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This thesis investigates the needs and challenges faced by higher education international
students in Seinajoki who aspire to create their startups. It addresses these problems by
designing a student-run pre-incubator program guide. The guide will enable the Seingjoki
Entrepreneurship Society (SeiES), the commissioner of the thesis, to plan and organize the
pre-incubator program for the students.

The comprehensive literature review of the thesis covers the definitions of a startup, the
factors behind successful startups, the reasons for startup failures, and a comparison of a
startup support system involving pre-incubator, incubator, and accelerator. The thesis also
looks at entrepreneurial support systems for university students in Finland.

Qualitative data was collected through interviews with three groups: international students,
SeiES's board members, and organizers of similar startup support programs. Data collection
included insights from Finnish incubator and accelerator programs, an analysis of
international students' needs and challenges, and SeiES's operational capabilities. The
conclusions offer a structured guide with a timeline for SeiES to develop and implement an
effective pre-incubator program, highlighting the importance of participant feedback, skills
development, and program’s continuous improvement.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In 2022, Finland experienced a sharp surge in international student admission applications,
with a notable increase of approximately 62 per cent compared to the previous year. The
number of first-time residence permits granted to students reached 8,383 in 2022, a signifi-
cant increase of 43.6 per cent compared to 2021 (Myklebust, 2023). This increase reflects
Finland's growing attractiveness as an educational destination, reflecting the success of na-

tional efforts to promote Finnish educational opportunities and lifestyles.

Amid this influx of students, not all students have the opportunities to study in the capital or
bigger cities but spread to different small towns in other regions. Seingjoki University of
Applied Sciences (SeAMK), located in the South Ostrobothnia region, is becoming a new
popular study destination. SeAMK has experienced a remarkable increase in popularity as
a sought-after study destination, evident in the growing number of applicants across various
degree programs. The new Bachelor of Engineering in Agri-food Engineering, with 357 can-
didates for twenty-five positions, highlights the immediate resonance of the program. The
Bachelor of Business Administration in International Business recorded a remarkable in-
crease of 246%, attracting 757 candidates compared to the previous year. Similarly, the
Bachelor of Health Care in Nursing saw a 37% rise with 502 applicants. Other degree and
the English-language master’s program in Business Administration, International Business
Management, showed an impressive 193% increase, drawing 489 applicants compared to
the 2020 application. This influx of interest signifies SeAMK's growing stature as an educa-
tional hub (Seinajoki University of Applied Sciences, 2022). As the number of international
students continues to surge and the diverse skills and innovative potential they bring, it be-
comes increasingly essential that international students have the support infrastructure be-

yond the university.

In this evolving ecosystem landscape, the Seindjoki Entrepreneurship Society (SeiES) has
become a key player in creating an ecosystem that can foster and support students' entre-
preneurial aspirations. All SeiES’s events are in English, allowing not only Finnish-speaking
students but also international students to join. The role of SeiES extends traditional aca-
demic boundaries and offers a collaborative and supportive environment tailored to the

unique challenges and opportunities of students. This holistic approach aims to not only at
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empower students in their entrepreneurial journey but also to contribute to the broader socio-

economic development of the region (Seinajoki Entrepreneurship Society - SeiES, 2024).

This thesis will first gain insights from two successful students-run programs around Finland
and understand their dynamics and impact. These programs are organised by Entrepre-
neurship Societies, which are student-run non-profit organizations promoting entrepreneur-
ship in universities (Startup Foundation, 2022). Second, this thesis seeks to understand
SeiES’s operational capabilities and the needs and challenges of international students
wanting to pursue entrepreneurship in Seingjoki. Third, the thesis uses these understand-
ings to create a customized pre-incubator program specifically designed to support student
entrepreneurial ventures, with a special focus on international participants. The thesis goal
is to provide SeiES with a guide to design a pre-incubator program that not only offers a
structured environment where students can transform their innovative ideas into viable

startup but also positively impacts the internationalisation of the regional business scene.

1.1 Objectives and limitations

The objectives of the thesis are the following:

Identifying existing entrepreneurship support for international student in Finland

Identifying the specific needs and challenges faced by higher education students

in Seinajoki who want to create a startup.

— Assessing the operational capability of Seinajoki Entrepreneurship Society
(SeiES) in supporting student entrepreneurship.

— Examining and benchmarking successful entrepreneurship programs nationwide
to gain insights and understand their impact.

— Identifying successful entrepreneurship program practices related to collabora-

tions and curriculum that can be adapted to Seinajoki.

— Outlining the structure of a pre-incubator program.

This thesis has certain limitations that could affect the validity of the research if not ade-
quately mitigated. Firstly, the primary focus on Seinajoki introduces a geographical re-
striction that requires a cautious interpretation of the study's applicability beyond this region.
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While the insights gained are valuable for understanding business practices in Seinajoki, the
unique characteristics of this city may not be universally representative, which prompts care-

ful consideration of contextual differences in other regions.

Secondly, the analysis of existing support practices encounters a potential obstacle to data
availability. The study relies on English-language sources, and the limited accessibility of
relevant data may hinder the in-depth review of entrepreneurship practices. This limitation
underlines the importance of recognizing gaps in understanding existing support frame-

works due to language barriers.

Thirdly, the challenge lies in the dependency on participant cooperation for the effectiveness
of the study. The quality and reliability of the research results depend on how cooperative
and willing the participants are to provide accurate and detailed information. Variability of
participant responses, potential reticence, or incomplete disclosure could lead to nuances
that affect the overall research outcomes. The study acknowledges this challenge and at-

tempts to mitigate biases through careful data validation and analysis.

In addition, the study faces inherent limitations arising from resource and time constraints
that significantly influence research of successful programs at the national level. The nature
of the research, involving in-person interviews and data retrieval from various organizations,
requires a significant investment of time. However, due to the limited time, the scope of data
collection may be reduced. This restriction particularly affects the study's ability to thoroughly
explore a wide range of regional programs. Studying entrepreneurship support practices
requires extensive engagement with stakeholders, and this complicated process depends

on the availability of time for meaningful interactions and data collection.

The research encounters a limitation by assuming a static environment within Seinajoki's
business ecosystem and political landscape. However, this assumption may not be fully in
line with the dynamic nature of the local economy and the political scene, which could un-

dergo significant changes over time.
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1.2 Background information

Seinajoki Entrepreneurship Society (SeiES) is the commissioner of this thesis. The thesis
topic was proposed by the author after being in the SeiES’s Board for a year and recognized
the lack of pre-incubator program for higher international students in Seinajoki. SeiES was
founded on April 3, 2017, as a non-profit, multidisciplinary association for higher education
students in the Southern Ostrobothnia region. Positioned as a guiding beacon, SeiES seeks
to instill entrepreneurial aspirations and foster an entrepreneurial mindset among students,
drawing inspiration from theories in business studies (Seindjoki Entrepreneurship Society -
SeiES, 2024).

With a central focus on inspiring and guiding higher education students in Seindjoki toward
entrepreneurship, SeiES organizes business and entrepreneurship related events, providing
networking opportunities, skills development, and exposure to real-world challenges.
Through active collaboration with local companies and organizations, SeiES facilitates con-
nections between students and entrepreneurs while equipping students with essential skills
for success, empowering students for future endeavors as entrepreneurs or valuable con-

tributors to established enterprises.

SeiES's establishment and operation of SeiES align with key theories in business studies,
particularly those focusing on entrepreneurship and organizational development. One such
theoretical lens is the resource-based view (RBV), suggests that if valuable resources are
possessed by few firms, those firms that can control these resources potentially generate
sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). SeiES is a valuable resource for students,
offering networking opportunities, skills development workshops and exposure to real-world
challenges, aligning with the RBV by equipping students with essential resources for busi-
ness success. SeiES plays a key role in enabling students who are not just job seekers but
proactive creators and contributors to the ever-changing landscape of business and innova-

tion.

1.3 Research questions.

Question: How can a pre-incubator program for SeiES effectively support the higher educa-

tion international students’ startup ventures and entrepreneurship journeys in Seinajoki?
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- Sub-question 1: What are the needs and challenges international students

face in creating a startup or planning to create a start-up?

- Sub-question 2: What are the steps to create an effective incubator pro-

gram?

