 

 

So, in general when you facilitate these creative processes whether it's business development or ideation 

or pitching or whatever you do. Do you do it on the basis of certain methods or theories? 

Laura: So, there is a framework and Michael, our Managing Director, he’s the guy who knows the name, I 

forgot the name of the framework. He has a whole book about it. It’s a framework on facilitation and I think it 

is called O-something. But basically, the way it works is you start by reminding everybody why you are there, 

and what the purpose of the meeting is and then in the end you kind of bring everybody back together and you 

try to have them give feedback out loud to each other. Because apparently when you hear other people saying 

positive things it makes you feel more positive about what you just did as well. And there is a whole method 

about it and there is a book, but I’m still learning it. But Michael is a huge fan of this method. I'm still learning, 

so I’m not super using it. 

 

Taline: And he is a pro of facilitation, so usually it is him.  

 

Laura: But in general, it's very much like calling people out also and not being afraid to call people out. So, 

when asking a question, to like point out to specific people, and be like ‘Jessica’ what do you think about this 

to kind of make you feel like you need to say something. But in a positive way, not forcing you obviously.  
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Taline: When we had those founders joined us during the program, so that was at the beginning, they were all 

their virtually, but it was really hard to make them talk and to open themselves. So we had to go and say ‘what 

do you think’ and call people out.  

 

Laura: A founders-for-interest is basically a meeting where we gather all the startup founders and then we 

create a safe space platform where they share different topics with each other and usually we have one who is 

kind of the host. So let's say, I know a lot about, I just recently closed the funding round experience and then 

I'll come in and talk 2-3 minutes about my experience and then other people can ask me questions, or I can 

pose a question to the group about it, if you want to do a challenge for instance. You could also say this is 

something that's really challenging and then the idea is that you kind of enjoy the dialogue which appears to 

learn from each other. 

 

So, all your activities before Corona took place in person or did you also do something online? 

Taline: During the first year, it was mainly in person, but we had one startup from the US, so they came the 

three first weeks of the program and they went back home and then they came a bit after. So, some of the 

meetings, we also had a Zoom-link for, for the startups who could not come. But mainly it was in person. 

 

And that was also the preferred way of doing it? 

Taline: Yeah and that's how we designed the program – to be in person. And also the partners, they really like 

to see the startups and connect with them and maybe that's also the Danish culture, they like to work physically 

with each other, so that’s why they were a bit reluctant to have it online. 

 

Laura: I think also, part of the program design includes like, we sit in Bloxhub, and so part of the program 

design also includes desks and space for the startups, so they each have their own desk and their own space to 

come and work. And I think because that was kind of the program design, the idea is also to fill the space. 

 

And here during Corona everything has been online or what? Do you have any activities physically? 

Laura: At the Demo Day, at the end of the program, six of the eight startups actually came in person. So that 

was the last week of the program, actually almost everybody came. There were only two startups who didn't 

come, and I mean, we even had a startup travel from the US to Denmark to join for Demo Day week. So in the 

last week, we did a lot of stuff in person when possible. But we did do a lot of stuff. 
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Taline: Yeah, we went to Tivoli.. 

 

Laura: We had a dinner at the end to celebrate. We had Demo Day in person for the startups. It was like a 

hybrid event, so some audiences were here, the key audience, and then it was live streamed as well.   

 

What do you think Corona has meant to you? 

Taline: I think, when we decided to go virtual in March/April, it was really challenging because we had to 

redesign the whole program. And it was actually a lot of work to redesign everything. Especially for selection 

days, so selection days during the first year, we invited the 20 startups to come to Copenhagen and then they 

were having interviews during two days with the partners. So this year, the partners, so we gather the partners 

together here in Bloxhub, but all the startups were online, so it was also a hybrid event. And that was like very 

complex, just because you need to rely on the Wi-Fi connection.. that was a bit tricky. But we made it. But it 

was a challenge and I think it was also good, like we learned a lot like different tools, and we learned to do it 

online. And I think it's good skills for the future.  

 

Laura: I also think it makes, like online facilitation makes in person facilitation feel so easy. I feel if I can 

manage an event with 30 people on Zoom, I can manage probably 100 people event in person and it doesn't 

even seem as scary anymore. I would probably still get nervous, but it feels a lot harder to facilitate online. So 

feeling comfortable with doing it online makes in person seem easier to me.  

 

Taline: Yes, I think that is true because also if it's online, you need to trust the tool you're using and that's a 

bit tricky as well like with Teams and sometimes we are struggling.. I know that Michael once had a meeting 

and he thought his video was on, but it wasn't, so things like that. And then people sometimes don't speak as 

they would if it was in person and they are a bit afraid maybe to interrupt, so they need to raise their hand.. It’s 

a bit different, the atmosphere is different for sure. 

 

Yeah, the dynamics are not the same.. 

Exactly. 
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So, has it also meant that you had to think in other ways or be more innovative with the online approach? 

Taline: Yeah, especially with the.. so during the three months they are working on their pilots with the partners, 

so for that we had to, so we had a colleague in the team called Hannah and she made a pilot plan for the partners 

and the startups to work on together. But because it was virtual, we had to put that plan on a virtual platform 

called Murral. And then she had to do like a tutorial, she had to explain to the startups and to the partners how 

to use it and it added some complexity. But we had to rethink, so how are they gonna use that pilot plan if its 

virtual. Because usually they would just sit together in a room and just like fill out the pilot plan. So we had to 

rethink a lot, so how are we gonna do this and also all the workshops. Because in person, it was four hours, 

but are we going to have four hours on Zoom? So all our partners, they had to redesign their workshops and 

that was also like the sales workshops.. they had to redesign it, because otherwise it's just too painful doing 

four hours, doing sales, on Zoom. And they also had some exercises to do with the startups, so they had to do 

some breakout rooms but how do you facilitate it, it is just so different when it's online.  

