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Beyond ‘Know-What’ and ‘Know-How’ to ‘Know-Who’ – Enhancing 

Human Capital with Social Capital in an Australian Start-up 

Accelerator  

This study investigates the enhancement of human capital with social capital in a 

start-up accelerator and how this integration affects the entrepreneurial learning 

experience. In particular, it examines the relative importance of the three 

components ‘know-what’, ‘know-how’ and ‘know-who’. The study involved 

thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with participants in an Australian 

start-up accelerator that is delivered using ideas such as Design Thinking, the 

Business Model Canvas and Lean Start-up methodology. We find that although 

the programme emphasised ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’, ‘know-who’ was most 

significant for participant learning. The results indicate that mentors and experts 

were especially helpful in shaping learning and in developing entrepreneurial 

networks. Moreover, our results show that the processes of ‘know-what’, ‘know-

how’ and ‘know-who’ are interrelated – by knowing ‘who’, participants learnt 

‘what’ and ‘how to’ through social learning. The research contributes to 

entrepreneurial learning theory and application particularly in the Asia Pacific 

context, by providing evidence that ‘know-who’ closes the learning loop for 

‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’ as ‘know-who’ can actually provide entrepreneurs 

with the means to enhance their entrepreneurial self-efficacy. 

Keywords: Start-up accelerator; entrepreneurship education; human capital; 

social capital; entrepreneurial learning; entrepreneurial self-efficacy; networks; 

mentors; design thinking, lean start-up approach; Australia 
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Introduction 

Given the rapid increase in start-ups and venture capital in recent times, there has been 

an emergence of new entities in entrepreneurial ecosystems that try to offer services to 

help budding and new entrepreneurs (Miller and Bound 2011). One of these entities is 

the start-up accelerator, also referred to as a start-up factory (Miller and Bound 2011) or 

seed accelerator (Hochberg 2016), which is an organization that delivers entrepreneurial 

education programmes and other start-up support and networking services to help 

entrepreneurs rapidly learn the lessons and avoid mistakes of managing and growing 

start-ups, especially in the early stages of venture development. However, while start-up 

accelerators have received much attention, they have received little research scrutiny 

(Hathaway 2016). Furthermore, they are often misunderstood or mistakenly grouped 

with other entities that work with early stage ventures (e.g. incubators, angels, and early 

stage venture capitalists). Yet, unlike incubators and providers of formal 

entrepreneurship education courses, start-up accelerators do not just focus on providing 

entrepreneurship education or low-cost infrastructure. They also aim to accelerate 

enterprises by integrating nascent entrepreneurs and start-ups into a network or 

ecosystem. 

Building on rapid growth of start-up accelerators in the USA like Y Combinator 

and AngelPad which helped accelerate the growth of companies like AirBnB, Dropbox, 

Postmates and Vungle, other countries in the world have quickly adopted the accelerator 

model (Sepulveda 2012; Stross 2013). In the Asia Pacific region, Australia was an early 

adopter of the start-up accelerator model with the Melbourne Accelerator Programme 

that started in 2010. By 2017, there were about 30 start-up accelerators across different 

states, with a number starting overseas branches in cities around the Asia Pacific region 

(Bliemel et al. 2016). Recognizing the need for SME and start-up development, in the 

2012 APEC Leaders’ Declaration, APEC leaders endorsed the APEC Start-up 
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Accelerator (ASA) initiative which facilitates member countries to establish platforms 

for building capacities for start-ups and young entrepreneurs (Shen 2014). Since then, as 

part of the ASA initiative, APEC member states have been active in hosting various 

start-up activities, like Chinese Taipei (APEC Start-up Accelerator Leadership Summit), 

Indonesia (Seminar on the Dynamics of SME), Malaysia (Global Entrepreneurship 

Summit), Peru (Start-up APEC Conference II), Russia (Young Entrepreneurship 

Network) and Korea (APEC Start-up Conference) (Shen 2014). 

In the Asia Pacific, start-up accelerators have been especially helpful in 

complementing other entrepreneurship education and development initiatives. For 

example, Malaysia launched its Higher Education Institute Entrepreneurship Foundation 

(HEIEF) in 2010 to create high-quality talent with the intellectual attributes and 

entrepreneurship values required to achieve its New Economy Model by 2020 (MOHE 

2010). Although start-up accelerators only began supplementing other entrepreneurship 

education programmes and incubator facilities from about 2012 onwards, this has 

helped contribute to university graduates engaging directly with entrepreneurial 

activities with 1114 graduates in 2011 growing to 1273 in 2012 and accelerating to 

2387 in 2013, and 4060 in 2014 (Othman and Nasrudin 2016). Similarly, it is estimated 

that the number of students exposed to entrepreneurship knowledge and skills 

development through structured programmes had increased by 30 per cent in 2014 

(Norfadhilah 2014). Thus, start-up accelerators are vital in supporting entrepreneurship 

for economic growth, which is particularly important to sustain the economic 

sustainability of the Asia Pacific region. 