1.4 Structure of the thesis

There are a total of 4 sections with 5 chapters in this thesis as illustrated in Figure 1. The
theoretical and empirical research with sub-sections supporting the formation of an incuba-

tor program guide.

Programme Conclusion

Curriculum and

Construction Recommend-
ation

Empirical

Theorical
Research

Research

Figure 1. Structure of the thesis.

Chapter 1 introduces the objectives of the research topic, background information, research
questions, and outlines the structure of the thesis. Chapter 1 also details the research de-
sign, including data collection methods, sample selection, data analysis techniques and jus-
tifies the methodology chosen. Chapter 2 engages in a review of established theoretical
frameworks relevant to startups, the role of entrepreneurship societies in the entrepreneur-
ship ecosystem, and incubator programs. The review meticulously dissects scholarly contri-
butions that shed light on the fundamental characteristics of startups, offering nuanced per-
spectives on their inception, growth trajectories, and evolutionary patterns. Furthermore, it
scrutinizes the broader entrepreneurship ecosystem to identify contextual variables that
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influence the development of start-ups. The study extends to theoretical constructs concern-
ing entrepreneurship societies within academic institutions, seeking to unravel their pivotal
roles in shaping entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviors in the student population. In addi-
tion, the chapter explains the theoretical foundations of incubator programs, intending to
understand the complicated mechanisms by which these entities facilitate the growth of

startups.

In Chapter 3, the author of the thesis seeks to gains insights from successful entrepreneur-
ship programs in Finland through qualitative data collection and thematic and narrative anal-
yses. The objectives are to understand the main success factors and possible pitfalls of the
other programs and find out what practices can be adapted to the context of Seinajoki. This
chapter also collects and presents the needs and challenges intentional students face when
starting a company in Seindjoki and analyzes SeiES’s operational capabilities. Chapter 4
details the guide on how to design the pre-incubator program from the insights gained to
support student entrepreneurial ventures, with a focus on international participants. It out-
lines the structure of the program, the main components, reasoning behind its design and
metrics to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed pre-incubator. The last Chapter 5 sum-

maries keys findings and gives the conclusions of the thesis.

1.5 Methodology

Qualitative research methods will be employed in this study due to the nature of the research
goal, which is to develop a guide for creating an effective incubator program. Qualitative
methods are well-suited for exploratory research that aims to understand and interpret com-
plex phenomena, capture rich and context-specific data, and provide insights into the per-
spectives of participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The data used for this thesis will be
gathered from face-to-face interviews and secondary data from various sources content,
enabling the research thesis to uncover the implicit knowledge and subjective viewpoints of
key informants, including founders, entrepreneurs, educators, and program coordinators.
This holistic understanding is crucial for developing a guide that not only captures best prac-
tices from other organizations in Finland but also considers the unique context of the target
environment, in this case Seindjoki (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The purposeful sampling tech-
nique is used for its advantages of identifying and selecting insightful cases, ensuring the
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effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2002): “Purposeful sampling for qualitative data
collection and analysis in mixed method implementation research”. The individuals chosen
for this sampling technique usually have a keen interest in the topic, are exceptionally expe-
rienced and knowledgeable (Cresswell & Clark, 2007). Bernard (2002) added that it is also
crucial to consider the participants’ willingness to engage, their availability and their ability

to articulate and reflectively communicate their experiences.

The individuals and groups of individuals carefully selected are founders, organizers of busi-
ness programs, SeiES board members and international students. Since the author of the
thesis used to be the Vice Chairperson of SeiES in the years 2022—-2023 and has been
involved in the student startup scenes in Finland for a few years, participants for the inter-
views were decided from the author’s network of potential interviewees who may have the

insights to share. The selection criteria are in line with the objective of the thesis as such:

1. Identify existing entrepreneurship support practices in Seinajoki:

- SEIES Board members, Chairperson and Vice Chairperson, are selected for their
direct involvement and knowledge of existing practices to support student entrepre-
neurship in Seinajoki. Their insights can provide a comprehensive overview of the
current business landscape, including existing SeiES’s initiatives, resources available

for a potential new program, and other stakeholders’ opinions.

2. ldentify the specific needs and challenges faced by higher education students in Seinajoki

who want to create a startup or want to learn more about this process:

- The target audience interviews are currently enrolled international students at
Seindjoki University of Applied Sciences (SeAMK) who express interest in entrepre-
neurship. 5 students are selected for the interview not based on their gender, years
of study, or degree program, but on their status as an ongoing international student
and their aspiration to explore entrepreneurship or to develop a business idea. The
aim of the interviews is to gather information that highlights unique needs, challenges,
or opportunities in the entrepreneurial ecosystem for this demographic group. Alt-

hough the focus group is international students, the pre-incubator program also
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allows participation of those who are exchange and Finnish students, and their con-

tributions are therefore taken into consideration.

3. Examining and benchmarking successful entrepreneurship programs nationwide to gain

insights and understand their impact:

- Interviews with Hatch incubator founder and Forward Accelerator's chief organization
to obtain comparative data and information on best practices. Since the interviewees
both have firsthand experience working with student entrepreneurs and operating a
student-run program, they can provide helpful knowledge into the program curricu-
lum, success factors and unique challenges faced when organizing such programs.
The data collected during these interviews will be used to develop the local incubator

program in Seingjoki.

Narrative analysis and thematic are the two main techniques used for the data analysis
segment. Narration analysis includes the study of stories or reports shared by participants
to understand their experiences, perspectives and meanings attributed to their narratives
(Riessman, 2008). This approach is advantageous in exploring the structure, content, and
context of the narratives and identifies key topics within the narratives. Thematic analysis,
on the other hand, involves finding patterns or themes across the dataset, focusing on the
content, and meaning of the data. This method systematically codes and categorizes data
to identify recurring themes or patterns that provide information about research questions or
objectives (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The video interview transcripts and written materials collected from different groups will be
analyzed using these two techniques to gain a comprehensive understanding of the partici-
pants' perspectives, experiences, and insights related to student entrepreneurship support.
Narrative analysis will help to discover the individual narratives shared by participants, while
thematic analysis will identify common themes, topics, or issues emerging across the da-
taset. Using both approaches, the analysis aims at the comprehensive exploration of the

research topic and the enhancement of the study's validity and reliability.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

In Chapter 2, the author of the thesis will review the literature on startups, focusing on the
essential factors of success and failure, as well as the roles of startup support organizations
like incubators and accelerators. In addition, the chapter will address the cultural challenges
for foreign entrepreneurs in Finland. The objective of this review is to provide an insight into
the factors influencing the success of the startup and the support structures available to

them.

2.1 Start-ups

Startups have been an area of interest for researchers and decision makers for decades.
The earliest recorded usage of the term "startup” can be attributed to the 1970s, when it was
used to describe young companies in the technology sector. As the entrepreneurial land-
scape undergoes transformations, startups have experienced significant changes driven by
advances in technology, market dynamics and changes in consumer behavior (MassLight
Team, n.d.). Blank and Dorf (2012) define startups as entities characterized by their proac-
tive use of technology to disrupt or create new markets, the ambition for rapid scalability,
and the ongoing search for a viable and repeatable business model. A repeatable and scal-
able business model is a model in which the same processes are used to produce the same
results over time. This type of model is beneficial because it ensures that the products or
services offered are consistent in quality and quantity no matter the rate of growth of the

company (FasterCapital, n.d.).

A key factor that distinguishes startups from other companies is speed and growth. Startups
aim to build on ideas very quickly through a process called iteration with continuous product
improvement through feedback and usage data (Baldridge, 2022). Eisenmann et al. (2013)
highlighted this characteristic with the approach to entrepreneurship of startups. In this ap-
proach, startups can quickly test their hypotheses and gather real-world feedback through
building Minimum Viable Products (MVPs). In hypothesis-oriented approach as seen in Fig-
ure 2, the startup founders translate their vision into business model hypotheses, then test

the hypotheses with several "minimum viable products", each of which represents the
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smallest set of features/activities necessary to rigorously validate a concept (Eisenmann et
al., 2013).

Decide Business Idea Convergence

Persevere Perish

5

Figure 2. The hypothesis-oriented approach (Adapted from Eisenmann et al., 2013).