 

Laura: I think you really need to consider the elements of interaction and communication separately, in a way 

that you don't have to when it’s in person. Because I think, at least for me, facilitating an online meeting makes 

me think separately about the visual part, the audio part like what are people gonna hear, what are people gonna 

see, how is the seeing gonna distract from the hearing, and also what are people going to do, how are they 

going to interact to try to.. because I think you need to successfully have people both be interested to look, be 

interested to listen, but then also make them feel like they are interacting. And make that work smooth online, 

you need to really consider each of these aspects separately.. to be like; are they gonna type, are they gonna 

talk, do I expect them to have their cameras on, what if they don't, am I gonna use different tools. So I think it 

really makes you take apart every events that you're doing to consider all the separate parts, where normally 

you just be like okay here's some chairs, put them into groups and make them talk to their neighbor. But it's 

like, the most will have to think about is who are they gonna talk to, but not really how are they going to talk. 

 

Taline: And also, how do you keep them focused for two hours? Because when it's in person, you know if 

they're listening, and then here maybe they are just answering emails – you don’t know.  

 

Laura: So, you really have to work really hard. I think it's a lot of work as a faciliatory to really keep people 

engaged, because you need to consider that like, you need to really strip everything down to the minimum that 

you absolutely need and make everything shorter, make it.. in my head I kind of imagine it's like if you're 

trying to design classes for people who have ADHD or like massively like attention deficit in a massive way. 

Where you would say like what takes 10 minutes now needs to take 2. So you need to be super engaging 



 158 

otherwise you would lose people. Earlier today, I was walking by a phone-call-booth and there was a guy who 

was talking on Zoom and while he was talking, he had his phone below the screen, so you can’t see it, and he 

was playing Candy crush on his phone. You know what I mean, you couldn’t see it because it was under his 

laptop screen, so it looked like he was looking at the camera.  

 

So, you have to shorten your sessions to keep them engaged and keep their attention… 

Laura and Taline: Yeah exactly. 

 

So Taline, you said that you use some tools as well, what kind of tools do you work with online? 

Taline: So for a selection days, we used the platform Hopin, so it's a platform where you have different 

features, you have like the main stage, where you have the main session for everyone, and then you have a 

thing within the sessions, where you could have a private room for each startup and then the partners would 

go into these rooms, when they had the meeting with the startup, so that was convenient for selection days. 

And then you also had a feature called network, and then they could go there, and they would get matched 

with a random person on the platform. So that was also good for them to meet the other startups. Because 

networking is also a big part of the program, where they can meet new people and connect with different… 

 

(WIFI Connection fails..)  

 

Something happened.. I don't know if it was my WI-FI connection. But okay, you use this tool to network 

what did you call the tool? 

Taline: Where did I stop talking? 

 

It was about this tool..  

Taline: Yeah Hopin, so that was for selection days and then we also used Zoom of course and then Teams. 

Another thing that we had to think is, the corporate partners they can’t use a random tool, so we had to check 

with them if they could choose.. for example, they can't all use Zoom, so we had to have some meetings on 

Teams instead of Zoom. And then also Mural, they had some restriction in their company, so that was also a 

bit tricky to find the right tool that would fit all the partners.  
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Laura: I think it is a big deal when you work with corporates. I think it is underestimated a lot. Because as a 

startup or as a small company you don't really think about these things necessarily. 

 

Now that you mentioned networking, how has it worked out, now when you can meet in person? 

Taline: That has been hard but then we had some check-ins with the startups and then we were basically asking 

them ‘what do you need to be connected - how can we help you to connect’. We were just asking them and 

then we were trying to connect them with the right people, or they were just asking us ‘do you know someone 

in that area’ and then we were connecting them. Because they were mainly networking, thanks to the 

coworking space Bloxhub, so because they couldn't come, they missed a bit because of that. But we were 

trying our best to connect them. And also, the last week when they came here in person for the Demo Day then 

they had a lot of meetings, their week was full of meetings, because we tried to make the most of it. 

 

So, has covid-19 somehow created any opportunities for you? 

Yeah, I think so because now we can run the program virtually, so that's a value for Rainmaking actually. 

Because now we can run a program online, so it could create new opportunities also. Now we have new skills 

actually.  

 

Has it, on the other hand, created any barriers? 

Taline: Maybe for the networking part.. 

 

Laura: I think also for the sourcing phase. I mean I haven't experienced the sourcing phase in the first year, 

but in the first year the team traveled to meet startups all over the world and I think now all of our startups’ 

sourcing is online, which makes it feel a bit more disconnected, because it's just another email amongst some 

other emails, when we try to get the startups to apply any. And we are hosting these virtual info-meetings 

which I think is helping, but still, it's another meeting amongst 1000 online meetings and another person 

offering something virtually. And I think that's something you can definitely feel that people are pretty fatigued 

upon my offers, but there's really no way can reach startups in the US without offering them an online offer, 

because we can't really fly to New York and do an event and have a bunch of in person meetings, like it was 

in the first year. It makes it a lot harder to communicate the value of the program. 
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Taline: Yeah and also for us when we were traveling, it was like, we could meet new people, because we were 

going to New York, so we were like OK we want to talk with other accelerators for example.. just to share and 

learn from them. So we also met new people and it was also good for us to network and to spread the word 

about Urbantech and what we do. And last year we did that online with the Danish Cleantech Hub. They 

connected us to other accelerators in the US. But yeah it's very different also for the team.. it was super nice 

to be together and it was such a good teambuilding exercise for the team. 

 

Laura: It just makes me think of when I was writing my thesis, I wrote my bachelor thesis about network 

theory, so I’m going to nerd out for second. But I think one of the things that I’m seeing is, that in a way if you 

look at the difference between like.. there's like bridging and bonding. I think the close connections like the 

one-on-one connections with people that you have a direct link to, I think it's easier for them to survive. 

Because it's easier for us to say OK let's connect you to one other person and you have a one-on-one call with 

them. But I think the part of networking that's really suffering both for us and for the startups, is those random 

connections that you don't know you would make. Because now you're here and you're talking to one person 

and then you are like ‘hey, you should talk to that guy’ and then those kind of several-steps-away-connections, 

where you happen to be in New York and you have these events for startups and you run into this other person, 

like that is gone.. So it really creates this kind of risk of like ‘getting stuck here with you’. Because we don't 

have all those outside-inputs anymore, so we need to work really hard to get it. And the startups do, because 

they might not run into this random person that helps them change their business idea, because they're not here. 