The rapid proliferation of start-up accelerators has also meant that they are 

viewed by other industries as organizations to learn from. In particular, accelerators 

have been seen as a means for some industries that are seeking to transform themselves, 
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for example, the manufacturing sector in their efforts to transition to servitization by 

innovating capabilities and processes to shift from selling products to selling integrated 

products and services that deliver value in use. In this way, industries are transformed to 

be more service-oriented in order to capture more value from the value chain (Baines et 

al. 2009; Lightfoot, Baines, and Smart 2013). The emphasis of servitization is on 

leveraging on the knowledge or intellectual capital among manufacturers which forms 

the basis of significant potential value. It is also to develop innovative business models, 

enabling companies to move up the value chain and exploit higher value business 

activities (Roos, Bainbridge, and Jacobsen 2001; Roos, Pike, and Fernstrom 2005). 

Setting up their service divisions as spin-offs based on models of start-up accelerators 

has enabled many manufacturing firms to rapidly transform into servitization (Roos 

2012, 2015), which is important in the increasingly competitive market.  

Since the 1990s, organizations that deliver entrepreneurship education have 

grown in number, size and scope in Australia (Daly 2013) and also globally. Many of 

these programmes use a variety of pedagogical techniques to teach participating 

entrepreneurs a broad spectrum of content (Maritz and Brown 2013) despite little 

evidence on the efficacy of these programmes (Kuratko 2005; Rae 2012). The result is 

that such programmes may confuse potential entrepreneurs and negatively affect the 

overall impact of entrepreneurship education (Pittaway and Cope 2007). Consequently, 

the majority of the organizations offering these programmes may do nothing to enhance 

entrepreneurship skills and motivation (O’Connor 2013). Furthermore, there is a lack of 

consensus as to what, if any, course or training components are most effective in 

providing for entrepreneurial learning, in this emerging field (Alberti, Sciascia, and Poli 

2004; Solomon, Duffy, and Tarabishy 2002). Furthermore, most entrepreneurship 

education courses tend to educate ‘about’ entrepreneurship rather than educating ‘for’ 
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entrepreneurship (Kirby 2004). Therefore, our research is intended to contribute to a 

better understanding of entrepreneurship education in the context of start-up 

accelerators in terms of what should be taught and how it can be better delivered 

(Alberti, Sciascia, and Poli 2004; Gibb and Cotton 1998; Matlay 2009; Pittaway and 

Cope 2007; Bygrave 1993). 

It is the ability to combine the learning components from a properly delivered 

entrepreneurship education programme with appropriate mentoring and relevant 

industry connections that purportedly help these start-up accelerators not only incubate 

new entrepreneurs but actually accelerate their development. In so doing, start-up 

accelerators attempt to combine the three components of entrepreneurial learning that 

Gibb (1993, 1997) has labelled‘know-what’,‘know-how’and‘know-who’.‘Know-

what’and‘know-how’can be understood in terms of developing knowledge and 

experience, important aspects of human capital. ‘Know-who’ can be understood in 

terms of developing ties or networks, which is an aspect of social capital. Research on 

the relationship between management and organizational performance has found that 

effective practices centre around the ability to integrate development of human capital 

(skills, experience and knowledge of employees) (Lepak and Snell 1999) with that of 

social capital (knowledge that exists in groups and networks) (Sung-Choon, Morris, and 

Snell 2007). 

Therefore, the objective of this study is to examine the nature of entrepreneurial 

learning in terms of the extent to which they develop human capital (‘know-what’ and 

‘know-how’) and social capital (‘know-who’) in start-up accelerators that offer a unique 

entrepreneurship learning experience that combines formal entrepreneurship education 

with other components like mentoring. The research contributes to previous literature 

by exploring two major dimensions of the ‘black box’: (1) how human capital is 



7 

 

developed, by examining what content is taught and what processes are used in the 

entrepreneurship education component of start-up accelerators, and (2) if and how 

social capital adds value to the process of entrepreneurial learning. This is especially 

relevant in the Asia-Pacific context in response to calls for more research into these 

aspects (Redding and Rowley 2017) whereby both human capital and social capital play 

important roles in the business systems by working together to achieve something 

greater than the sum of the individual components (Redding and Rowley 2017). Thus, 

while much of the research examining human capital and social capital in 

entrepreneurship education in the Asia Pacific region is limited by the use of student 

samples (Sun et al. 2017), this research contributes to entrepreneurial learning theory by 

providing evidence that social capital or ‘know-who’ is just as important as the human 

capital development aspects of ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’. This is because ‘know-

who’ can provide nascent entrepreneurs with the means to better access ‘know-what’ 

and ‘know-how’ (Gibb 1997) to accelerate growth in their start-up ventures. 

We find that although the emphasis of the programme was on the human capital 

aspects of ‘know-what’ (e.g. rapid prototyping) and ‘know-how’ (e.g. how to develop a 

business model), the participants found that the ‘know-who’ or social capital component 

was most significant in their learning. Furthermore, our results show that ‘know-what’, 

‘know-how’ and ‘know-who’ are interrelated – by knowing ‘who’, participants learnt 

‘what’ and ‘how to’. In particular, mentors and experts were able to help improve 

entrepreneurial learning by integrating classroom-based content with real-world 

connections and networks. 
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Literature Review 