With the results of the tests, the founders must then decide whether to persevere with their
business model, "pivot" by changing some elements of the model or give up entirely on the
startup (Eisenmann et al., 2013). The approach focuses not on waiting until a product is fully
developed but on engaging in an ongoing process of validation, adaptation, and refinement
based on customer feedback. By adopting this hypothesis-oriented approach, startups mit-
igate risks, optimize resource efficiency, and ensure that their products or services with mar-

ket needs, fostering a culture of continuous improvement and adaptability.

While startups improve their products, they also generally seek to develop their customer
base quickly to establish increasingly larger market shares (Baldridge, 2022). A stronger
customer base helps startups to raise more money, this in turn grows their products and
audience even more. The overarching goal of this accelerated growth and innovation is for

startups to gear towards achieving the milestone of going public. The act of transitioning a
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company to public investment platforms not only signifies a maturation in its operational
trajectory but also creates an opportunity for early investors to liquidate their holdings and

realize returns, termed as an "exit" within the startup lexicon.

2.2 Factors of a successful startup?

Although there are several studies that try to define what a successful startup is, it is ob-
served that there is no standard definition of success in literature. However, all the definitions
have “the growth of the company” or employment generation as a common feature of
startup. Santisteban and Mauricio (2017), after reviewing 74 different studies, presented in
their Systematic Literature Review 21 critical success factors for startups. In Table 1, these
factors are grouped into three categories of organization, individual and external, but they

are not ranked.

Table 1. Factors influencing startups’ success (F1-F5. Santisteban & Mauricio, 2017).

Table 6
FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE THE SUCCESS OF THE STARTUP
Id Factor Definiti References

(Spyros & Nickolaos, 2012;
Preisendorfer et al., 2012; Anh et al.,
2012; Baptista et al.,, 2007; Bou-Wen et
al., 2006; Colombo et al., 2004;
Dautzenberg & Reger, 2010; Friar &
Meyer, 2003; Gartner & Liao, 2012;
Hyder & Lussier, 2016; O Regan &
Sims, 200 8; Pugliese et al., 2016; Rojas
& Huergo, 2016; Thiranagama &
Edirisinghe, 2015; Wei-Wen, 2009; Yoo
etal, 2012)

(Van Gelderen et al,, 2005; Song et al.,

Founders with previous experience in
the industry have a solid network of
contacts that facilitate the development
and growth of the company.

Experience in the
F1 industry of the
founding team (+)

2008; Baptista et al., 2007; Bou- Wen et

Prewvious The entrepreneurial experience of the al., 2006; Colombo et al., 2004;
2 experience startup founding team facilitates the launch of | Dautzenberg & Reger, 2010; Dawvis &
of the founding the company and prevents the Zweig, 2005; Friar & Meyer, 2003;
team (+) appearance of errors in its management. Gartner & Liao, 2012; Kim &

Heshmati, 2010; Pugliese et al., 2016;
Mueller et al., 2012; Bocken, 2015)
(Van Gelderen et al, 2005; Baptista et
al, 2007; Bou-Wen et al, 2006;
It is the academic preparation in Colombo et al, 2004; Dautzenberg &
courses of management of the founding Reger, 2010; Davis & Zweig, 2005;
team, which has a positive impact on Gartner & Liao, 2012; Hyder & Lussier,
organizational growth. 2016; Pugliese et al., 2016; Rojas &
Huergo, 2016; Thiranagama &
Edirisinghe, 2015)

Technological and managerial skills, (Garcia-Muina & Nawvas-Lopez, 2007;
aptitudes and knowledge required to Groenewegen & De Langen, 2012;
gain competitive advantage. Yoon-Jun, 2010; Li et al., 2010)

Academic
F3 formation of the
founding team (+)

Technological/
business

Fa capabilities of the

founding team (+)

Experience in In order to develop innowvative products

F5 | R&D of the and/or services, the entrepreneurial | (g, & Silverman, 2004)
founding team (+) team needs to have previous research
experience.

As seen in Table 1, the main factor is strengths of the founding teams in terms of previous
industry and startup experience, management skills, academic and technologies/business
capabilities, were discussed in at least 10 different research papers. Financial sponsorships

from the government in the form of seed funding at the initial startup stage and venture



16 (52)

capital financing startups in the growth phase with considerable risk and potential are also

the popular success factors (Santisteban & Mauricio, 2017).

Since the government and venture capitalists are the key players in the Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem, it is another factor for startup success. Wordragen and Tischlinger (2019) sup-
port this statement by writing that the ecosystem serves as a community, granting entrepre-
neurs access to other entrepreneurs, investors, and resources. They also emphasize social
capital as the most critical aspects because entrepreneurs can form high-quality social net-
works for finding new business opportunities, access, exchange and inquire vast amount of
industry information. Starups founders are recommended to position themselves in proximity

to potential business partners and prospects.

2.3 Major failures of startups

The startups in the idea phase have the highest risk and failure rates. It is hard to claim
accuracy for the failure rate statistics because many failed startups are not detected. This is
because these early-stage businesses do not raise capital from funds or other institutions
that maintain a data set, but are financed by the founders, their families, and friends (Ko-
tashev, 2024). Chorgoliani (2023) defined a “failed startup” as one that meets one of the

following criteria:

1. A startup that halted operations due to its failure to attract adequate resources or
secure the funding for further development.

2. A startup that has shown no significant progress in product development, revenue
scaling, fundraising, or customer acquisition for a period of two years.

3. A startup that has undergone multiple significant pivots without reaching any mile-
stones.

The number regularly cited when looking for how many startups fail is that 9 out of 10
startups fail, or 90% failure rate. These statistics originate from the Startup Genome, a world-
leading policy advisory and research organization for public and private organizations (Ko-
tashev, 2024). In January 2020, CB Insights, a global business analysis platform and data-
base providing market intelligence, has listed the top 20 reasons startups fail based on post-
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mortem data tracking and interviewing 101 failed companies. These failures reasons are
ranked from the one with the highest cited percentage to the lowest cited percentage, as
seen in Figure 4. It is important to note that most of this data considers startups that have
managed to raise funds and have been in operation for at least a few years (CB Insights,

2020).

DISHARMONY AMONG 29
NOT THE RIGHT TEAM ‘\‘\‘ I PIVOT GONE BAD o B
&

GET OUTCOMPETED @ I LACK PASSION e | E
PRICING / COST ISSUES % I FAILED GEOGRAPHICAL . | E

USER UN- FRlENDL‘f
PRODUCT WITHOUT A
s (o) -
POOR MARKETING “'ﬂ 14%
) m—

IGNORE CUSTOMERS @ I
PRODUCT MISTIMED . I

Figure 3. Top 20 reasons startups fail (CB Insights, 2020).

i Jeclal 10 Le

Out of the 20 reasons, this thesis chooses to focus on the highest cited percentages reason,
which is “no market need”, cited as the failure reason for 42% of the company cases. “No
market need” means that startups did not validate their product idea against market demand
and developed a product without fully understanding the problem or their target audience.
Without this understanding, their products did not resonate with customers, resulting in poor
adoption, low sales, and failure (CB Insights, 2020). Co-founder of Y-combinator, Paul Gra-
ham supports this concept by indicating the unique reason startups fail is “not making some-
thing users want”. Steve Blank (2006) argues that bankrupt companies almost always fail
because they lack customers, either from no market needs, the product does not serve cus-

tomers or failing to find the right target group (Graham, 2006; Blank, 2006, p. 4).
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Another reason for startup failures also stems from the capabilities of the founders, as they
are the soul of any startup, contributing disproportionately to its success or demise. It is
estimated that there are more than 450 million entrepreneurs around the world, with more
joining this community every day (Pride, 2018). However, many of these new founders are
ill prepared for the challenges ahead. A founder's journey requires not only technical skills,
but also personal resilience and emotional readiness. Founding capacity, which encom-
passes aspects from physical fitness to mental and emotional preparedness, serves as the
fuel that drives them forward. However, founders too often neglect to invest in capacity-
building, focusing only on the technical aspects of their business. As a result, founders find

themselves ill-equipped to navigate the inevitable hurdles that come their way.

The importance of founder dynamics cannot be overstated either. Research shows that
startups led by co-founders with complementary skills tend to outperform those led by a
single founder (Pride, 2018). However, the dynamics between co-founders can make or
break a startup, with disharmony between founders often leading to its downfall. According
to Noam Wasserman, author of the Founder's Dilemma, 65% of startups fail due to founder
conflicts. This means that if founders want their new venture to beat the odds, they need to
learn how to productively collaborate. As a result, the process of selecting co-founders and

fostering effective collaboration becomes paramount in mitigating this risk.