So we really need to try and work extra hard to get these other viewpoints in. 

 

So, these random encounters don’t happen now? 

Laura: I think it harms the weak-link-networking that’s what it is called, the strong ties and weak ties, I got it 

now. There’s a theory there. I think that's something where I could really see that it may be suffering a lot, 

because you don’t have weak ties with random people that are like three people without connections that could 

really give you a lot of input that you would not have got.  

 

So, do you think it's impossible to create these weak ties or random meetings online? 

Laura: I don't think so, but it’s hard. You need to actively try it.. You need to join meetings that you wouldn't 

normally join, you need to make the time to go to this meet up with some other random person that we might 

not normally join, or you know seek it out. It has to become more active. Because you can’t just sit and kind 

of exists. 
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So, as the facilitator have you done anything or made any initiatives to try to make people bond 

randomly?  

Laura: Well, we have our meetups. But they are still to some degree industry related, but we have Urbantech 

meetups which are broader in the sense that everybody is welcome to come. And in the beginning, they were 

in person and now they are virtual. And since they got virtual, I have actively tried to also invite people from 

outside of Denmark, because they have an opportunity to join now, that it didn't have before and that they 

might have in the future, if we go back to having them in person. But I was trying to actively get some more 

diversity of people to join, and I think people joined it because they want to meet new people. I think it is 

working quite well. We have got some positive feedback, and I think it is working better and better as they are 

realizing the value of it. And I am kind of learning what people want from it so I can provide that. 

 

So now that we're talking about the ties and networking.. Do you think it's possible to create a 

community online? 

Laura: I think so. 

 

Taline: I think so too. I remember in the beginning, we had some troubles making things working, but after 

maybe three weeks into the program, you could see that people were engaging more and more, but it's time. 

Especially when people they don't know each other, and they never see each other as well. So, it takes time. 

But I think it is possible.  

 

Laura: I think it takes longer online to make people feel bonded to each other, than it does in person.  

 

Taline: Yeah it takes time. But in our case, they were meeting on a regular basis, they had a lot of check-ins 

like, at least once a week we were all together for the founders-for-interest for example. So it creates links and 

some memories maybe. 

 

Laura: It was cool to see at the end of the program, when the people arrived in person, because now you're 

meeting people in person that you have seen online for the past 11 weeks. Like every single we've seen the 

same faces on Zoom. I think it was cool, because it felt like you knew the people, but you also didn’t. For me 
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it was very strange because you have this person you have seen on the screen so many times, but then you're 

like ‘you're a lot taller than I thought you would be’.  

 

(Making a recall due to time restraints on Zoom) 

 

So where did we come from.. We talked about the community and then you said that you think you can 

build a community online. Do you think that you have managed to do that? 

Laura: I think so. When we had the last founders-for-interest in the Demo Day week, because it's a weekly 

thing that we have every single week and I was running it, they asked to have one more because they wanted 

to check it afterwards. So I scheduled one for the end of January, so that was like the program ended the 30 of 

November, so we had one like two months later. And I think it was really cozy, like it was a lot cozier than I 

thought, because I was like ‘they asked for it, I'm not gonna prepare much, I'm just going to create a Zoom 

link’ and it worked really well. It felt like a bunch of friends were meeting each other and it was really nice, 

so I think it works.  

 

Taline: It was just like updating each other… 

 

Laura: Yes, it was updating each other, talking about what happened since the program ended, asking each 

other some questions for advice – it was really nice.  I think it could be an indicator that it could work.  

 

So, would you say that you can create the same space online as you can physically? 

Taline: The first cohort were also really close to each other, but also because they had so many social events 

together, so they created new memories.. 

 

Laura: I don’t know if that happened in the first cohort… But I don’t know if, with the amount of time we 

have, we would have enough to create a lasting bond between individual people, like friendships. I don't know 

if doing the whole program online if some of the cohort ended up considering each other friends afterwards. I 

don't know if that happened in the first cohort? 
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Taline: Yeah, in the first one they were really close to each other. After the program, I remember one of the 

startups ended up doing some work for the other startups like helping them out. I think that happened with two 

startups – they were just helping each other. Also, at selection-days, because it was 20 startups meeting each 

other, and they were also super friendly, they created a WhatsApp group, and then they were going out for 

drinks. So, the first cohort was maybe a bit more friendly and then the second one maybe more like work-

relationships. 

 

Laura: Yeah, it's a lot harder to bridge it into your own life, if you're just having a Zoom call around the topic. 

So I think it's harder to build… I’m not saying friendships online can’t happen – like friendships online can 

definitely happen – but I think to build a personal friendship with someone that you never see in person, takes 

a lot longer. I don't think necessarily our 12 weeks were enough time for that. I’m not saying it’s a goal, it's 

just a reflection. I’m not saying we're trying to make them be friends. It was just, when I watched the way the 

startups from the previous cohort from 2019 and how they interact, it feels to me like they are friends almost.  

 

Taline: Yeah, they we're really close.  

 

Laura: And I don't get that feeling from the 2020 cohort. But that can be due to a lot of reasons. I don’t know 

if it that is because it’s online.  

 

Taline: Like, even us the team… I was in contact with them a lot the first year and then the second year also, 

but maybe a bit less. And I can also feel it with the first cohort, I'm so close with them, I can just message 

them, and they just reply to me instantly. We were also closer, because we had all those activities together, 

and then the second cohort is more like a work-relationship… and I'm more friendly with the first one, just 

because we had more activities. 

 

Laura: I think it is really hard, because I think the experiences you make together really bond you, almost in 

a subconscious way, where it's like, if you want to bond people together, give them some kind of challenge 

and make them work together or have them experience something together, where they feel like they are the 

only people in the world that have experienced that. By bringing people from different countries together, and 

then it's like Denmark is new for all of them, and they were together on this experience of Miss Denmark, we 

experienced this together, these are our 12 weeks, just for us, it's really hard to create that online, I think. They 
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really have to go all out to make people feel like they're having this kind of shared experience and that's really 

hard. 

 

So, does the online universe provide anything else that that you don't get in the physical sphere? 