Start-up Accelerators and Entrepreneurship Education 

Start-up accelerators offer limited duration (about three months on average) cohort-

based programmes that incorporate entrepreneurship education programmes and 

mentorship which conclude with a ‘demo day’ where the entrepreneurs pitch to groups 

of qualified investors or the public (Hochberg 2016). While they are similar to 

traditional business incubators, their fixed duration nature combined with intensive 

entrepreneurship education programmes and mentorship is claimed to develop ventures 

that survive better outside of an incubator environment (Cohen 2013). Table 1 below 

summarizes the difference between start-up accelerators and incubators (Cohen 2013). 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Much of the formal knowledge and expertise in start-up accelerators is delivered 

through structured entrepreneurship education programmes by mainly experienced 

entrepreneurs to the members of the accelerators (Fishback et al. 2007; Radojevich-

Kelley and Hoffman 2012). Fayolle, Gailly, and Lassas-Clerc (2006, 702) defined 

entrepreneurship education programmes as ‘any pedagogical program or process of 

education for entrepreneurial attitudes and skills, which involves developing personal 

qualities’. However, following the lessons of the bursting of the dot-com bubble in the 

early 2000s, which were reinforced in the Global Financial Crisis in 2007, there was a 

realization of a need to move beyond pedagogy to include more mentoring and guidance 

for nascent ventures, with the intention of reducing high failure rates (O’Connell 2011). 

Start-up accelerators adopted this approach whereby ‘their primary goal is to 

increase the quantity and quality of entrepreneurs, influence entrepreneurial behaviour, 
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entrepreneurial tendency and entrepreneurial outcomes’ (Matlay 2009, 382). Besides 

formal mentoring, start-up accelerators also offer many (planned and unplanned) 

networking opportunities for participants, including with peers and mentors, who might 

be successful entrepreneurs, graduates of the accelerator, early stage investors or even 

corporate executives (Cohen 2013; Miller and Bound 2011). Start-up accelerators aim 

to increase both the quantity and quality of entrepreneurs in the ecosystem by attracting 

and motivating potential entrepreneurs and by influencing their behaviour (what they do 

and how they do it) through the development of both human capital and social capital. 

However, Maritz and Brown (2013) and Cohen (2013) lament that despite the 

proliferation of start-up accelerators and entrepreneurship education providers, little is 

known about what is actually learnt in these programmes and how effective the teaching 

or delivery of these initiatives are. They call for research into the ‘illumination of the 

black box of entrepreneurship education programs’ and a better understanding of the 

interrelated parts of learning on these programmes and the relationships between them. 

This gap is not new: more than a decade previously, Gibb and Cotton (1998) argued that 

there was considerable conceptual confusion regarding what entrepreneurship education 

is e.g. what it does and should teach, how it should teach it and what it aims to and 

accomplishes. Little has explored on this aspect since the early study by Gibb and 

Cotton (1998), particularly in the context of start-up accelerators the Asia Pacific 

region. 

Human Capital and the Development of ‘Know-What’ and ‘Know-How’  

Human capital theory suggests that organizations with more human capital (i.e. the 

combination of knowledge, skills and abilities of human resources) will generally 

secure superior outcomes (Becker 1964; Hatch and Dyer 2004), especially when the 

organization’s focus is on innovation (Felício, Couto, and Caiado 2014). In the context 
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of highly knowledge-intensive and competitive industries, it has been argued that these 

human capital elements are especially significant for start-ups and smaller firms as they 

provide the overall intellectual capital that enable them to sustain their competitive 

advantage (Youndt, Subramaniam, and Snell 2004). However, how human capital 

contributes to the process of innovation has eluded most researchers (Marvel and 

Lumpkin 2007) with a lack of research especially in understanding this phenomenon 

among new ventures (Freel 2005). 

Two key characteristics, knowledge and experience, underpin human capital 

theory (Becker 1964). Cater and Cater (2009) found that human capital was a factor that 

explained performance differences in firms in general but most studies have found that 

this was especially more pronounced among smaller and newer firms. Shrader and 

Siegel (2007)’s longitudinal study of high-technology ventures found that for small, 

technology-based new ventures, human capital in the form of the quality of employees 

was the most important determinant for success because employees with more human 

capital (i.e. more education and experience) help firms implement new technologies 

more effectively (Wright et al. 2007). In terms of innovation, many researchers argue 

that human capital may play an even larger role in the future because of the rapidly 

increasing knowledge-intensive activities (Bosma et al. 2004; Tharenou and Seet 2014; 

Corral de Zubielqui et al. 2015; Jones and Corral de Zubielqui 2017; Honig 2001). 

In a comprehensive meta-analysis of research spanning three decades on the 

relationship between human capital and entrepreneurial success, Unger et al. (2011) find 

a significant but small relationship between human capital and success, especially 

among smaller and younger firms. In particular, they found that the relationship was 

higher for knowledge/skills as compared to experience and suggest that there seems to 

be a bias in existing research which focuses mainly on the management competencies 
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and experience of the lead entrepreneur (Zacharakis and Dale Meyer 2000). They also 

pointed to the need to move away from the individual level of understanding the 

relationship of human capital to outcomes, and to shift research on human capital away 

from a static view of entrepreneurship to a process view. In terms of skills, there is a 

need to ‘explicate the processes that lead to acquisition of knowledge and skills’ (Unger 

et al. 2011, 353). Some researchers have begun responding to this, for example, in the 

understanding of the effect of entrepreneurship education on innovation and other 

outcomes (Martin, McNally, and Kay 2013). Our research responds to that call by 

moving beyond merely content learning to understanding how some of the newer 

delivery techniques will help in the human capital development process of participants 

in start-up accelerators. 