2.4 Incubator

The two main external supporters for startups are accelerators and incubators (Securato et
al., 2021). The National Business Incubation Association reports that 93 percent of all incu-
bators are non-profit organizations focused on economic development, and about one third

are affiliated with a university (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).

The idea of incubators began just over 60 years ago in Batavia, New York when Joseph
Mancuso, an emerging entrepreneur, saw an opportunity to help other like-minded individ-
uals get their small businesses off the ground. With his family-owned factory, he began re-
cruiting emerging enterprises to operate in the low-cost office space located in his massive
factory. Today, there are more than 7,000 incubators around the world, according to the

International Business Incubation Association (Hubspot, 2023). According to Peek (2021),
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the U.S Chamber of Commerce defines startup incubators as a collaborative program - usu-
ally located physically in one main working space - created to support startups in the early-
stage success (Peek, 2021). The goal of startup incubators is to provide specialized tools
needed for startup growth and innovation. The resources and services they provide can
vary, but often include access to office space, mentorship opportunities, business training,

and community networking events (Hubspot, 2023).

InfoDev, a World Bank Group multi-donor program supporting entrepreneurs in developing
economies, strengthens this definition by recognizing business incubation as a process to
support the development and scaling of early-stage and growth-oriented companies. The
process provides entrepreneurs with a favorable environment at the early stage of business
development (World Bank Group & infoDev, n.d.). Firstly, the provision of office space within
an incubator environment not only reduces the financial burden of traditional rents expenses,
but also facilitates opportunities for synergistic networking between companies and potential
partners. Secondly, the availability of seed funding enables startups to pursue ambitious
goals and take critical steps in their expansion, thereby catalyzing their evolution into sus-
tainable companies. Third, the mentorship programs offered by incubators provide invalua-
ble guidance from experts, with trainings on business basics, presentation skills, higher ed-
ucation resource, empowering founders to cultivate essential leadership skills and navigate
complex business challenges with confidence (Zheng, 2023). In addition, the allocation of
equipment and software furnishes tech startups with essential resources, alleviating finan-
cial constraints and strengthening their innovation and growth capacity. This environment
should contribute to reducing the cost of launching the enterprise, increase the confidence
and ability of the entrepreneur and link the entrepreneur to the resources needed to create

and scale a competitive enterprise.

2.5 Incubator support during different startup phases

Startup founders who are accepted into the business incubator stay until an agreed mile-
stone has been reached, often measured in terms of sales revenue or profitability (World
Bank Group & infoDev, n.d.). Although there are different approaches in literature review
regarding startup development stages, this thesis will focus on the 6 phase-model used by
Blockchain Founders Group, an early-stage venture capital funding organization. As seen
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in Figure 4, incubators support early-stage startups during the first four phases: ideation,

concepting, committing, and validating, in which the milestones are set for each of the

phases.
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Figure 4. Startup phases and support from startup incubator programs (Blockchain Found-
ers Group, 2023).

In the ideation phase, entrepreneurs focus on research and conceptualization to form inno-

vative ideas. They also need to conduct idea validation, the process of gathering evidence

and learnings around the business idea through testing, to make sure that the idea meets

market needs (ldea Validation 101, 2024). During this stage, incubators support startups

with consulting, provide valuable expertise and mentorship to refine business ideas. Subse-

quently, during the concepting phase, the founders move from the idea to the business im-

plementation by building business models and developing minimum viable products (MVPs)

to validate market viability (Minimum Viable Product, 2022). A MVP is a product with enough

features to attract early adopter customers and validate a product idea early in the product

development cycle. The MVP can help the team test an idea with real users before



21 (52)

committing to a large budget for the product’s full development. Startups can receive user
feedback as quickly as possible and learn what does and does not resonate with the target
market to improve their product. In this phase, startup incubators use their pool of experts
from different industries to provide specialized guidance to assist the formulation of viable
business strategies and the product development processes. As companies progress in the
committing phase, key tasks such as registration of companies and obtaining pre-seed fi-
nancing become imperative. Startup incubators play a pivotal role in facilitating access to
essential resources and networks, connecting founders with potential investors and partners
to strengthen their financial base and expand their professional ecosystem. Finally, the val-
idating phase underlines the significance of achieving product-market fit through deep cus-

tomer understanding and iterative refinement.

2.6 Pre-incubator

The concept of a pre-incubator program is less well-known because limited research has
been published on this topic. Kirby (2004) describes a pre-incubator as a facility for “embry-
onic” or early-stage businesses that still need to formulate their business plans, develop a
prototype, establish a team, and lead the embryonic business to an investment or market-
ready stage. In summary, supporting embryonic businesses during their planning stage and
prior to company’s registration is the key characteristic of a business-related pre-incubator
(Deutschmann, 2007).

Pre-incubators have been developed to address the obstacles that academics often see
regarding entrepreneurship, such as insufficient knowledge about economics, the unknown
market potential of the developed products and services, high financial risks, lack of per-
sonal skills in entrepreneurship, and unawareness of the value of their intellectual property.
A pre-incubation process is often part of the services offered by a science-based business
incubator linked to a higher education institute. Through the pre-incubation process, poten-
tial entrepreneurs get the opportunities and skills needed to grow and develop their business
idea, aiming for their business success, reducing the risk of market failure, and reaching a
state where they will not need the pre-incubator’s support. Pre-incubation includes several
key features, including real or virtual workspaces and facilities such as ICT infrastructures
and access to meeting rooms. In terms of advice, support, and training, potential
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entrepreneurs can receive training in business skills, test whether there is a market for their
ideas, connect with a network of specialists and experts, create prototypes, and form a busi-
ness plan. Some pre-incubators also provide assistance in the technical aspects and for-
malities of setting up a new company. The pre-incubation process can also be seen as a

way of filtering out non-viable business ideas (Efthimiadou et al., 2011).

2.7 Difference between an incubator and an accelerator

Incubators and accelerators differ in the emphasis each place on the venture stage they
target, as seen in Table 2. Startup incubators gravitate towards nurturing very early-stage
businesses, often those in their infancy, lacking a fully developed product or a comprehen-
sive team. Conversely, accelerators focus their attention on companies that have a more
advanced developmental trajectory, requiring a minimum viable product and a competent

team as a prerequisite.

Table 2. Difference between incubators and accelerators (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).

Business Model

non-profit

Accelerators Incubators
Duration 3 months 1-5 yrs
Cohorts Yes No
Investment; Rent;

non-profit

Selection frequency

Competitive, cyclical

Non-competitive

Venture stage Early Early. or late
Education offered Seminars Ad hoc, hi/legal
Venture location Usually on-site On-site
Mentorshi Intensive, Minimal,
OISHIp by self and others tactical

The financial dimension leads to another remarkable distinction. Incubators, while offering
a range of benefits, do not systematically participate in direct financial investments in the
companies they support. In contrast, accelerators count on seed funding as a cornerstone
of their operational framework, indicating a more direct and substantial financial involvement

in the startup.
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Time frame considerations further contribute to the distinction between these organizations.
Incubators are characterized by relatively flexible and longer timelines of 1 to 5 years, con-
cluding their support once a participating company crafts a compelling product pitch for po-
tential investors. The accelerators, according to Cohen and Hochberg (2014), on the other
hand, operate within a significantly shorter time frame of 3 months, with their core objective
centered around catalyzing rapid growth and achieving a turnaround in their invested capital
(Hubspot, n.d).

2.8 Support for international students in education and entrepreneurship.

With the aim of significantly improving Finland's position in the global competition for inter-
national talent and students, the Finnish government has created an education and work-
based migration roadmap. The roadmap includes measures to make Finland an attractive
country for work and study, where the immigration process is simple and seamless. This
solution is in respond to the labor shortage in the leading high-tech growth sectors requires
that experts be sought beyond Finnish borders. In addition to individuals, representatives of
ministries, labor market organizations, businesses, regional entities as well as higher edu-
cation institutions have participated in the preparation of the road map (Finnish Government,
2021). With the number of new foreign students expected to triple to 15,000 students a year,
the Government’s objective is to achieve 75 per cent remaining in Finland to work after

graduation by the year 2030.

