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ABSTRACT

University business incubators (UBIs) give universities a dedicated entrepreneurship hub where
young entrepreneurs with innovative business ideas receive mentorship, resources, and networking
opportunities to lay the foundations for successful ventures and utilize the university's research
outputs. Three years into the journey, North South University NSU Startups Next (NSUSN) has
considerably impacted the Bangladeshi start-up ecosystem with its entrepreneurial education quality
and business model, creating quality spin-off ventures and contributing to social and economic
development. This article provides a case study for North South University’s NSU Startups Next
(NSUSN) which works with limited resources to support young start-up founders and provide value
to the university entrepreneurs, the institution, society, and the economy. The study also outlined the
model of NSU Start-up Next and provided insights on the outcomes obtained through its cohort-
based system. The paper applies David J Miller’s ‘The Campus and the Ecosystem’ framework to
explain how a university’s entrepreneurial ecosystem interacts with external stakeholders.

Keywords: Bangladeshi start-up ecosystem, Entrepreneurship, Regional development, Start-up
incubator, University business incubator.

1. INTRODUCTION

Bangladesh-based startups have raised about USD 950 million from big-name investors like
Softbank, Ant Financials, Tiger Global, and Sequoia (LightCastle Partners, 2023). The neighboring
country, India, on the other hand, has raised more than USD 20 billion just in 2021 (Islam, 2022).
SoftBank has gained recognition as the most bullish investors in Indian startups having backed large
ventures which include Paytm and Policybazaar, as well as others such as Delhivery, Unacademy,
Grofers, Oyo (Balakrishnan, 2022). Bangladesh has strong opportunities to develop the economy
and take advantage of an annual global venture investment market of USD 650 billion (Islam,
2022). Furthermore, startups create employment opportunities alongside new kinds of work. In
Bangladesh, both ride-sharing startups and food delivery startups have all together created
employment for 1.5 million people directly and indirectly with potential to create a lot more jobs
(Islam, 2022). Startups also bring innovation by challenging the traditional sector and creating value
for consumers and the economy on a whole. For example, ride-sharing services like Pathao are
breaking the taxi syndicate thereby making rides accessible and cheaper for everyone (The World
Bank, 2019). Business-to-Business (B2B) commerce companies like ShopUp provide on-demand
inventory delivery and credit to retail SMEs. Lastly, startups help support inclusive growth as they
tap into markets that are not receiving the best value and eventually come up with products and
services that create value for everyone. Agriculture technology companies, such as iFarmer, have
benefitted smallholders by making their access to capital easier and telehealth services (e.g., Praava
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Health) have made access to medical consultation readily and remotely available for everyone
(Islam, 2022).

In recent times, with the increasing importance of education to reach mass people, universities are
tasked with nurturing entrepreneurship and innovation, generating revenues from research produced
on campus, and contributing to economic growth on a whole (Etzkowitz, 1998, 2002; Etzkowitz et
al., 2000; Goldstein and Renault, 2004). University Business Incubators (UBIs) can be considered
research hubs for entrepreneurship stakeholders (Rice & Zahra, 2013). Universities and startups are
naturally partners in most of the developed countries. Startups more or less require external sources
of knowledge to assist their human resources and R&D. Often coming up with new products and
services and modifying the existing products and services according to changes in consumer needs
require sources of skills, knowledge, and creativity beyond the boundaries of the existing business.
These require entrepreneurs to be involved in cooperation with customers, suppliers and research
institutes. The involvement by the student entrepreneurs enhances the overall startup network
eventually leading to many other opportunities associated with relevant industries (Chesbrough,
20006). Successful student entreprencurs are frequently the key to social and economic growth in
developing countries. Successful student entrepreneurs identify and, at times, influence the trends
and patterns required for proper development of businesses in a region. So, proper and responsible
entrepreneurship roles of the student entrepreneurs contribute to social and economic development.
And UBIs can be considered as preferred partners in research related to developing a business,
particularly where business results are uncertain. (Stal et al., 2016). Also, the Government has
encouraged startups and innovation through policies that encourage investments and forming
Startup Bangladesh Limited, a flagship venture capital fund under the Information, Communication,
and Technology division of the Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh (Islam, 2022).
Startup Bangladesh Limited, which is a flagship venture capital fund of the ICT Division made its
Vintage II investments amounting to Taka 17 crore to the country’s 8 startups that are under an
initiative “Shotobarshe Shoto Asha’, launched earlier marking 50 years of independence of
Bangladesh (Islam, 2022). With the second series of investments, amounting to a total of Taka 34
crore were given to 15 more startups to scale up their products and services along with
improvements in their qualities (Islam, 2022). Startup Bangladesh Ltd. announced to commit Taka
100 crore to 50 more startups for the year 2024 to create entreprencurs and employment in the
country.

This case study aims to provide insights on the role that business incubators can and should play in
fostering innovation and entrepreneurship by examining how they have changed and evolved in
response to changes in the larger entrepreneurial ecosystem. This is achieved by focusing on the
development of startup companies in Bangladesh through NSU Startups Next (NSUSN). The
primary questions posed and answered to in this paper are:

1. How do business incubators adapt to changes in the entrepreneurial landscape of a
country?

2. What specific operational strategies do these incubators employ in response to dynamic
shifts in the broader entrepreneurial environment in a country?