‘Know-what’ and ‘know-how’ as important aspects of entrepreneurial learning 

capture the human capital development component of what knowledge participants 

actually learn or receive from entrepreneurship education. However, unlike formal 

education, there is little uniformity in entrepreneurship education offerings; this is 

commonly considered to be related to the fact that entrepreneurship is an emerging field 

(Alberti, Sciascia, and Poli 2004; Solomon, Duffy, and Tarabishy 2002). It is 

recognized that most entrepreneurship education courses educate ‘about’ 

entrepreneurship rather than educating ‘for’ entrepreneurship (Kirby 2004). Only rarely 

do they focus on developing the skills, attributes and behaviour of the successful 

entrepreneur (Alberti, Sciascia, and Poli 2004). While they have the roots mainly in 

North America and Europe, these approaches are also generalizable to the Asia Pacific 

context as they share a ‘common quest’ of creating entrepreneurs (Kelley and Thomas 

2011). In light of this, the study takes the definition offered by (Alberti, Sciascia, and 

Poli 2004, 7) that content learning is ‘any form of knowledge or education offered by 
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the program pertaining to both “about” and “for” entrepreneurship, that is the teaching 

of theory, history, skills, attributes and behaviour’. 

The content of formal entrepreneurship education can be divided into two forms: 

traditional and contemporary. Traditional methods generally refer to a more analytical 

and prescriptive approach to entrepreneurship whereas contemporary methods refer to a 

more design and experientially based approach (Nielsen and Pia 2015; Osterwalder 

2004). Table 2 summarizes the traditional components of ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’ 

in entrepreneurship education. We briefly outline these traditional components – 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE), skills and finance – below. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------ 

Self-efficacy refers to ‘people’s beliefs about their capabilities to exercise 

control over their own activities and over events that affect their lives’ (Bandura 1991, 

257). One focus of many providers of entrepreneurship education traditionally has been 

to try to change the beliefs and attitudes of the entrepreneurs towards such behaviour 

and finally developing their self-efficacy or belief that they could do or master the 

behaviour that they were required to do (Bandura 1991; Fayolle and Gailly 2008; Rae 

2012). Entrepreneurship educators have also traditionally focused on the development 

of entrepreneurial skills within the framework of a business plan (Hills 1988; Honig 

2004). These skills relate to selling, marketing, developing a customer base, developing 

a product and areas of business law such as intellectual property and confidentiality 

(Bygrave 1993; Kuratko 2004; Kuratko 2005; Rae 2012; Ronstadt, Vesper, and 

McMullan 1988). Among these skills, traditional programmes teach entrepreneurs about 

entrepreneurial finance, and the need to access financing for ventures (Cohen and 
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Levinthal 1990; Shepherd and Zacharakis 2001; Ronstadt, Vesper, and McMullan 

1988). 

There have been many limitations discussed in relation to traditional methods of 

entrepreneurship education including: their inability to enable and prepare the 

entrepreneur for the speed of change, dynamism, non-sequential nature, 

unpredictability, complexity and level of technological influence within the 

entrepreneurial landscape (Neck and Greene 2011). Indeed, traditional methods have 

not been satisfactory in preparing or providing the entrepreneur with the required skills, 

behaviours, attitudes and tools to survive in this environment (Fritscher and Pigneur 

2009). Neck and Greene (2011) claim that traditional approaches to entrepreneurship 

education are based on a world of yesterday, a world where precedent was the 

foundation for future action and where history often did predict the future. Although the 

core of entrepreneurship is the identification and exploitation of opportunities (Shane 

and Venkataraman 2000), the majority of providers of entrepreneurship education adopt 

a more traditional approach and assume the opportunity has already been identified. 

‘Know-What’ and ‘Know-How’: Contemporary Perspectives  

In response to these issues, contemporary methods of entrepreneurship education have 

been developed that purportedly allow the entrepreneur to be more dynamic in the 

development of a venture, with the methods enabling increased pivoting, whereby 

entrepreneurs change directions but stay grounded in what they’ve learned (Ries 2011) 

and adapt in the creation phase to make the most of opportunities as they arise and to 

respond to barriers as they eventuate (Eisenmann, Ries, and Dillard 2012). 

Contemporary methods have also been developed in order to encompass a greater use of 

technology and experiential processes to reflect the unpredictable nature of 

entrepreneurship, equipping and educating the entrepreneur for their industry conditions 
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(Pittaway 2004). 

The majority of this new content has typically been centred on Design Thinking 

(DT), the Business Model Canvas (BMC) and the Lean Start-up Approach (LSA). Table 

3 illustrates as the types of contemporary content and the predominant authors who are 

central to the debate on the merit in providing valuable entrepreneurial learning for 

entrepreneurs undergoing entrepreneurship education. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 3 about here 

------------------------------ 

DT in entrepreneurship focuses on the reconstruction and solution of problems 

rather than analysis of the problems (Johansson and Woodilla 2009). DT allows 

entrepreneurs to exploit opportunities in uncertain environments (Neck and Greene 

2011). Building on DT and the lack of consensus within the field as to the legitimacy 

and benefit of business planning especially after the bursting of the dot-com bubble and 

the Global Financial Crisis, Osterwalder (2012) developed a more modern approach to 

business planning in the form of Business Model Ontology. In essence, its development 

and that of the BMC is an attempt to address the problem that the business planning 

process is an attractive and powerful learning process, but that a disproportionate 

amount of time is spent honing secondary research skills rather than actually taking 

smart action in the real world. 