In terms of education and training, the plan, extended until 2035, includes work-oriented
quality education programs and mentoring offered by higher education institutions to help
foreign researchers and students settle in Finland. A recent change in the law facilitates the
process of making residence permits for international students and allows them to obtain a
permanent residence more quickly. Most Finnish universities already offer professional de-
velopment programs and services for their foreign students. One example is the Aalto Uni-
versity's International Talent Program which connects students with potential well-known
Finnish employers, such as Fiskars, Kone, Nokia and Wartsila, in various mentoring ses-

sions (Haaramo, 2022).
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In Finland, there are 34 higher education institutions, where a student-to-student mentality
strongly influences students' culture. This is a belief that students are the main organizers
of most student activities. The first student-driven entrepreneurship society is the Aalto En-
trepreneurship Society, founded in 2009 by a group of students after their trip to San Fran-
cisco and Silicon Valley. An Entrepreneurship Society (ES) is a student-driven non-profit
organization that promotes entrepreneurship in universities. All events and programs are
related to two topics, which are inspiration and building startups. As of 2023, there are 18
active ES in almost every university or university of applied sciences in Finland. Many of
these organizations are free for all students, volunteer-based and non-profit. ESs are run by
students who are responsible for organizing startup activities at their universities. These so-
cieties have played a significant role in the growth of the Finnish startup ecosystem. Today,
many of Finland's most successful startups, such as Wolt, Veri, and Smartly.io, have deep

connections within ES (Startup Foundation, 2022).

Support for international students also comes from Finnish startup ecosystem as it is a major
employer for international talents, and it also offers major support to those who want to be-
come entrepreneurs (Haaramo, 2022). An important center for this is Maria 01, a Helsinki-
based leading startup campus in the Nordics that provides a thriving environment for early-
stage startups, renowned investors and VCs, large enterprises, and other ecosystems.
There is currently international talent from 65 different nationalities and organizations within
the Maria 01 community that offer different training programs and matchmaking opportuni-
ties. Their goals are unanimous, to connect international talent with local entities and help

them to find jobs or start their own businesses (Maria 01, 2024).
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3 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

A total of 9 interviewees, including 5 SeAMK's international students, 1 incubator founder, 1
accelerator organizer and 2 SeiES’s board members, were contacted through LinkedIn and
email. All the interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams and the data collected
is in the form of video transcript, written and secondary materials. The participants were
asked for permission and agreed to be recorded for the interviews, the content was later
transcribed using the Microsoft Teams feature. Some participants also provided written ma-
terial on the topic. All the recordings were removed automatically after two weeks for data
security purposes and any direct quote taken from the transcript is to be sent to the inter-
viewees for approval before included in the thesis. The interviews are semi-structured be-
cause although the questions follow a predetermined thematic framework, they are open

ended and allow flexibility in answers (George, 2022).

3.1 Challenges and needs of higher education students in Seinajoki.

Out of the 5 students being interviewed, 3 of them have registered their companies in Fin-
land, 1 is doing freelancing tasks related to his business idea and 2 are interested in having
their own startups in the future. 3 students are International Business students while the
other 2 students are from the Engineering Degree, all are in either 2" or 3" year of their
studies. It is important to take notes that out of 5 students, 2 of them can speak Finnish and
have been living in Finland for a long time. The transcripts are analyzed using ChatGPT, an
artificial intelligence (Al) chatbot that uses natural language processing to respond to inquir-
ies and compose various written content. (“What Is ChatGPT? Everything You Need to
Know - TechTarget’). The needs and challenges of these 5 students are presented in the
table in Table 3.

Table 3. Needs and Challenges of international students in Seinajoki.

NEEDS CHALLENGES

Access to resources and communication in | Limited availability of information and re-
English sources in English
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_ Information about available funding op-
tions and funding processes

_ Finnish business regulations and proce-
dures

_Finding comprehensive information
sources.

Guidance on navigating Finnish business
landscape

Challenges in understanding Finnish busi-
ness culture and practices

Financial support

Limited access to funding and financial re-
sources for international students

Accessible mentorship

Limited access to experienced mentors
and advisors

Networking opportunities

Limited networking opportunities and diffi-

culty in connecting with local Finnish for
networking

In summary, international students who want to start a business in Seindjoki face several
challenges and have specific needs that can be grouped into 3 key themes, which are (a)
information resources in English, (b) support and guidance and (c) networking (OpenAl,
2023). Aspiring student entrepreneurs said that they need information resources to navigate
funding options and understand Finnish business regulations. All students agree that they
need business development guidance and accessible mentorship, yet obtaining expert ad-
vice and support is often limited due to language barriers. Language barrier is highlighted
throughout the interviews as the contributing factor to students’ challenges. The non-Finn-
ish-speaking students said that they find most necessary information in Finnish and need to
do translation. In terms of networking, the students who do not speak Finnish find it even
more challenging to communicate and connect with the locals. Thus, language support is
crucial because international students often encounter a language barrier and struggle to

find the information and support in English.
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Regarding the question about whether students would prefer to have a centralized organi-
zation (pre-incubator) providing all the necessary information, the majority of 4 students an-
swered yes, stating convenience as the reason. 1 student said she would prefer having
different organizations as she felt that information from only one centralized organization
would be general and not in-depth. Overall, understanding the needs and challenges of in-
ternational students in Seingjoki is vital to develop an effective pre-incubator program that

can address the issues and caters to the needs.

3.2 Insights from Finnish Incubator and Accelerator programs

The founder of Hatch Incubator is Suvi Lehtonen, and the head organizer of Forward Accel-
erator is Hannes Tayronen. The Hatch Incubator Program was a free 8-week startup incubator
organized by Laurea Entrepreneurship Society (Laurea ES), based in Helsinki and for early-
stage businesses and university students in the capital region (Hatch incubator program, n.d).
The last time Hatch Incubator program was organized was in the fall of 2022. Forward Summer
Accelerator, produced by LUT Entrepreneurship Society, is a 7-week program for first-time
founders and early-stage ideas (LUTES, 2024). As mentioned in chapter 1.5, the purposes of
the interviews are to gain insights regarding success factors, challenges and benchmark the
curriculum of the two programs. To analyze the data collected from the two interviews, cod-
ing, the process of labelling and organizing qualitative data to identify different themes and
the relationships between them, is used (Medelyan, 2024). When coding the interview tran-
scripts, the data coding software Quirkos was chosen because it helps sort and manage

text-based data.

The interview transcripts are uploaded to the software, each section of text is then assigned
with a "code" to represent the segment as being about a particular topic. These codes each
belong to an important and recurring theme in the responses, and are categorized into those
themes (Quirkos, n.d.). The analysis of these codes and themes from both interviews helps
to identify connections, links, and emerging trends regarding how the two organizations de-
velop and operate their programs. As seen in Figure 5, the transcripts data from both inter-
views are coded and organized into fourteen categories namely: 7-week program, 8-week

program, team, network, stakeholders, participants selection criteria, contract with condition,
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assignment, curriculum, measuring success, sustaining, success factors, organizer chal-

lenges and participants challenges.

Quirks Canvas - Primary
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Organizational
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Participation
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8-week program

Figure 5. Different themes of Hatch Incubator and Forward Accelerator programs.

With this information from Figure 5, the Hatch Incubator and Forward Accelerator programs are
then compared to show their similarities and differences, with the result presented in Figure 6

below.

The two programs both offer professional mentoring, lectures in different fields with speakers,
workshops, and study trips and networking opportunities. The purple section shows similarities
between the two programs, with curriculum topics represented by green bubbles, and other
activities of the programs with orange bubbles and stakeholders are with pink bubbles. Alt-
hough the two programs are different in definition, they do cover common training topics.
Similar training topics are idea validation, customer validation, building a minimum viable

product, marketing, sales, and pitching. Both programs include at least one study trip, either
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local or international, and end with a Demo Day, where all the teams present their business
to judges and audiences. The programs are of collaborative nature with support and participa-
tion from different stakeholders, such as volunteers, speakers, and external mentors. Hannes
mentioned in the interview that the Forward Accelerator program chooses speakers and mentors
who are entrepreneurs, startup founders or industry experts with real life experiences and have

the general business knowledge to support all the team.