Laura: It’s a lot more flexible, so it provides a lot of flexibility which can make it more accessible to people. 

So for example let's say, I could be a startup founder and I could have three kids at home and I could be 

completely excluded for even thinking about flying for the program, because there's no way I would leave my 

kids 12 weeks, and I could still be the most perfect person for this program. So in that way, I think it can 

remove so barriers to people applying, to make it feel like it's more accessible to different types of founders 

with different backgrounds. 

 

Taline: That’s true. We also saw the same during the sourcing phase, we attracted more startups from Australia 

for example and the US… 

 

Laura: And just people with children even. Because when I think about Johnny and how often he was cooking 

dinner while he was on the Zoom call with us with his kids around and stuff. It makes more space for different 

life schedules and different time zones and so on.  

 

Taline: And also, for the different workshops and masterclasses that we had in the beginning of the program, 

more people joined, so we had almost all the startups attending. Whereas the first year, it was not all of them, 

because some of them couldn't be there in person, because of work or family reasons. So, the attendance was 

way higher last year than the first year. Because the first year, we didn't have the online option at all, or we 

just had a Zoom link, but then it wasn't really for them, so they were just listening and for the group exercise 

it wasn't easy for them to follow.  

 

Laura: And I guess one of the advantages is, that now going into the third year, we kind of know that 

everything can be done online, but we also see the value of doing things in person – hopefully, fingers crossed. 

We will be able to pick and choose the best of both worlds, so if we know for instance that the masterclasses 

work better online, they will be online. If we know that it's very important to have space for these social 

experiences, we can try to carve out time where hopefully the startups can come and have these experiences 

together to kind of get the best of both worlds, which I guess is a learning and an advantage, because now we 

will hopefully be able to kind of actually act on the learnings and experiences that we have made.  
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Taline: Also, one of our partners, Ewii, they are based in Jutland, so for them I think it was also more 

convenient from time to time to have those meetings online. Even if they really like meeting people face to 

face, I think it was also convenient for them, not to come to Copenhagen every time. 

 

So, what do you think are the success factors for an accelerator program like yours to operate online 

and facilitate these creative processes online? 

Laura: It's hard to say. Because the end of the day the success measurements for the program overall don't 

change. We are still trying to achieve the same things whether it is online or in person. And the limits of the 

program don't really change either, like what the startups are having in the program is also still the same, the 

delivery just changes. So I don’t think that the program necessarily change at the core, which means like how 

success is measured.  

 

Taline: I agree.  

 

Laura: The delivery changes of course, but I don’t think success changes.  

 

Taline: No, we actually had better feedback last year than the year before.  

 

Laura: If we are looking at only our success criteria and only at measuring what we have defined as our goals 

as a program, then 2020 was a more successful year than 2019. I don't think it was because it was online only, 

I think it has a lot to do with how much you guys learned. 

 

Taline: Yeah, we improved a lot for the second year.   

 

Laura: And also, how much the partners learned, I think. That has a huge impact, that the corporates did this 

for the second time. So that they were more prepared for what was on their plate and more successfully 

collaborated and for the startups that adds more quality. So, I don’t think any of those things have to do with 

the program being online. That the program was more successful...  
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Taline: Being online successful just meant that there was more work for us to adapt… but for them it was kind 

of the same. It didn’t really change.  

 

Laura: Because the end of the day you are still doing a pilot and it is still about the pilot story and about your 

development as a startup and also about the corporates developing and getting access to knowledge and 

working with the startups. 

 

So how do you expect your activities to take place after Corona? 

Taline: Now I think, like in September, if they can come, I think we still… because we learned a lot from last 

year, so as you said Laura, now we know that for the master classes, we have a better attendance if we do it 

online, so why not keeping it online so everyone can attend. And then social events in person, I would say, if 

we can choose. Let’s see.  

 

Laura: We haven't decided yet. I think it will depend a lot on how corona develops until the program starts in 

the end of August. But I think certainly the possibility for things being online is more there now, I would say. 

 

Taline: If it's possible to have it in person, I think the partners would prefer to have everything in person. But 

now they also know that it's working online and that we can have a great impact and good results. So they 

would be fine with it. Now we don't have to fight anymore with them, and we don't have to convince them it's 

gonna work. They know it’s working. So now we actually have the flexibility to choose; let’s have that meeting 

online, let’s have that meeting in person.  

 

Laura: And I think, at least for example for the mentoring program, which is running now, it's very much 

like… because the experience of how to do it in person and online is there. For example, we will have the final 

event for the program ending on the 27th of April and right now we have it as an in-person event, but then we 

have the flexibility to kind of reassess and change it as we get closer to it. It is still hard to change an event 

especially events that are bigger with more people, but it is easier than it would be a year ago. Because now 

we have the tools and we have the knowledge, so we can be like, what’s the different options; should it be all 

online, should it be live stream, should we have a hybrid, should we have some audience and who should it 

be. All the questions you need to ask yourself, we already know and that makes it a lot easier.   
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And do you think it would work with a hybrid solution, so you have it partly offline and online?  

Laura: We did that with the demo day that was simultaneously online and offline. And I think it worked really 

well actually. It was live-streamed and there was also an audience. And also the doc-event that we did, it was 

also a hybrid event and that also worked pretty well. So, I think hybrid events is the way to go actually as long 

as corona is still with us.  

 

So, you don't necessarily need to be 100% offline or 100% online… 

Laura: Hybrid events are more expensive. That is always something to consider. 

 

Taline: But we can reach more people. 

 

Laura: Yeah, we can reach more people, so it is a tradeoff.  

 

So, do you think that if you go with a hybrid solution, do you think that it could improve future 

outcomes? 

Taline: For demo day we could do it again - even this year. Because even if we will be vaccinated and 

everything, I'm sure not everyone would come and then we can also reach people in the US and like all around 

the world and they don't have to come in person. 

 

Laura: And it's also really nice for the startups’ teams, because if you say that you have the CEO coming and 

the CEO they might be in Copenhagen, but then they have a team of 10 more people who also have work to 

make it happen, and they might not otherwise be able to see them. So, I think it will probably still be hybrid.  

 

Taline: And also, for the corporates they could share the link to their staff and that's also good, so they could 

share the projects they are involved in.  