The LSA is very closely related to DT and the BMC and they are usually 

deployed in unison. The LSA is a hypothesis-driven approach to evaluating 

entrepreneurial opportunity. Entrepreneurs translate their vision into falsifiable business 

model hypotheses, then test the hypotheses using a series of ‘minimum viable products’, 
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each of which represents the smallest set of features/activities needed to rigorously 

validate a concept (Eisenmann, Ries, and Dillard 2012). Validation is therefore also a 

key component of the LSA, where the participants develop a minimal viable product 

and then validate its worth and the various assumptions regarding it. Based on the 

validation feedback, entrepreneurs must then decide whether to persevere with their 

business model; ‘pivot’ by changing some model elements, or abandon the start-up. 

Figure 1 depicts the relationship between DT, the LSA and the BMC. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Analytical thinking is largely different to DT and is the basis for traditional 

forms of entrepreneurship education. This is reflected by Brown (2005) who describes 

that traditionally entrepreneurs are trained to think analytically (like social and natural 

scientists), suggesting that analytical thinking is good for analysis, cutting things apart 

and extrapolating and predicting from the past into the future, which is appropriate for 

approaches such as business planning (Fiet 2001a; Honig 2004). However, Brown 

(2005) suggests that it is not very good for trying to envision a new future and figuring 

out a way to change it. He proposes that DT is rooted in optimism, and the goal to get 

something done and to bring it to the marketplace. However, as illustrated by Figure 1 

there is an overlap of analytical thinking and design thinking. The LSA and BMC 

predominantly are based on DT, but also have relationship to analytical thinking. This is 

evident when comparing the traditional business plan and contemporary BMC; there are 

inherent similarities and also differences between the two due to one being primarily 

analytical and the other being primarily design oriented. 

However, despite the fact that Design Thinking, the Business Model Canvas and 
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Lean Start-up Approach are becoming increasingly prevalent within entrepreneurship 

education offerings (Blank 2013; Eisenmann, Ries, and Dillard 2012; Neck and Greene 

2011; Osterwalder 2004, 2012), there is very little empirical research investigating their 

actual value and benefits vis-à-vis traditional content. Therefore, a gap exists in the 

research to explore the benefit of these contemporary perspectives of ‘know-what’ and 

‘know-how’ in enhancing entrepreneurial learning, which is what this research aims to 

address. 

Social Capital and the Development of ‘Know-Who’: The Missing Catalyst  

The newer, more contemporary approaches to delivering entrepreneurial learning also 

move beyond content or traditional human capital development to include networking 

and other aspects of social capital development (Bridge 2014). An important part of the 

Lean Start-up Approach is for entrepreneurs to get direct feedback from potential 

customers or key informants in the value chain, as opposed to traditional means of 

desktop research or market research surveys. Part of this comes from using networks to 

‘co-create’ new products or services (Zijdemans and Tanev 2014). 

Rae (2012) suggests that entrepreneurs who learn how to validate assumptions 

by reaching out to wider network and gaining feedback from key stakeholders in order 

to validate the hypothesis and assumptions (e.g. what customers are interested in and 

prepared to pay for production such as costs and availability and venture management) 

are relatively more successful in getting started as these assumptions were often found 

to be over-optimistic and had to be revised. 

In entrepreneurship research, the term ‘network’ generally describes a mix of 

informal and formal relationships. This includes people and organizations that are 

linked through formal and social interactions (Kiss and Danis 2008) whereby formal 

relationships are often underpinned by informal, inter-personal relationships among 
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members of different organizations (Perkmann and Walsh 2007). In the entrepreneurial 

context, networks allow start-ups to access and utilize external resources to overcome 

resource constraints so as to better facilitate survival and growth (Madhok 2002; BarNir 

and Smith 2002), and thereby minimizing some disadvantages of their ‘smallness’ and 

‘newness’ (Aldrich and Auster 1986; BarNir and Smith 2002). Because of technological 

developments like the Internet, early stage ventures are increasingly relying on 

relationships rather than ‘arms-length’ in transactional market links (Chesbrough 2003; 

Cooke, Heidenreich, and Braczyk 2004; Seely-Brown and Duguid 2001). 

Among entrepreneurs, networks and contacts with other people are social 

sources of opportunity-relevant information which can then be acted on by the owner-

manager (Ozgen and Baron 2007). Social networks have been found to be important in 

opportunity recognition (Singh 2000) and the larger the entrepreneur’s or owner-

manager’s social networks, the more opportunities they recognize (Dufays and 

Huybrechts 2014; Singh et al. 1999; Stam, Arzlanian, and Elfring 2014; Greve and 

Salaff 2003). This is especially relevant in highly communitarian societies in the Asia 

Pacific region (Ahmad and Seet 2009; Zhao and Lu 2016; Seet 2007). 