HATCH INCUBATOR FORWARD ACCELERATOR

Building Idea

MvP _ Validation Volunteers
Presentation /

Pitchingskills Study Trip o
entors
Marketing

Core
5 21 members/
Validation

Team Demo Day organizers
Building Speak
peakers

Business Financial

Model Calculation

Duration: September — November (8
weeks)
Part-time
Weekends Bootcamp:

_Ecosystem
_Leadership

_Research skills

_Mentoring Day

Duration: May —June
(7 weeks)
Full-time

Personal Grant
No workshops
Community evening

Figure 6. Comparisons of Hatch Incubator and Forward Accelerator.

The key difference between the two programs is that the Hatch Incubator program happens in
the autumn semester during the school year, so workshops are organized weekly after school
with a weekend bootcamp at the beginning of the program. Forward Accelerator, on the other
hand, is a longer and full-time program during the summer with a schedule from 8am to 4pm
during the weekdays. For Hatch Incubator, the bootcamp weekend functions as a crash
course to entrepreneurship through different workshops and exercises. The weekend pro-
vides insight on topics such as the startup ecosystem, leadership, Business Model Canvas,
idea validation, research skills and pitching. The purpose of the bootcamp is also for the
participant to get acquainted with other Hatch attendees and the organizers. This helps to
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foster a sense of community and build connections among the participants and the organiz-
ers. For Hatch Incubator, 4-hour workshops are organized once per week, from 5 pm — 9pm,
and are mostly hosted in the same location with at least one speaker invited to speak at the
workshop. The last workshop is called Mentoring Day, where teams are matched with a few
mentors based on the mentor’s profession and teams’ business ideas needs. The teams are
expected to prepare questions according to the mentor’s strengths and areas of knowledge
so that teams can have 1on1 mentoring. This information is obtained from the transcripts
and the program infographic, which is confidential information and only shared by Suvi for

references.

Forward Accelerator, while it does not have weekend bootcamp, has community evenings
every week with activities like dinners, going to the sauna to foster closer relationships and
build a sense of community among the participants and the organizers. H. Tayronen (per-
sonal communication, March 14, 2024) also provided a directive schedule for the program

with the theme of each week during the interview. This information is presented in Figure 7.

Week 19: idea validation

Week 20: Customer validation and minimum viable product
(MVP)

Week 21: Product-market fit, marketing & branding
Week 22: Pitch setup and sales
week 23: Starting a business and running it.
week 24: Scaling and growing the business.

week 25: Pitching, demo day and next steps

Figure 7. Forward Accelerator schedule.
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The training topics for Forward Accelerator program are included in five of the weeks, alt-
hough there are general themes in week 23 and 24, such as “starting a business and running
it” and “scaling and growing the business. This directive schedules show the orders of the
themes and which topics should be covered first as the teams go through their business
ideation and development phrases. Compared with the startup phases mentioned in Chap-
ter 2.5, this order of themes aligns closely with the milestones listed in the ideation, concept-
ing, validation and scaling phases. There are no topics related to the committing phase be-
cause Forward Accelerator does not require the participants to register their companies.
Hannes said that there will be 2 to 4 workshops per week and plenty of time for the teams
to work on their ideas together.

3.3 Success factors and potential challenges

The analysis of the interview transcripts aims to find the common elements contributing to
the success of the two programs, and the obstacles that both the organizer and the partici-
pants might face. Understanding these factors helps to enhance the development of the pre-
incubator program for SeiES to address the potential challenges and provide optimal sup-
port, ensuring the success of the program. There are three common success factors that
both interviewees mentioned, which are financial support, team selection and marketing, as

seen in Figure 8.

Finacial
Support

Marketing
of the
program

Team
Selection

Figure 8. Common success factors of the two programs.

From Figure 8, marketing of the program is an important success factor, with Hannes said
that their marketing duration was about 5 weeks, starting from Mid-January to raise aware-

ness and convince students to apply, and Suvi suggested to have someone in charge of
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marketing. Different online communication channels and face-to-face marketing on the cam-
pus were used.is A good marketing strategy helps to attract sufficient good applications for
the team selection process where the organizers can choose the most suitable ones for the
program. Both interviewees agreed that the number one priority for selecting the participants
are individual attitudes and motivations, following by the business idea. Suvi from Hatch

Incubator said that:

Because of that being our number one priority, we actually looked at the indi-
vidual more than we looked at their ideas, because ideas can easily be
changed.

Suvi also talked about one’s ability to take feedback while Hannes stated eagerness and
excitement about the business ideas as the characteristics they looked for in potential par-
ticipants. The feasibility and practicality of the business ideas is also considered in the se-
lecting process. Financial support in the form of funding from the government, sponsorships
and through fund-raising is the success factor emphasized by both interviewees. Financial
support is necessary to organize the programs with their unique features. In the case of
Forward Accelerator, there are about 20 participants, and each participant is given a per-
sonal grant of 1500 euros, and for Hatch Incubator, there was an weekend bootcamp where
participants stayed overnight. In addition to the common success factors, Suvi also said that
the support from the Laurea UAS by listing Hatch Incubator in their entrepreneurship curric-

ulum helped the pre-incubator to be well-known and attracted more applicants.

Organizer challenges discussed during the interview include time commitment and market-
ing. In terms of time commitment, since the two programs are student-run, the organizers
had to find time and balance between studies and work. Hannes from Forward Accelerator
said the marketing phase is always challenging because it is not easy to find motivated
teams. Therefore, Forward Accelerator focuses a lot on marketing and started this process
early in January for their June program. Regarding the participant challenges, both Suvi and
Hannes said that there might be time management issues. The solution both organizations
have adopted is to request the participants to sign a contract with conditions on attendance
and assignment the participants need to complete. Another problem is that the teams’ ideas

might not work out, which leads to a delay in progress. For this problem, the interviewees
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suggested the solutions could be to advise the team to change their idea or ask the mentors

to help the team.

3.4 SeiES’s operational capabilities

For SeiES interview with the Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson of the year 2024, narrative

analysis is used to understand the SeiES’s operational capabilities, financial resources avail-

able and the expectations for the pre-incubator program. The transcript data is also analyzed

using ChatGPT. Data cleaning is first performed to remove duplicated incorrect or incom-

plete data, followed importing data and giving a prompt to ChatGPT to do a narrative anal-

ysis on the given content. The result is presented in table 4 below.

Table 4. SeiES’s structure and operation capabilities.

Organizational Structure The organization includes a board which makes decisions,

Decision-making pro-
cess

Time Commitment

volunteers, and members. There are five roles on the board,
which are the Chairperson, Vice Chairperson, Secretary,
Event Organizer, and Marketing Manager.

There are about 15 to 20 active members per semester. The
Chairperson is highlighted as the leader providing overall di-
rection for effective performance. It is important to take note
that the Board changes every year.

Decisions are made collaboratively. The Chairperson initi-
ates decisions, but more than half of the board needs to
agree with the decision for implementation. This is to en-
sures a democratic approach to decision-making.

Although no specific amount of time spent is provided, daily
discussions between the Chairperson and Vice-chairperson
for event planning are mentioned, indicating a significant
amount of time investment.



34 (52)

Financial planning The exact amount of the annual and monthly budget is not
disclosed. Financial planning for the calendar year starts in
January, with monthly budgets allocated for operations, ac-
tivities and organizing events. There is flexibility in the
budget based on the number of events planned each month.

Communication Chan- Social media platform Instagram, messaging app
nels WhatsApp, posters, and face-to-face meetings. These
channels are also used for Marketing purposes.

Collaboration with part- SeiES collaborates and have partnerships with various

ners and stakeholders. stakeholders including SeAMK, local community organiza-
tions like Into Seinajoki and Etela-Pohjanmaan Work Integra-
tion for Immigrants Service (WIISE). Collaborations vary
from advisory roles to event support.

Support for student en- Although SeiES is not supporting any student entrepreneurs

trepreneurship now, they organize events for higher education students,
aiming to spread information about entrepreneurship. Col-
laborations with SeAMK also directly support entrepreneur-
ship initiatives for students.

Event planning and SeiES aims to have one event each month. Collaboration is
event planning done with partners for event planning, with a focus on provid-
ing informative and engaging activities for members.

In the interview, SeiES’s Board Members confirmed that they have the financial resources
and are willing to run the new pre-incubator program. Other factors such as a stable number
of active members, support from different stakeholders and Board Members’s time dedica-
tion also strengthen SeiES’s organizational capabilities. It can be concluded from the anal-

ysis that SeiES is capable and has the resources to organize the pre-incubator program.
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3.5 Key Performance Indicators (KPls) and ways to measure success.

