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Abstract

This review synthesizes global evidence from 2020-2025 to assess the effectiveness
of impact incubation and acceleration programs in the Global South. Drawing on over
30 academic, practitioner, and policy sources—including regional studies from Africa
(AfriLabs, GSMA), Asia (AVPN), Latin America, and global benchmarks from GALI, UBI
Global, and OECD—we evaluate outcomes across venture survival, growth,

employment, financing, scaling, and social impact.

Findings confirm that structured support significantly improves venture resilience, with
incubated startups demonstrating higher survival rates and accelerated revenue
growth—evidenced by data from accelerated ventures in developing economies and
social incubators in Asia, where 47% of graduates secure follow-on funding.
Employment generation is substantive, with programs creating thousands of jobs,
particularly for youth and women, as seen in FAO projects in Egypt and Youth Impact
Labs. Social and environmental alignment is increasingly tracked through frameworks
like the Impact Management Project (IMP) and SDG reporting, though measurement

remains inconsistent.

However, effectiveness is highly contextual. Success depends on program design,
mentor quality, network strength, and ecosystem maturity. Challenges persist,
including hub financial sustainability (noted in African tech hub analyses), misaligned
founder-hub expectations (per Nairobi case studies), and selection bias in impact
evaluation. Geographically, evidence is concentrated in Africa and South Asia, with

emerging but limited robust data from Latin America and the Middle East.
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The review identifies critical gaps: a lack of longitudinal data beyond 2-3 years,
underdeveloped social impact metrics, and insufficient causal evidence isolating
program effects. We conclude with a call for more rigorous, context-sensitive research
and practitioner-oriented frameworks to enhance program design, impact
measurement, and ecosystem coordination in  support of sustainable

entrepreneurship.

Key words

Impact Incubation, Acceleration Programs, Global South, Social Entrepreneurship,
Startup Survival, Revenue Growth, Job Creation, Access to Finance, Scaling Ventures,
SDG Alignment, Ecosystem Development, Financial Sustainability, Impact

Measurement, Mentor Quality, Hub Business Models

Introduction

Impact incubation and acceleration programs have become critical
infrastructure for fostering entrepreneurship across the Global South. In contexts
characterized by economic volatility, constrained access to finance, and
fragmented entrepreneurial ecosystems, these programs provide a structured
pathway for early-stage ventures. They deliver bundled support—including
mentorship, tailored training, network access, and often catalytic funding—to
ventures aiming to generate measurable social and environmental impact

alongside financial sustainability.
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Despite rapid proliferation supported by governments, development agencies,
and private funders, fundamental questions about their true effectiveness
persist. Evidence remains fragmented, often context-specific, and clouded by
selection bias. This review asks: What is the proven effectiveness of impact
incubation and acceleration in the Global South, and what are the critical
determinants of success? We define effectiveness through a dual lens: venture-
level outcomes (survival, revenue growth, employment, access to finance,

scaling, and social impact) and program-level efficacy (cost-efficiency, service

delivery quality, and contribution to broader ecosystem development).

This review is timely and necessary. As noted in studies on African tech hubs
and social incubation in Asig, there is a pressing need to move beyond
anecdotal success stories toward evidence-based models. With donors and
policymakers increasingly demanding accountability and “value for money”—
as highlighted in reports from the OECD and evaluations like the Youth Impact
Labs—clearer insights are essential. Synthesizing findings from sources like
GALl, UBI Global, and in-depth academic case studies (e.g., on social
innovation hubs in Latin America or frugal innovation incubation) can inform
smarter program design, better resource allocation, and more effective policy
support, ultimately strengthening the entire entrepreneurship-for-

development field.
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Methodology

This review employs a structured synthesis of literature published between
2015-2025, combining academic research, robust evaluative reports, and policy

analyses to provide a comprehensive, practitioner-relevant evidence base.

1. Scope & Sourcing:

e Time Frame: 2015 —2025, capturing the most recent evolution of models
and post-pandemic adaptations.
® Source Types: We integrated:
O Academic Studies: From journals like Journal of Small Business
Strategy, The Journal of Technology Transfer, and Organization
Science, focusing on empirical analyses.
O Bvotdaiivelemienténaitebriendekeportsudingythee@dencecelerator
reports, OECD policy briefs on startup globalization, UBI Global
benchmark studies, and organization-specific impact reports (e.g.,

Youth Impact Labs, Impact Hub).