3. How do these adapted business incubators contribute to fostering entrepreneurship and
innovation within the entreprencurial landscape of a country?
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review section kicks off by introducing the context of the study. It chronicles the
evolution of various incubation approaches as well as their importance in the entrepreneurial scene.
Following this review of the historical frameworks, the section offers an in-depth look at the
Bangladeshi startup environment. This overview includes information on the ecosystem's growth
trajectory, prominent participants, and the dynamic forces that have driven its evolution. Several
examples of UBIs in operation in Bangladesh are featured in the same section. This is followed by a
succinct summary of previous research grounds and the extant work, pointing to a knowledge gap
that this study is trying to address. Then the appropriateness of the chosen theoretical framework for
addressing the gap and answering these research questions is discussed.

2.1 Research Context
2.1.1 The History of Start-up Incubators

The history of business incubators can be traced back to World War II which at that point of time
served as a probable solution to keep the industrial districts from failing. War directly consumed
over one-third of the total output from the industries worldwide, but the gradually expanded
productivity ensured a satisfying supply of consumer goods to the people. The United States was the
only country that considered an expansion of consumer goods despite wartime rationing (Bikse et
al., 2016).

In the 1990s, academic entrepreneurship expanded, which led to an eventual increase of incubator
programs on university campuses (Stal et al., 2016). UBIs currently exist all over the globe.
University incubators are characterized by dynamic interactions between different individuals
throughout the start-up incubation and graduation process. Business models are developed as
entrepreneurs enhance their knowledge of available opportunities and resources (Rasmussen, 2011).
The entrepreneurial teams of university-based startups evolve and change over time and their
resource allocations have to be modified as the startups grow.

In the last thirty years, as the developed countries inclined more towards a knowledge-based
economy, partnerships of universities with industries developed and led to the formation of more
business incubators (Green & Venkatachalam, 2005).

According to the Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI), there has been a 3% worldwide growth in
entrepreneurship (2018). Entrepreneurial activities are essential contributions to economic growth
and businesses are a crucial component of a country's economic engine. Without proper enterprise
development and entrepreneurs who can take the lead, new job creation innovation is not possible
(Acs, eta al., 2018).

The Stockholm-based data and advisory firm, UBI Global, has assessed over 1,300 academic-based
incubators in 53 countries including the United States, Brazil, Mexico, Canada, and Columbia
(Castillo & Meyer, 2018).

2.1.2 History of University Business Incubators (UBIs)

The model of business incubators started to get attention in the early 1980s; and as the US
universities were the first ones to realize its significance. During that time, more than 50 US
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universities stepped into the race and established their own university incubators (Mian, 1996; pp.
191-208). In Europe, on the other hand, between 1995 and 2003, 131 out of 499 high-tech small
medium enterprises that went public on the stock exchanges, were from university incubators
(Bonardo et al., 2011; pp. 755-776).

Initially, UBIs were developed to commercialize academic research by creating a relationship
between enterprises and university campuses. The goal of this relationship was to offer support
infrastructure so that it can compensate for predictable inefficiencies in the market mechanism. At
present, however, UBIs aim to develop products and technologies by focusing on research and
development findings. University incubators nowadays thrive for end-to-end development rather
than venerating only on profit (Bellingtoft, 2002; Ulhei; 2005; pp.265-290).

University incubators come across a histrionic shift in the commercialization of scientific
discoveries after the Bayh—Dole Act, enacted in 1980, favoring entrepreneurs against commercial
exploitation, came into force in the year 1980. This revolution enabled U.S. universities to engage
in technology transfer and licensing fearlessly, resulting in an eightfold increment of university
technology licensing and fourfold increment of university technology patenting (Mowery & Shane,
2002; as cited in Markman et al., 2005). University incubators licensing income climbed by almost
315% between 1991 and 1997, from $220 million to $698 million (AUTM 2000, 2002; as cited in
Markman et al., 2005).

At present, many countries around the world have policies in place to encourage the establishment
of university incubators (Grimaldi et al., 2011; as cited in Meifang et al., 2020). As a result, the
number of spin-offs has skyrocketed worldwide (Clarysse et al., 2005; as cited in Meifang et al.,
2020). Researchers predict that by creating closer ties between research and industry, university
incubators will not only surge information dissemination but also contribute to economic prosperity
(Bonardo et al., 2011; pp. 755-776).

2.1.3 Overview of the Bangladeshi Start-up Ecosystem

In this paper, we infer the Triple Helix Model of Innovation as the startup ecosystem, entailing the
interactions among academia, industry, and government to nurture social and economic
development (Etzkowitz & Ledesdorff, 1995).

The startup scene has been heaving, as more and more businesses are coming out to satisfy unmet
demands of the growing population across Bangladesh. There are around 1,200 active startups now
with over 200 new ones forming every year. One of the key factors behind the growth in startup
ecosystem in Bangladesh is due to the country’s young tech adaptable population with 48 percent
using smartphones and 68.4 percent having internet access across the country (Islam, 2022). The
need for digitalization was further propelled by the COVID-19 pandemic as digitization became a
must during and after the pandemic. Since post-pandemic consumption patterns are expected to
boom globally, Bangladesh, with a digitally savvy population, is at a point lucrative for startups to
take opportunity of (Islam, 2022). The momentum to encourage innovation through more startups
was further amplified by enthusiasts from private sectors who manifested the startup initiation in the
form of multiple accelerator and incubator programs (LightCastle, 2022). Currently, Bangladesh has
more than 1,200 active startups that have drastically impacted day-to-day Bangladeshi lives through
products and services that are new and innovative (LightCastle, 2022). Bangladesh attracted
investment amounting to a total of USD 505 million in 2021 and 2022 (up to Quarter 2), with a total
contribution of USD 498 million from global investors (LightCastle, 2022).
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