Both Hatch Incubator and Forward Accelerator choose Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)
to evaluate the success of their programs. For Hatch Incubator, KPIs are centered around
participant feedback, skill development, and confidence levels. At the beginning of the pro-
gram, participants take starting surveys to find out the measurements of participants' confi-
dence levels and skill sets. Weekly surveys throughout the program gather feedback from
both the participants and the mentors on mentorship experiences, workshop effectiveness,
and overall program satisfaction. Personal surveys are used to assess individual growth and
development over time and are used at the end of the program. When talking about how to
measure the success of the programs from the mentor’s side, Suvi recommended forming
a personal relationship with the mentors and contacting them through calls to show appre-

ciation and ask for their feedback.

It is important to note that June 2024 is the first year that Forward Accelerator organizes
their program, so the KPIs and ways to measure the program’s success are only estimated.
Forward Accelerator emphasizes goal setting and progress monitoring as key components
of their success evaluation strategy. Hannes said that clear goals are set up for participants
each week, and their progress is tracked throughout the program. There are also goals that
Forward Accelerator agrees with the organizations that have funded the program and will
present a report on teams’ achievement to their sponsors at the end of the program. What
the specifics goals are were not discussed during the interviews as the organizer is still
working on the program. The program collects feedback from participants and stakeholders,

evaluating program satisfaction and identifying opportunities for enhancement.
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4 A guide for SeiES to design an Pre-incubator program.

To address the needs and challenges of aspiring student entrepreneurs, a “How to organize
the pre-incubator program” guide is created for SeiES to plan and run the program. The
guide is developed based on the literature review, a clear understanding of students' needs
and challenges, an assessment of SeiES' operational capabilities, and a comparative anal-
ysis of other established programs. Due to SeiES’s confidentiality on financial matters, the
Board members did not disclose SeiES’s budget or financial resources available but said
that they have the budget for the pre-incubator program and are willing to organize it. There-
fore, this thesis will provide a guide that includes a planning template and organizing time-
lines. While the template includes topics for each week and suggested location area, SeiES
need to make their own decisions on the budget, specific locations, who the speakers and
mentors are, and marketing. SeiES can use the guiding and change certain elements of the
program based on their budget or organization capabilities. The pre-incubator program for
SeiES, while focusing on supporting international students, is open for all students of
SeAMK to take part. This is because SeiES as an organization aims to support all students

who have an interest in entrepreneurship.

4.1 Pre-incubator program structure

It is important to note that the pre-incubator program for SeiES focuses on business idea
development and the first two phases of early-stage startup, ideation and concepting phase.
The curriculum does not cover company founding steps or paperwork as there is already
information and professional services available in Seinajoki for registering a company. How-
ever, since some of the essential information is not available in English, there should be
workshops in English about information finding and introduction to entrepreneurship sup-

port.

Based on the interviews with SeiES and the characteristics of a student-run program with
concerns about time constraint, manpower, the pre-incubator program is set follow the eight-
week and part-time structure, like the Hatch Incubator program. The duration of the pre-
incubator program for SeiES will the in the autumn semester, between October and Novem-

ber. This duration is sufficient for business ideas to develop, not too long that the students
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face time commitment issues and suitable with the schedule of SeiES’s Board Members.
The theme and topics for each week take reference from Forward Accelerator’s schedule
and Hatch Incubator Program because their curriculum aligns with startup phases’ mile-
stones, as mentioned in Chapter 2.5. There will be special workshops or activities in the
program that cater to the international students ‘needs and challenges in Seindjoki. The pre-
incubator programs for SeiES will include a Kick-Off Breakfast, one workshop per week for
7 weeks, a study trip to Tampere, a 1-to-1 mentoring session and a Demo Day in the last
week. Table 5 illustrates how the pre-incubator program solves the needs and challenges

uncovered in the interview data collection.

Table 5. How the pre-incubator program solves the needs and challenges of international
students

Challenges for in- Characteristics of the pre-incubator program to address the
ternational students challenges

Lack of information The pre-incubator program is in English.
resources in English

There is a workshop with the city business development company
where participants can learn information about starting a business
in Seinajoki

Limited supportand  Workshops are organized every week and cover important topics

guidance ranging from ideation to scaling and growth (Table 6). The topics
are in order and align with startup development through different
phases, mentioned in Chapter 2.5.

At the workshop, participants can learn from speakers who are
experts in their field. There are also mentors that can give partici-
pants advice on developing their business ideas.

Limited networking The participants will get the chance to expand their network with

opportunities the speakers and mentors. They will also have a chance to net-
work with members from other entrepreneurship society or startup
companies during their study trip to Tampere.
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The pre-incubator program helps to address the needs and challenges of the students re-
garding language barrier, networking opportunities and guidance. By participating in the pre-
incubator program, the students will gain the knowledge and skillsets for creating a business,
receive mentoring and guidance through workshops, and have the chance to expand their

network.

4.2 Pre-incubator program schedule and how to use the template and how to use

the template.

The outcome of the thesis is a template with schedule and themes of each week with empty
space for SeiES to make the decision when implementing the program. Certain features of
the program, for example duration of workshop, the speakers for Week 5 workshop and the
destination for the study trip are pre-decided by the author of the thesis, considering the

needs of the students being interviewed.

Regarding how to choose the speakers and mentors, SeiES can refer to the workshop’s
topics and contact relevant mentors or speakers that have experience and can participate
in the workshops It is recommended that the pre-incubator programs invite six speakers,
who are also the mentors, for the workshops. The speakers can be university lecturers,
entrepreneurs, founders, or industry experts, with each of them covering one workshops
topic so that the students can get different perspectives and have a chance to network with
more experts. SeiES find suitable speakers and mentors from their network that includes

alumni, partners, other Entrepreneurship Societies or through LinkedIn.

Regarding the duration of the workshops, it will be a 4-hour session with 2 hours for the
speakers and the other 2 hours dedicated to teamwork’s time. This is so that the participants
can apply what they have learned from the workshop and work on the ideas together in a
physical environment. The time is from 5pm — 9pm so that the students can attend the work-
shops since they are after school hours. The location of the workshop should be on the
SeAMK campus for convenience and accessible working facilities. SeiES can decide the
fixed date which they will have the workshop. The template for the program is presented in
Table 6.



Table 6. Template for the pre-incubator program.

Week 1
Date: Monday

9am - 11am

Week 1
Date:

5pm - 9pm

Week 2
Date:

5pm - 9pm

Week 3
Date:

5pm - 9pm

Week 4
Date:

S5pm - 9pm

Schedule Speaker

Kick-off Breakfast: Program infor-
mation and schedule.

Networking

Workshop on Idea Validation:
Validating ideas through market re-
search to make sure that the idea
meets market needs.

Teamwork time

Workshop on Customer valida-
tion and minimum viable product
(MVP): Understanding target cus-
tomers and learning to build an
MVP.

Teamwork time

Workshop on Marketing & Brand-
ing: Learn about effective market-
ing and branding strategies.

Teamwork time

Workshop on pitching and sale:
Learning how to pitch an idea and
mastering sales techniques.

Teamwork time
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Location

SeAMK campus:

SeAMK campus:

SeAMK campus:

SeAMK campus:



Week 5
Date:

5pm - 9pm

Week 6
Date:

9am - 9pm

Week 7
Date:

5pm - 9pm

Week 8
Date:

3pm - 9pm

Workshop on Starting a Busi-
ness in Seinajoki: Provides in-
sights into legal, financial, and oper-
ational aspects of starting a busi-
ness in the city.

Teamwork time

Study trip to Tampere: Visit to
Platform 6 and TRES

Workshop on Scaling and
Growth: Understanding Growth
Hacking and Explore strategies for
expansion

Workshop: 1on1 Mentoring Day
with all mentors: Participants can
ask questions and get advice

Demo Day: Pitching Competition:
Pitching for judges and a live audi-
ence

Into Seinajoki
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SeAMK campus:

Tampere. Plat-
form 6

SeAMK campus:

SeAMK campus:

As seen in the template in Table 6, the purpose of the Kick-Off Breakfast is so that the

participants can receive all the information regarding the schedule, the mentors, the work-

shops and get to know each other. From Week 1 to week 4, students learn how to validate

their business ideas, what are the marketing strategies and ways to pitch their businesses.