 

How do you think the future would look like for an accelerator program like yours if you could only 

work virtually? 

Taline: I think it would work fine. Because we have everything now… 
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Laura: Yeah, I think it would work fine and corona has affected everyone, everyone has learned how to work 

online, so I think it's actually easier now to sell an online accelerator program than it would have been two 

years ago. If we would go and knock on some random corporates door and try to sell them a program like this, 

it would be a lot easier, like it would be a lot less of a barrier that it's online. 

 

Taline: And now we also have the testimonials from the corporates, so they know it's working and they're 

ready to share the words with other people, so for that reason it is good for us. 

 

Laura: So, if you think of it from a sales perspective, I think it actually created a larger market than maybe 

there was before. Because before it would be like well if we're going to run this program in Oslo, we want a 

team in Oslo.  And now it's like, well okay the program is running for a company in Oslo, but the teams in 

Denmark, no big deal… 

 

So, overall would you say that Corona has been positive or negative for you? 

Laura: This is a trick question.   

 

Taline: If I can choose, I think I would do it in person. But we know that it's working online as well, but to be 

with people, maybe because I'm a people person… 

 

Laura:  I think I’m more on the side where I can definitely see the value of doing things online. I think I would 

consider doing some of the things online. And don’t know.. If there was no corona would you do everything 

in person? (asking Taline) 

 

Taline: Nah, I think I would still keep some masterclasses online. But social events definitely in person. But 

then some meetings online.   

 

Laura: Also with meetings where you have a lot of people that need to come together, like we have the standup 

meetings for instance, that would also be easier online.. or it was actually kind of nice that the corporates were 

coming and have lunch with us. So yeah…  

 

Taline: A mix.  
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Appendix 8.9 – Interview with Christian Buur, Head of Innovation, The Kitchen  

 

What is your role at the Kitchen? 

I am the Head of Innovation at Aarhus University and that also means that I am the manager of the Kitchen. It 

is our hub for entrepreneurs at universities. We have different hubs and faculties, and this is our central hub as 

far as where we are trying to make a business out of it and make a case out of it and get some funding on etc. 

The other hubs are more technological development where we go in and try to do more on the entrepreneurship 

part, or at least make a business or case out of it. What we do is that we attract entrepreneurs from the student 

side and entrepreneurs from the researcher side. And the student side are typically students who have got a 

good idea and then say, ‘how can we move on with that?’ And we can then help them with that here in The 

Kitchen. And when it's researchers, it is typically based on a research project where something has been 

invented, found some new insights or some new exciting stuff. And then we make sure that a product or service 

actually comes out of it, instead of just ending up with an article, because you do a lot of research, and just end 

up with a published article and so on. And then we help to make a case out of it and make something that can 

become a company later, and get it founded, etc. 

 

We do three things in the Kitchen: We have some very open things - what we call explorer, where we have 

such different people who come and give speeches and they are actually open to everyone. It is typically 

successful entrepreneurs who come and hold morning talks and talk about what it means to be an entrepreneur 

and why it is fun to be an entrepreneur. And how do you get started? We are actually trying to reduce the fear 

level that some people have to become an entrepreneur by saying that it can easily be done and create that 

community where you actually have a feeling that you can get help for it. And then we have some workshops. 

Both some open workshops about business models, etc. and then we have some more advanced workshops on 

how to get enrolled in the Kitchen, where they can get some more advanced workshops about business models, 

learning to pitch, first customer discovery and the like. And then we have the most successful of our 

entrepreneurs - we actually offer them an office for a few months here, where we can work closely with them. 

We then take the best entrepreneurs into an acceleration process - it is about 20-30% that we select for it. And 

there it is, of course, quite close and more one-on-one where we help them. Because we have some kind of 

impact points of some boards, where we both get some external experts in who say ‘okay, what does it really 

take in this case for it to move on? What do you need to focus on? ' And then in the race towards the next board 

in 2-3 months, there is one of our business developers who helps them set up their team and get what they 

need. If, for example, it is in biomedicine, then it may be to get a plan and some budgets for it.. if it is something 
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that is more market-oriented, then it may be to get the first customers to a mockup of a solution. So, we help 

them with that and run them through a six-month course. 

 

So, there is both an incubation part in it, but also some acceleration depending on where you are? 

Yes, we do both. 

 

In terms of the target group, you have the researchers on the one hand and the students on the other? 

Yes exactly. And only students from Aarhus University can come and get help for their case. 

 

What is the most common challenge for these researchers and students who join you? 

One quite obvious thing is of course to raise some money for it; How do you get money to move on with this? 

This is the most typical and the other is how to get a strong team, because… it may well be that an exciting 

opportunity comes out purely in terms of research, but how do you collect the right team? How do you create 

a team with those who can actually bring the case to life. These are probably the most classic things we work 

with. Of course, it is very basic to create a strong business model and create that understanding of what a strong 

business model is - because there are many who just have to learn that. So how do you build a business model 

that both works and that you can make others believe in. And then of course get started proving that the 

individual points actually work and that you can actually get customers in who think it works. Such as business 

model canvas or whatever you now choose to use in the individual case. 

 

So for example this with getting the right team set. How have you worked with it during COVID-19? 

We have had such a match-making event where we have simply had to reinvent it. Usually, we have an event 

where we have some startups and then students and others can come and match with them and pitch to them. 

It has been such a fine event we have had in the past. Of course, it has been super hard that we have not been 

able to do it under the corona. But there we actually made a digital format where you could then go into 

different rooms and pitch. So those who wanted to get into entrepreneurship, they could come in and pitch for 

some of our startups and then they could match with each other that way. So, it was actually a pretty cool 

format we made there. But we had to invent it because we could not do it normally. So, we’ve actually tried to 

keep it all running, like we’ve done so far, and then do it in a digital format. And we've actually had a surprising 

amount of participation. Because we have really feared if it will all come to a standstill. But we've really had 

a surprising participation. But you can feel a certain Zoom fatigue now. When we have workshops and 
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morning-talks, we have to post several times on Facebook and elsewhere before people come and join. These 

students who sit all day for teaching, if they then also just have to join something like this .. 