O Regional & Sector-Specific Analyses: In-depth studies such as
“Building a Conducive Setting for Innovators to Thrive” (AfriLabs),
“Effective Social Incubation - First Insights from Asia” (AVPN), and

“Social Enterprise Ecosystem Country Profiles” (World Bank).
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2. Search & Selection Strategy:

® Keywords: Searches included targeted phrases: “effectiveness of business

incubation”, “impact incubation Global South”, “social accelerator
outcomes”, “tech hub sustainability Africa”, “measuring incubation
performance”, and “startup acceleration developing economies”.
Databases & Repositories: Utilized Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and
institutional repositories of key actors (e.g, World Bank, OECD, ILO, ITC).

Inclusion Criteria: Priority was given to documents that:

O Explicitly evaluated incubation/acceleration program outcomes

or processes.

O Focused on low- and middle-income country contexts across

Africa, Asig, Latin America.

O Provided specific metrics (e.g., survival rates, funding secured,

jobs created) or rich qualitative insights from case studies.

O Addressed social/environmental impact alongside commercial

outcomes.

3. Analytical Framework:

Over 30 sources from the attached tracker were analyzed. A thematic

analysis was conducted to identify:

® Consistent Effectiveness Parameters: Extracting data on survival,

growth, employment, financing, and scaling.
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® Contextual Moderators: Examining how geography, sector, program
design, and ecosystem maturity influence results.
® Gaps & Limitations: Noting recurring methodological shortcomings and
evidence voids in the literature.

® Practitioner Insights: Synthesizing explicit recommendations for

program design, measurement, and sustainability.

This methodology ensures the review is grounded in diverse, credible, and
recent evidence, balancing academic rigor with practical relevance to directly
inform the work of incubator managers, program designers, funders, and

policymakers.

Findings: Effectiveness Parameters

Research confirms impact incubation drives key outcomes, but effectiveness is highly
contextual, depending on program design, implementation fidelity, and ecosystem

maturity.

A. Firm Survival

Incubated ventures show significantly higher survival rates. A study of Austrian startups
found incubated firms had markedly better performance and survival, though it
questioned if incubators fully deliver on all promises. In South Africa, a cross-case
analysis revealed that while challenges hamper performance, effective incubators
contribute to startup resilience. However, a Tanzanian study on youth entrepreneurship
highlighted that the incubation model itself critically influences long-term venture

survival, indicating design matters more than mere participation.
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B. Revenue Growth

Incubation correlates with strong revenue increases. The GALI accelerator data shows
accelerated ventures in developing economies achieve significant revenue jumps.
Furthermore, research on business incubators in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
uses a four-dimension approach to measure effectiveness, explicitly tying program
components to financial growth metrics. From the tenant's perspective, the
commercialization strategy and performance effectiveness of an incubator are direct

drivers of revenue.

C. Employment Creation

Job creation is a consistently reported outcome. Studies measuring the effect of
accelerators and incubators on business performance include employment growth as
a core metric. The European Social Fund (ESF) evaluation across 11 EU countries found
social innovation projects, often incubated, significantly supported employment and
inclusion. An impact report on Youth Impact Labs used specific metrics like "revenue
per worker” and "net income per worker" to quantify the employment quality generated

by incubated ventures.
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D. Access to Finance

Access improves but remains a major hurdle. A global mapping of incubators and
accelerators and reports on African tech hubs consistently identify ‘linking
entrepreneurs to investors’ as a top challenge, cited by 20.2% of African hub
managers. While incubated ventures are better positioned, research on social
incubation in Asia found only 47% of graduates secured follow-on funding, and
incubators themselves rely heavily on grants, limiting their ability to provide direct

investment.

E. Scaling Outcomes

Effective incubation facilitates market expansion and capacity building. Research on
scaling innovation hubs in Tanzania directly analyzes their impact on knowledge and
entrepreneurial ecosystems, which are essential for scaling. The OECD report on
startup globalization underscores how incubation and acceleration are key
instruments for international market entry. Furthermore, studies on frugal innovation
incubation in the water sector (e.g, the VIA Water programme) highlight how
partnerships and co-creation with international networks are vital for scaling solutions

in developing markets.

10
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F. Social & Environmental Impact

Impact is a stated goal but often poorly measured. The Impact Management Project
(IMP) framework and SDG alignment are used by advanced programs (e.g., Youth
Impact Labs) to measure "What, Who, How Much, Contribution, and Risk." However, a
study on innovation hub drivers found a significant gap between hubs' social missions
and their market-oriented performance indicators, with a lack of transparent impact
data. Research on social business hubs in the Middle East and social enterprise
ecosystems in Kenya confirms that while social impact is the aim, robust

measurement frameworks are rare.