For week 5, SeiES should contact Into Seinajoki, the city ‘development company that helps

entrepreneurs to set up their companies or companies in Seindjoki and ask them to be the

main speakers for the workshops about starting a business. This is because the students
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interviewed have stated that they need guidance and more information about setting up a
business in the city. For week 6, the study trip is in Tampere and should be in collaboration
with Tampere Entrepreneurship Society (TRES) to visit Platform 6, a 5-storey startup house
operated by Tampere Startup Hub and learn more about the startup ecosystem in Tampere.
The last workshop on week 7 is the 1on1 Mentoring workshop, the teams and individuals
are matched with a few mentors for the 1on1 mentoring, based on the what the teams needs
and the mentor’s expertise. This workshop allows teams to receive personal feedback on
their business ideas and build up their network. For the Demo Day on week 8, all the teams
will pitch their ideas to judges and live audience. The best pitches and team with the best
progresses during the program will be rewarded. The Demo Day is an open event with free
registration so that participants can invite friends and family and the participants have a

chance to showcase their business ideas to the larger audience.

4.3 Timeline for implementation and measuring the success of the pre-incubator

program.

In Figure 11 is the suggested timeline for the the planning, implementation and feedback
collection of the pre-incubator proram. The duration for each of the process is chosen based
on the advice from organisers of other program and in order to give SeiES suffient time to
complete the tasks. There are five different phases, which are are: Marketing, Team
Selection, Finding Partners and Locations, Pre-incubator Program exceution and Feedback

collection from different stakeholders.
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September
3 weeks

October — November December
8 weeks 1 weeks

AT Feedback
speakers/mentor Pre- .
collection

s incubator
and Team

rogram
Prog Reflection

August September
4 weeks 1 week

. T
WEL Gl —> ==

Selection

Confirming Confirming
location with partners

Figure 9. Timeline for the pre-incubator program.

Based on the suggestions from Hannes of Forward Accelerator, the marketing of the pre-
incubator program for SeiES should last for 4 weeks to raise awareness about the program
and attract a sizable number of applicants. Different marketing channels, both online and
offline channels, should be used to market the program and it is advisable that SeiES works
closely with the university to promote the program. This is because collaboration with
SeAMK enables the marketing to reach more students and increase the credibility of the
pre-incubator program. From a large number of applications, SeiES can choose the most
suitable individuals and teams. Since this is the first year that the program is organized, the
participants size should be purposely kept small, about 7 to 8 people that can be divided
into 4 teams of 1 to 2 members. This allows the pilot of the program to evaluate its feasibility

and gain qualitied feedback from the participants for improvement.

Selection of participants should last for 1 week after all the applications have been submitted
and in the form of an interview. Selection criteria should prioritize individual attitudes and
motivations, following the feasibility of business ideas, like the two programs studied above.
This is because ideas can easily be changed as the team progresses, but the good attitudes
and motivations will help the team to complete the program. Eagerness and excitement
about business ideas are some of the characteristics to look for in potential participants. The

feasibility and practicality of the business ideas should also be considered in the selection
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process. After confirming the participants, the next step is to find the speakers that would
also be the mentors for the program, contact different partners like SeaMK, Into Seinajoki,
TRES, Platform 6’s operators and choose the venue to organize the program. This process
this done after confirming the number of participants because in case SeiES could not attract
enough participants for the programs, the numbers of speakers or the activities can be ad-
justed, reducing potential cost. After organizing the 8-week pre- incubator program, SeiES
should spend the next week obtaining feedback from both the participants and the speakers

and conduct internal team reflections.

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for the pre-incubator program for SeiES centers around
participant feedback on satisfaction levels and confidence levels on their skill and knowledge
development. The success of the program is measured by the participants’ high level of sat-
isfaction levels of participants and their confidence level in essential entrepreneurial skills
and knowledge on a scale. Surveys are used as a means of measurement, allowing partic-
ipants to rate their satisfaction with various program aspects using predefined scales. Addi-
tionally, confidence levels in specific entrepreneurial topics are assessed using similar rating
scales, providing valuable insights into the program's effectiveness in equipping participants

with the necessary knowledge and confidence to pursue their entrepreneurial endeavors.
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5 Conclusions

In conclusion, this thesis has successfully achieved its objectives of addressing the needs
and challenges of international students who want to start a business in Seindjoki with the
development of a pre-incubator program guide. This guide is designed so that SeiES can
implement the program and support students' ventures. A review and comparative analysis
of other successful entrepreneurship programs at the national level provided useful infor-
mation on program structure and collaborative practices. The thesis then presents a guide
to the organization of the pre-incubator program, with a program template and timeline rec-
ommendations. By defining metrics to measure the effectiveness of the program, this thesis

offers a means to evaluate its effect and ensure continuous improvement.

The findings of the thesis contribute knowledge to the field of entrepreneurship education
and offer practical recommendations for supporting international students. However, the ac-
tual impact of this program can only be assessed over time, highlighting the need for con-
tinuous evaluation and improvement. With support for student entrepreneurship and collab-
orative efforts from various stakeholders, Seinajoki can position itself as a thriving hub for

innovation and economic growth, and a promising destination for international students.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. Interview with students.

Appendix 2. Interview with Seinajoki Entrepreneurship Society

Appendix 3. Interview for Accelerator and Incubator

Appendix 1. Interview with students.

Demographics

1.What is your current degree program and field of study?

2. Have you had any prior experience with entrepreneurship or startups?

Perceptions and Aspirations

3. What sparks your interest in creating a startup?

Challenges and Barriers

4. Do you find enough information on starting a new company in Finland in a language you

understand and how do you do it?

5. If you have a business idea, what is stopping you from getting started with it? Is there any

practical reason that is too challenging?

6. Are there any other challenges you have faced in obtaining information for your venture?

Needs and Resources

7. What support or resources do you need for starting a startup in Seinajoki?
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8. Do you think networking is important. How has networking impacted your startup journey?

9. Do you think mentorship is important?

10. If you have an idea or is working on an idea, do you appreciate the fact that there are
many organizations offering different support and information, or would you prefer it to be

more centralized support from one place?

11. Are you satisfied with the way business environment and support in Seinajoki?

12. Any final suggestion or thoughts you would like to share?

Appendix 2. Interview with Seinajoki Entrepreneurship Society

1. How is the SeiES structured in terms of leadership roles, and how do these roles contrib-

ute to the society's activities?

Manpower and Skills

2. What is the current size of the SeiES in terms of board members and active members,

and how are responsibilities distributed among them?

3. How much time do the board member spend each week for Seies's activities?

Funding and Financial Management

4. How does SeiES secure funding for activities, and what financial resources are available

for new potential incubator programs?

Connections and Networks

5. What partnership or collaborations SeiES currently have within the local entrepreneurial

ecosystem and the university?

Initiatives
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6. Could you share examples of initiatives or events organized by the society, particularly

those related to supporting student entrepreneurs?

7. Have there been any success stories resulting from the society's efforts in fostering en-
trepreneurship among students? Are you supporting any student entrepreneur now? If you

are, with which resources are you supporting them?

8. Would you be open to developing an incubator program to systematically support

startups?

9. What outcomes do you hope to achieve from having an incubator program for students?

Challenges and Mitigation Strategies

10. What potential challenges do you foresee in running an incubator program?

Interview for Accelerator and Incubator

Introduction

1. Can you introduce yourself and your role?

Program Components:

2. Could you provide an overview of the curriculum and any details of the accelerator/incu-

bator program?

3. What is the reason for choosing the time and duration of the program

4. How are participants selected for the program, and what criteria do you consider during

process?
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Success Factors:

5. In your experience, what do you believe are the success factors that contribute to the

effectiveness of the accelerator/incubator program?

6. What are the metrics or indicators you focus on to measure the success of participants?

7. Based on your experience, what are some common challenges participants might face

during the program, and how do you address or mitigate these challenges?

8. What are some common challenges your ES might face and how do you address or these

challenges

Continuous Improvement:

9. How do you gather feedback from participants, mentors, and other stakeholders to im-

prove and iterate on the program?

10. How do you ensure that the program content remains relevant with the current needs of

the job market?
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