In spite of the recognition that social capital is an important component in 

entrepreneurship (Gedajlovic et al. 2013), much of the research in entrepreneurship 

education has focused on human capital e.g. Business Model Canvas (Breuer 2013) or 

team learning (Harms 2015). Hence, there is a gap in terms of a deeper understanding of 

the roles of social capital like mentoring, which this research attempts to contribute to in 

the context of start-up accelerators.  

Research Method 

The exploratory nature of the study led to a qualitative research design to ‘illuminate the 

black box’ of entrepreneurship education by specifically examining in detail the human 
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capital and social capital aspects of entrepreneurial learning within a start-up accelerator 

that uses contemporary Design Thinking methods. The study used in-depth semi-

structured interviews to explore the perceptions and experiences of start-up accelerator 

participants. The use of in-depth interviews enables a more nuanced exploration of a 

complex matter (Rubin and Rubin 2011). The opportunity for participants to engage in a 

discussion with the researcher, and for the researcher to probe responses mean that 

issues can be explored in detail. It also allows for richer understanding of the delivery of 

entrepreneurial learning content and this method of data collection is supported by other 

studies in the field which have used the same collection technique (Sullivan 2000; Man 

and Lau 2005). 

Access to learning blogs that the participants were encouraged to complete was 

also provided. The purpose of these blogs was to allow the participants to discuss and 

self-reflect upon what they had learnt in the programme. This provided an additional 

source of data that facilitated triangulation.  

Sample 

The sample comprised participants of a start-up accelerator run by a South Australian 

university that involved both student entrepreneurs and new entrepreneurs from the 

surrounding council areas. Driven by manufacturing, South Australia – a state in 

Australia – experienced significant population and economic growth above the national 

average after the Second World War till the 1970s. However, since then, with the 

movement of manufacturing offshore (Beer 1998), the shift of ‘head office’ activity to 

Melbourne and Sydney (O’Connor and Stimson 1995), the collapse of the South 

Australian State Bank in the 1990s (Walmsley and Weinand 1997) and the severe 

nationwide drought in the 2000s negatively impacting on the driest state in the driest 
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continent (Rutherfurd and Finlayson 2011), and most recently, the closure of 

manufacturing facilities in the automotive sector (e.g. Mitsubishi and Holden) as well as 

production/distribution facilities in the retail sector (e.g. Coca Cola), have negatively 

impact the South Australian economy (Clibborn, Lansbury, and Wright 2016). In 2014, 

South Australia began focusing on building an entrepreneurial ecosystem as part of its 

industrial transformation strategy (O’Connor and Reed 2015). Exploratory research 

mapping the South Australian entrepreneurial ecosystem shows a significant increase in 

networking and start-up events, co-working spaces, incubators and accelerators 

(Bliemel et al. 2016). The vibrancy of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Adelaide, 

besides creating local impact, has had wider network effects and has led to the 

assistance of development of accelerators in the Asia Pacific region (e.g. ThincLab 

Singapore; Lindsay 2012). 

Theoretical sampling was used as the goal was not to generalize to the wider 

population but to theory. The sample was designed to achieve a balance between those 

who had no experience (students) and those that had some experience (new 

entrepreneurs). In total, 20 semi-structured interviews of participants were conducted. 

The interview questions covered the following aspects: 

• expectations of entrepreneurs prior to the programme, 

• questions relating to what and how they learnt during the programme, and 

• questions pertaining to the expectations of the participant being met. 

In terms of the learning blogs, only four participants completed them and triangulation 

was only possible for the results of these four participants. 

As can be seen in Table 4, out of the 20 participants interviewed, 14 had 

completed the programme and 6 were in the final stages of the programme. The sample 

comprised more males (15 vs. 5 females), which is common in most start-up 



20 

 

accelerators and formal entrepreneurship education programmes. For a university-

supported start-up accelerator, there was a relatively low number of students in the 

sample, with there being 15 non-students and 5 students. This is in contrast to the 

mainstream entrepreneurship education programmes or courses that are run in 

universities for their students which are made up entirely of university students. This is 

also in line with the practice that start-up accelerators need to be open to all but at the 

same time be competitive in terms of entry (Hochberg 2016). Hence, in the selection 

criteria, applicants, including students, were asked for their motivations for joining the 

start-up accelerator, with one of the sub-criteria being whether they were planning to 

start/grow their own ventures. The sample obtained from the start-up accelerator may be 

more appropriate and reflective of the real world of entrepreneurship whereby the 

majority of entrepreneurs are not just going to be students from university but people of 

all different ages from all different avenues of life. The majority of the entrepreneurs 

were also new entrepreneurs; this was deliberate as the programme chosen was created 

for nascent or beginner entrepreneurs. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 4 about here 

------------------------------ 

Analysis 

Interviews were transcribed and checked for accuracy. As much as possible, interviews 

were written to a pre-determined structure covering a consistent range of issues to allow 

easier analysis across interviews. Individual transcripts were initially analysed with 

themes or patterns coded. Thereafter, these were combined across the entire interview 

data and overarching themes identified. Coding occurred inductively (Saldana 2009) in 

order to draw out the main themes and patterns. The findings from the interviews are 
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presented under three headings: 

• Know-what: Business Model Canvas; 

• Know-how: Lean Start-up Approach; and 

• Know-who: Mentors, Experts, Peers, Potential Customers and Key Stakeholders 

Discussion of results 

Know-What: Business Model Canvas (BMC) 

As can be seen from Table 5, much of the content that the participants were looking for 

when entering the programme was provided by the BMC. As respondent E15 states, the 

BMC provided a structure and outline for the participants in regard to what they needed 

to do in order to create a business: ‘I found that having something like the Business 

Model Canvas has given me a framework I can apply on a lot of things, I didn’t have 

the knowledge of how to apply in that specific order or quite so simply.’ For example, it 

taught the participants the need to develop revenue streams, discern partnerships and 

conduct customer validation.  