G. Other Critical Parameters

e Mentor & Network Quality: A study on social accelerators emphasized that
the unique, non-transactional relationship and emotional connection between
accelerator staff and entrepreneurs are key drivers of success, beyond just
network access. Governance & Inclusivity: Comparative research on social

e innovation hubs in Brazil, Argentina, and Italy found participatory governance
models (Latin America) were more effective at empowering marginalized
groups than top-down models (Italy). Hub Sustainability: Multiple studies on
African tech hubs reveal their struggle with financial sustainability, often relying

e on diversified but insufficient revenue streams like membership fees and
consulting. Their business model innovation is as important as the tech

innovation they support.

1
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Discussion of Reviewed Literature

The literature affirms the value of incubation but reveals a complex picture.
Methodological rigor varies, from in-depth case studies (e.g, of hubs in Nairobi or
social incubators in Brazil) to broader surveys (e.g., of 100 hubs across Africa). A
recurring theme is the misalignment of perceptions; for example, a Nairobi study found
startups valued hubs for physical infrastructure, while managers assumed networking
was the key benefit. Context is king: the effectiveness of models used in mature
ecosystems (Europe, parts of Latin America) does not automatically translate to
nascent ecosystems (parts of Africa, post-conflict regions), as noted in reports on

making sense of African innovation hubs.

Geographic & Sectoral Concentration in Existing

Research

e Geographic Focus: There is a heavy skew towards Africa (South Africa, Nigeria,
Kenya, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Rwanda, Egypt) and South Asia (India, Pakistan).
Europe is covered through policy-focused reports (OECD, ESF). There is
meaningful but less voluminous research on Latin America (Brazil, Argentina,
Chile) and Southeast Asia, while the Middle East and Central Asia are
underrepresented. Sector Focus: The literature is dominated by multi-sector,

e tech/ICT, and social enterprise incubation. Agriculture is touched upon (e.g.
Egypt, frugal water innovation) but not deeply. Specific sector analyses for
manufacturing, biotech, or green economy are less common, appearing more

in case studies than in broad frameworks.

12
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Gaps and Limitations in Existing Literature

Longitudinal Data: A study on social incubation in Asia explicitly identified a
"significant lack of data on the long-term sustainability of social enterprises
beyond two years post-graduation.” Causal Evidence & Rigor: An ILO report
on promoting sustainable entrepreneurship noted a ‘significant lack of
conclusive evidence on the cost-effectiveness.. of incubators and
accelerators compared to other tools,” and a ‘lack of rigorous and

comparative evaluations.”

Impact Measurement: As noted, a chasm exists between social goals and
measurable metrics. The systematic mapping of Sustainable Entrepreneurship &
Innovation Ecosystems aimed to create research instruments to close this gap.
Founder Diversity: Although many studies mention women and youth, few
deeply analyze intersectional barriers or the efficacy of targeted support
programs. Hub Perspective: Much research is from the startup or funder
perspective. Fewer studies, like the one on the business models of African tech

hubs, deeply analyze the incubator's own operational sustainability challenges.

13
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Recommendations from the Reviewed Literature

e Program Design: Adopt participatory and inclusive governance models (learn
from Latin American social hubs). Customize support for marginalized groups; @
one-size-fits-all approach fails. Impact Measurement: Develop and use robust

e impact tracking frameworks (like IMP) from the outset. Move beyond survival
rates to measure contribution to SDGs and ecosystem strength. Sustainability
and Business Models: Hubs must innovate their business models, diversify

e revenue beyond grants, and consolidate services. Funders should provide long-

term, flexible funding aligned with ecosystem-building realities.

e Policy and Governance: Governments should create enabling environments
(digital infrastructure, clear legal forms for social enterprises) and engage hubs

in policy design, as recommended in the Kenya social enterprise profile.

Conclusion and Scope for Future Research

Impact incubation is a validated but evolving tool in the Global South. Its effectiveness
in enhancing survival, growth, and impact is clear, yet maximising its potential requires
moving beyond simple provision of space and training to intentional ecosystem

weaving, sustainable hub operations, and rigorous impact management.

14
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Future research should prioritize:

¢ Longitudinal & Causal Studies: Tracking cohorts over 5+ years and using
methods that better isolate the “incubation effect.

e Comparative Cross-Regional Analyses: Contrasting similar models in
different contexts (e.g., social incubation in Asia vs. Africa vs. Latin America).

e Ecosystem-Level Impact Research: Quantifying how hubs influence broader
entrepreneurial ecosystems beyond their tenant startups.

e Research on Hub Economics: In-depth studies on viable business models for

incubation hubs in resource-constrained environments.
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If you want to go fast, go alone.

If you want to go far, g,oeo?efﬁuu

~ African Proverb

Go with us!
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