 

How have you been working to engage these students and startups? 

We are quite active on social media: We are quite active on Facebook and Instagram, where we post things. 

So that's one thing. And then we also have those who are in the house here, there we have our internal Facebook 

group for them, where we then post things. So, it has been through social media that we have contact with 

them. 

 

And is it easy to reach out that way? 

Yes, I actually think so. So, it is clear that we of course lose something when people are not in the house, but 

things taken into account, I really think it has worked out fine. People are a lot on social media, so people see 

the news and people see that we do something, so it's more just a battle for people's time and make sure that 

what we do is razor sharp. 

 

Has the activity level been higher or lower - or have you been able to stick to the activity level you have 

had before? 

So, we have done the same. We have done the same number of morning-talks, the same match-making events, 

we have held the same number of workshops, so we have held everything we needed - just digitally. For 

example, our workshops are also just held digitally. For example, we have a workshop on how to learn to pitch 

and it has just run digitally, where people have been sent out to breakout rooms. And our other workshops 

have run digitally. So, everything has just been done digitally during that period here. 

 

Did you have some kind of social events before the corona where these students and startups could meet 

each other and mingle with each other? 

Yes, there we had all these events where we were in the Kitchen and where they could meet each other. 

 

Has it been possible to take some of these networking or mingling activities online? 

That part is more difficult. The thing about people, they just walk around and meet each other, it's more 

difficult. It is more .. it is different. Especially for the morning-talks we had, where we in the Kitchen have a 
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big room where someone comes and speaks and then there is coffee and people walk around and mingle and 

talk to each other. And of course, it will not be the same here. It's more like people asking out in the chat and 

then a question is asked to the presenter. So, it becomes more the dialogue between the presenter and the one 

who asks. So, the mingling has become more difficult, so we have not done much of that. Only at this match-

making event where we did it that way. 

 

Yes, I could imagine that the same spontaneity does not occur when it is online... 

It's not there. People go straight to the bidet when you have a meeting - you can see we also started right away 

and then it just runs. You do not have that small talk in the same way. Internally here in the Kitchen, we try to 

make such coffee meetings and meet in the morning and just have a chat, so there we try to do it. But not 

among the entrepreneurs. In any case, we have not found a format for where it is working.  

 

When you facilitate these creative processes, do you do so on the basis of certain theories or methods? 

Yes, we do. We try to be more practical and more accelerator-like than academic. Just like at CBS, we have 

the BSS here in Aarhus which is responsible for the business school part and they teach entrepreneurship. And 

we do not. We do not teach entrepreneurship, but we hold workshops where we work with the business on the 

basis of the lean launchpad or business model canvas typically. Then we work through them. But it's more 

where we say, this is the framework and now we start filling it out. And then they give each other feedback on 

how they could make a sharp business model. So, it's more just having some models and then we use them, 

but it's varying which tools we use. 

 

And are they different from those you used before the corona? 

These are the same ones we use. If we knew that the shutdown had been so long, then it could be that you 

started to put something up, but you never know if it just lasts a month more. So, it is such an ongoing 

reorganization, one might say. 

 

So, before corona did you have some creative processes or sessions that you worked with online? 

No, we did not have that. Everything was analog. 

 

So how do you do it here under the corona - how do you work with pitching when it's online, for 

example? 
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Well, we have a platform where we review what a pitch contains, for example, then people are sent back to 

improve their pitch and then we give one-on-one feedback. And then they pitch and present to everyone and 

they get feedback on what they could do better. And that is something we run continuously. It works really 

well, the pitching itself works well enough because it is methodically is a kind of presentation and presentations 

actually work very well online. 

 

Yes, so it has worked pretty well? 

Yes. But it all works really well this way. Of course, it is not measurable, but I do not think you get the same 

creativity and the same idea development. Things do not happen the same way. I don't think people are that 

creative when it's virtual. At least it's harder. 

 

So, the fact that they have been sitting together in groups and ideas has arisen in the present – that is 

not the same when you are online? 

No, it will not be exactly the same, that is my opinion. But it is difficult to measure. But it's hard to make it 

quite so creative. 

 

So, what has corona meant to you? 

Well, for example, with these morning talks we have, where we get entrepreneurs to speak, we have actually 

reached quite wide, I would say. It might be easier for people to set aside time because there is no transport 

time, so in the short term you might get more people to join because it's easier just to sit somewhere and say 

'okay, I'm just checking in for an hour and see this and then I'm back again'. Whereas if you first have to get 

on the bike or into the car and drive and then home again, then it is more time consuming. So, there is something 

about the fact that there will be fewer obstacles to be part of things, I think. We have also developed a good 

format and we have moved in the direction of more digitization. We can well see that some of our workshops 

and some teaching will be digital modules. Where we just talk about something and introduce people to the 

theory - it can easily be digital. And there are going to be short videos. So, in hindsight, it is few courses that 

will be run virtually, but there are just some video modules that you can watch and prepare with. We are much 

more aware of it and we have also become better at it - we have found some nice formats to run through. In 

the beginning, we just stood with a poor handheld camera, so we have become technologically much better at 

doing it. We have found some more interview forms that work when we hold morning-talks. So, I think we've 

got a tremendous amount of digital experience and insight into how we can do that. 

 



 174 

So, it has made you technically savvy because you just had to jump into it? 

Yes, it has. We have become much more technically proficient at it. And then we also got an awareness that 

you do not have to run everything analog, you can easily run some virtual things. But I also think I have a 

preference for getting back to something more analog and physical when we can. There's not much teaching 

in this, these are things that arise. When we have a coaching of our entrepreneurs and if it is just one-on-one, 

then it may well be that you meet physically if it is just short. So, if it's shorter you can just meet at Teams or 

Zoom. So, I think we're going to use a mix of these things. But with a great desire to come back too. 

 

So overall, has corona meant that you had to think in more creative and innovative ways? 

We’ve been forced to discuss the formats, so we’ve been forced to look at whether things could work digitally: 

‘can we do it this way - or should it be another way? ´. So, there we have to reconsider it all. And we have 

discussed more what has worked - it has received a completely different attention. If we just said ‘now we 

need to have some digital too’ then it would not have received the same attention. Here it has been mission-

critical because if it did not work, then nothing worked for us. So, we've probably taken it more seriously. 