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 5 about here 

------------------------------ 

Participants found that the BMC was actionable and design oriented, enabling 

the participants to apply or test the various components of their business and adapt these 

components based on the feedback received. Respondent E18 said, ‘For me, to be able 

to do, you know, countless canvasses, it constantly changes depending on who I speak 

to but it helps me to really understand what my concept [is] so much more, like 
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thoroughly.’ It appears to have made the business plan more adaptable to enable 

entrepreneurs to make the most of opportunities as they arise; it also appears to give a 

clearer picture of the necessary components of a venture. 

Although the majority of the participants found the provision of the BMC to be 

beneficial, some of the participants found its highly structured approach to be 

problematic (Table 5). This is evident from respondent E12, who states that ‘I already 

had an idea, I had a business plan and a working prototype so I was further along the 

path and so the programme wasn’t entirely geared towards where I was with my project, 

it was more geared towards somebody at an earlier stage with an idea.’ This meant that 

the BMC may be less applicable to individuals who began the programme further along 

the entrepreneurial learning process or who had specific, perhaps highly complex areas 

of particular difficulty, like licensing for example. This may suggest that the BMC is 

aimed at and more applicable to entrepreneurs who were looking to start or who were at 

the very beginning of the business creation process, rather than entrepreneurs who 

already had a product, business or prototype made and functioning. 

Know How: Lean Start-Up Approach (LSA) 

Through the LSA, participants were first taught how to develop a minimal viable 

product and second, the need to engage with customers and key stakeholders. 

As shown in Table 6, learning the need for, and how to develop, a minimal 

viable product (MVP) provided the entrepreneurs with the ability to more easily move 

forward and progress the development of their business idea. 

Prior to the programme, many participants struggled with the issue of their ideas 

and proposed businesses being too big, restricting or crippling their development due to 

cost or complexity. This is reflected in the following quote from participant E8: ‘… 
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What I had done before the start-up accelerator programme was built here, add here and 

expand it, the next thing, it’s unworkable and unmanageable and more importantly not 

something that you or I could do tomorrow.’ The LSA and MVP made the idea or 

venture actionable, and the participants could actually move forward with its 

development as they could test it through showing potential customers and stakeholders, 

and develop it based on this feedback.  

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 6 about here 

------------------------------ 

Responses also indicate that participants were looking for the programme to 

teach them how to validate whether or not their idea was a viable business proposition 

(Table 7). This is illustrated by respondent E13: ‘It validated that it was a business idea 

and programme that would or could be successful, it validated for me that I could do it’. 

Participants also appeared to learn that they needed to and could validate the 

assumptions they held about their business before actually building the product, as 

illustrated by respondent E6: ‘During the start-up accelerator programme I realised that 

I can actually test all my assumptions and test exactly what customers want before I 

actually build the product. That was the biggest thing that I took away from the 

programme.’ 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 7 about here 

------------------------------ 



24 

 

Know-Who: Potential Customers and Key Stakeholders  

Despite the start-up accelerator focusing on delivering contemporary content, many of 

the participants highlighted the ‘people’ aspect of their learning experience, namely 

their mentors, the experts that were involved in the programme, and the interactions 

with potential customers and key stakeholders. Many of the participants expressed a 

feeling of working in isolation prior to the programme and described themselves as 

having a tendency to ruminate, be indecisive and inactive. The participants identified 

that their confidence increased during the programme and that they found themselves 

going to events and talking to people that they would not have done prior to the 

programme. We examine this theme in more detail below. 

Mentors 

Mentors were found to be one of the predominant and most beneficial learning 

outcomes of the programme as well as one of the main processes of learning. The start-

up accelerator introduced and connected the participants to mentors that they needed to 

know and work with, mentors that they would not have had access to, or known how to 

access outside of the programme. 

The participants often described working with or learning from their mentors as 

the ‘best’ or ‘most valuable’ means of learning offered by the programme (Table 8). 

This value was predominantly derived from the real world experience of the mentors. 

Respondent E9 demonstrates this point: ‘The mentors, having had been very successful 

in their own businesses have some ideas about what you can and can’t do and they 

straighten you out.’ The participants valued the opportunities to ask questions and 

receive advice based on the prior experience of their mentors. 
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------------------------------ 

Insert Table 8 about here 

------------------------------ 

The second pattern to emerge was the guidance provided by, and the ability of, 

the mentors in steering participants in the right direction, developing their ESE and 

helping them to alter their entrepreneurial behaviour. According to respondent E18:‘My 

mentor has led me to speak to different people which has led to bigger things and 

people and places and events that I would never have known about if it wasn’t for her.’ 