 

Besides the flexibility that you mentioned earlier, are there any other opportunities that have arisen due 

to COVID-19? 

I do not know. Somehow, you could say that we might be working more efficiently. Meetings are short. And 

the meetings are always in a row, so people have time to meet and have many talks in one day. People probably 

do not think it is so inspiring and fun to be in, but I think you work more efficiently because you get more 

things done. There is no transport time, so you go directly from meeting to meeting. And many meetings are 

short - there are not many that last more than an hour. When you sit together, things can last 2-3 hours, but 

online it rarely lasts more than an hour. 

 

Has it, on the other hand, created any barriers for you? 

Yes, it's a little harder to see and we are excited to see what it's like when we reopen. So, what has it meant in 

relation to how many people are actually involved in entrepreneurship. We actually had a really good grip 

before and there were a lot of people who came to the Kitchen and there was a lot of activity. Will they come 

in again when we open? So, it's exciting to see. So in that way, I think we, like many others, are excited to see 

what happens when we reopen – if people will come in the same way as before. There will be a need to get 

people used to coming in again, so it may be a barrier that we face in the future - is there something we just 

need to pick up on to get it restarted? 
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So, this whole worry of what it will be like when we go back to what was normal before - it is something? 

Yes. And also for the whole team that is here.. it is not the same collaboration you have, and it is not the same 

exchange of experiences when you do not meet people. It all needs to be planned and staged - now we need to 

talk about this and now we need to talk about that. Things do not just happen, and you do not catch things in 

the same way. So, the whole dynamic among us as a team, I do not think is the same during such a corona 

shutdown. And this is probably also the case in relation to the dynamics that our entrepreneurs lack or feel 

from us. Conversations no longer arise spontaneously - everything has to be said ‘what are we going to talk 

about now’ and then you meet. So, the spontaneity disappears. It does. It's probably the biggest barrier, I think... 

it's hard to put numbers on and measure, but I actually think that's is the biggest loss in such a time here. 

Everything is planned and you have to have everything on an agenda to talk about it. Here we usually meet the 

entrepreneurs around the hallways and say ‘how are you? Did you move on with x, y and z? ’ etc. and you just 

do not get the same this way. 

 

So that whole part has disappeared now that it's online? 

Not completely gone... of course we talk to the entrepreneurs and have meetings, but it is not the same as usual 

in the hallways. 

 

So, what have been the consequences for you as a result of corona? 

The consequence has been that we have had to worry a lot about the way we work. We believe that we have a 

good grip on entrepreneurs now, we believe that a lot of entrepreneurship is going well. But we only get the 

clear sense of it when we open again and can feel them and see them and talk to them. I actually think that's 

the way it is. 

 

You have not already seen a major dropout? 

No. Those we have inside as entrepreneurs, they continue. But it's more the power of new ones how powerful 

it's going to become. It's hard to know. 

 

How would you think you have handled working in this online universe? 
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I think everyone has run on with a crooked neck and has really been motivated that we should succeed with 

this. So, I actually think the morale has been great around this and we have tried to do it well. I think we have 

handled it well - as well as you can under these conditions. 

 

Do you think it is possible to create a community online? 

Partly. But not at all like when you are physical. I do not think so. I think we can do something, but I do not 

think we can do it as well as we can physically. We can hold our workshops, our morning-talks and our 

sparring, but the fact that people are together and flow together and exchange ideas - it is difficult. We think 

we had a good experience of the match-making event, where it actually succeeded. But it was also a horse-

work to make it work - it really took a lot. But we think it succeeds well with things taken into account. I still 

think it would be better if people could meet each other because then you can feel if these are people you want 

to work with. The thing about trying to put people together... there is also some chemistry that you cannot feel 

through the screen. 

 

Yes, and like you said before, people are tired of sitting in front of the camera, right? 

Yes. 

 

Would you say it is possible to create the same space online that you can physically? 

No, I do not think you can. I do not think one can create the same. I think you can do a lot, but I do not think 

you can do the same. I will always prefer the physical format. 

 

Have you taken any specific initiatives to try to create this community online? 

No, we have not had any events where people have sat and networked, we have not. 

 

Do you think that this online universe offers something other than the physical? 

Yes, I definitely do. So, it is effective for many. It's effective and just jumping into a meeting. It can better fit 

into the calendar. So short workshops and meetings, it can be more easily arranged on Teams or virtually. So 

definitely, shorter sessions and short sparrings. It also allows us to... typically when we hold these boards, 

where we work with the acceleration there, we have made demands that people should come to us in Aarhus 

and be there. But now people can just as well come from New York, Copenhagen or Odense and be on the 
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screen. So, in that way, it has opened up our world that one can bring people in from other places quite easily. 

And for a morning-talk, you can also arrange something with one from MIT, instead of one from Aarhus. So, 

in that way, it has opened our eyes to how we can become broader and more international, with the resources 

we have to help entrepreneurs. 

 

So here last years’ time, have you seen that there have been several internationals who have 

participated? 

Not at these workshops, because it has been very Aarhus-like workshops. But it's probably just more a 

realization that we'll be arranging more from the outside in future. 

 

So, you want to proactively target it to become more international going forward? 

Yes. 

 

It's also going to give something to your community that there are some new inputs coming from outside, 

right? 

After all, the part about getting someone from outside who is not just from the city - it's much easier. For 

everyone has become familiar with this and it is just as okay to hold a virtual meeting as a physical meeting. 

So there have really been some huge boundaries moved there. 

 

How do you think your activities will take place after the corona? 

There will be a lot going on, but it will also be a mix that we will hold part of our meetings virtually. And some 

workshops are also going to be on Teams. It's going to be a mix of it. We're going to take a bite of this and 

then mix it up with something physical. 

 

Yes, then becomes a kind of hybrid solution? 

Yes, it does. 

 

What works well to have online and what works well to have physically? 
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So, a direct sparring of a coach can be done online - especially if it is short where you just check in and take 

half an hour - then it is smart to do it online, there is no need to drive. If it's half to a full day where you have 

to do something, then it might be a good idea to sit down together. So short things will become virtual and 

longer things will become physical, I think. 

 

And what could these longer sessions be? 

It could, for example, be a longer workshop where you work through the business model with them. Such more 

work meetings. It could also be a longer workshop where they sit 10 entrepreneurs and spar about the business 

model. There it is also nice that they sit together and meet in some groups and spar with each other. So, if we 

need a teaching module, e.g. what is the theory behind business models, what is the theory behind business 

model canvas - it can of course just run virtually. So, where it's one-on-one or if it's something short, it can run 

well online and if it's some bigger stuff where you need some creativity and some ping-pong and something 

has to happen in the room, I would prefer to do it physically. 

 

Yes, so the professional part is relatively easy to run online? 

Yes, I think so. If you have a very specific thing that just needs to be reviewed, then it fits nicely with a virtual 

format. But if you are going to embark on a more creative process, then I would prefer that it was physical. Of 

course, there may be some cases where it is difficult to bring people together because people may be in different 

places in the country, then it may be that one wants to say that it just has to be online. The creative processes 

can be done online if it becomes cumbersome in time and distance. 

 

Has the participant level actually been higher now because it is more flexible? 

Yes, it actually has. Especially where we really want some researchers. It has not been difficult to get students 

involved, but it has been difficult to get researchers on, because researchers are just enormously busy. It may 

have been easier to get them involved in some things because they have just been able to just sit in their office 

- they have not had to drive up from the institute to us to participate. So, it has been easier to get the researchers 

involved because it has been virtual. 

 

And we want even more knowledge-based entrepreneurship and even more that has emerged from the 

researchers, so that part has actually been strengthened by the virtual. Because it has become easier to get them 

to spend an hour, rather than having to spend half an hour out and half an hour home alone driving. So, there 

is a time perspective that makes it easier to get busy people on board. 
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Are there any of these new working methods or procedures that you have adopted during the corona 

that you think can replace some of those you had before corona? 

I do not know... I think when we open up, we will sit down and say, 'what was good and what was bad'. We've 

talked about sometimes how we can bring the best from corona and how we can bring the best from the virtual 

format and bring it into this, so we get a good mix. I also think it's becoming more important to maintain the 

good in this, so that you do not just say 'okay, now it's over, now we do as we did before'. There I also think it 

will be important to try to maintain that we have learned a lot about digitization - so how do we bring the best 

from that. But we have not rounded it off yet, because we are still in the middle of this. We're in the reality 

we're in right now, so we're really just busy doing the best we can in a digital format. 

 

Yes, so it's really just about seeing how it all goes when you open up again? 

Yes, it is. And simply see how many come into the house again when we open. So, I think it's a bit - it's been 

like that all the time during the corona - it's a bit in the short run you have to work all the time. It is difficult to 

work strategically because we do not know how long it will take and how much we will be allowed to open 

up. And I think it applies to everyone that it has been difficult to plan anything, because you do not know how 

long it will last and what format you will be allowed to open up in. So, we have really always had the short 

light on, and we always keep the pace up and we do what we would else have done and then we just find the 

best way to do it. So, we have not tried to reinvent ourselves by, for example, saying that we will be a purely 

digital Kitchen because we do not hope that we will be, but we will probably just take the best from it. 

 

So, when you open up again, how will you communicate that you are running a hybrid program? 

We post a lot on Facebook - this is where we communicate a lot to our students. It's just going to be 

communicated that this workshop is digital and this one is physical. So, we're just going to do that on an 

ongoing basis. We are not going to make such a big statement that we are now becoming a mix of it. 

 

So, it becomes such a thing to subsequently look at it and evaluate how it has gone with online activities 

and with the physical ones? 

Yes, but I also hope we can something a hybrid. When we hold some workshops, it may be that some 

participants join physically and some they join digitally, because they do not have the opportunity to be for 

this session at this workshop or also at a morning-talk where we both streams it and then also has the physical 

part. So, I hope we can make a hybrid of it and that it makes sense to make both. But it is clear that we have 
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to try it, so if it becomes a little too artificial where you sit in a room and everyone sits and looks up at the 

screen because there is one person on the screen, then it may be better not to have the screen on. We have to 

try things out. 

 

So, it's going to be a lot of testing and experimenting with what works and what doesn't work? 

Yes, it does. There is probably also something with the number of participants... in a streamed event you can 

have a hybrid, we can easily film it, so you are there. If it is a workshop where you work very intensely, then 

it is not certain that it will work. Maybe it does sometimes - I do not know. We have to see that. It may also be 

that we have some sessions where you have some review - it may be that they may be able to pitch digitally, 

but when they need to develop, they may need to sit together. 

 

Now that you have worked online, have you used any specific tools to facilitate these sessions you have 

run? 

So, we have used Teams for most of it when we have held meetings and workshops. For slightly larger things 

we have used Zoom. We also talked a lot about different quizzes you could do. 

 

So, you have not experimented with quizzes yet? 

I think we had a single session where we had something along those lines to keep people energized between 

different activities. I think we've had an event or two where we've used something like that. 

 

Okay, because that might be an approach to motivate and engage people online, right? 

Yes, it's true. We have used the chat a lot and have tried to keep people in the chat. We have tried to get a little 

energy in it by also coming up with a little thing ourselves and in that way make it a little more fun. 

 

So, what will the future look like if you could only work virtually now? 

I do not hope that we will have to work virtually in the future. Until now, we have probably mainly taken our 

physical format and said - in this corona survival mode, we make sure that people can participate digitally. But 

it is clear that if you knew that we were going to make it digital from now on, then we would probably have to 

invent it a little and make it a little more dynamic in some way and find a way to make these creative processes 

even stronger. 
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So, has this expectation that you have to go back to the physical made you go more half-heartedly into 

it? 

No, I do not think we have gone half-heartedly into it. We’ve had to run it digitally, so I don’t think we’re half-

hearted. But we have chosen to maintain the strategy we have, with the formats we make, because we think it 

is right with the way we hold our workshops and say 'okay, for a while we have to keep it more digital, but 

then we go back to the physical.' So, we have bet that we will return physically in a completely different format. 