Similarly, respondent E9 states: ‘Where the mentors come in really handy is they say, 

“Look, here is your idea, go see this printer because he will be able to help you with the 

printing,” for instance; or “go see the Harvey World Travel guy because he will be 

interested in what you are doing.”’ 

Learning through the mentors was also evident as the participants received 

advice, information, problem solving, feedback, emotional support and further 

connections to various individuals, groups and activities that they had not known about 

or had access to prior to the programme and their mentor relationship. This is in line 

with existing literature by Hegarty (2006) which identifies the advantages of mentorship 

coming from the knowledge which is derived from being able to ask questions and 

receive practical advice as well as seeing and hearing someone who has gone through 

an entrepreneurial process and experienced failures and successes. 

Effective mentorship was found to be a key driver in regard to the development 

of ESE and entrepreneurial behaviour, with mentors being able to provide advice, 

motivation and emotional support for entrepreneurial risk taking and behaviour (St-Jean 

and Mathieu 2015; Hoang and Antoncic 2003; Ahsan et al. 2018). The mentors helped 
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develop ESE and change entrepreneurial behaviour by motivating, encouraging and 

directing the participants, telling them ‘to do this’, ‘go see this person, they may be able 

to help’, ‘or go see this person, they will be interested’. 

Experts 

The start-up accelerator introduced the participants to experts with the knowledge and 

expertise who could help the participants learn about and perform skills that they were 

lacking in. This included providing access to law and design students and experts in 

fields such as marketing, search engine optimization and production, that the 

participants did not have access to outside of the programme. Many of the participants 

found this to be one of the most valuable outcomes of the programme. 

Prior to the programme, many of the participants stated that they did not know 

where to begin in looking for this kind of expertise (e.g. who to contact), let alone 

specifically what they needed to have done, as illustrated in Table 9. Respondent E3 

highlights this point: 

There is a lot of basic advice that I got that I didn’t know, like starting a website, 

I didn’t know how to do that. There is a lot of things involved that I didn’t have or 

hadn’t thought of, I didn’t know how or where to start or who to look for. The 

advice I got on how to do it cheaper and better through getting contacts was all 

really, really good. I feel like I have contacts and know where to start looking. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 9 about here 

------------------------------ 

This aligns with existing research which find that an effective entrepreneurship 

education programme should introduce nascent entrepreneurs to people who might be 



27 

 

able to facilitate their success, such as expert practitioners (Miles et al. 2017; St-Jean 

and Mathieu 2015). The participants expressed that this would be an invaluable learning 

outcome as similar to the mentors, they did not have access to, or know how to access 

these contacts. The participants were seeking to be connected to ‘experts’ (St-Jean et al. 

2017) who could assist them with the development of a website or logo, the drafting a 

confidentiality statement, provide them with advice regarding intellectual property, 

search engine optimization, production, different manufacturing techniques and 

marketing. 

Not only did the experts provide or teach these areas of expertise, they also, in 

line with research by (Hoang and Antoncic 2003), connected the participants to further 

networks of skilled individuals that could be of use to the participants and their 

ventures. The degree of importance and value the participants were discovered to place 

on these networks provides credence to Gibb (1997) and other research in the Asia 

Pacific context (Batjargal and Liu 2004; Zhao, Frese, and Giardini 2010) that success in 

entrepreneurship is dependent not only on knowledge but the network of individuals 

with whom the entrepreneur is connected. 

Although the programme brought in some experts, there was still demand from 

the participants for the provision of further access to individuals with these particular 

areas of skill, knowledge and expertise. As shown by respondent E12:‘I would have 

liked more intensive focus on certain things such as exposure to people who assist with 

registering a trade mark or how to write a contract … If there had just been a person 

there who could have sat down and said this is what you need to do to write a privacy 

policy for your website.’ 

Peers 

The third group of people identified that the participants wanted to be connected to and 
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learn from, were the other participants (Kacperczyk 2013; Sosa 2011). The participants 

had wanted to work and learn more collaboratively with their fellow participants (Table 

10). This is what Lévesque, Minniti, and Shepherd (2009, p 551) defined as 

collaborative learning, which is ‘the process of learning through participation and 

cooperation with people. ‘Where this varies from social learning is that it is 

participative, and not purely observational. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 10 about here 

------------------------------ 

We found that the participants wanted to learn collaboratively and that the use of 

this learning process would have been an area of significant improvement for the 

programme. The importance the participants attach to being able to work with other 

nascent entrepreneurs and learn from them reflects the literature by Pittaway and Cope 

(2007) who propose that collaborative learning between nascent entrepreneurs can 

significantly increase their learning and preparedness for the entrepreneurial 

environment. The reason for this as noted by Clements and Moore (2009), is that it 

helps participants deal with uncertainty and ambiguity and problems in a real world 

environment, creating more emotional exposure in the programme and hence preparing 

them for the entrepreneurial environment in which they will operate. 

The lone entrepreneurs who were not working in teams in the start-up 

accelerator expressed the desire to be able to work collaboratively with other 

entrepreneurs and people. The reason for this is that they thought it would provide them 

with access to the insight and skills of other people that are different from their own and 

that it would increase their level of motivation and confidence (ESE), thus increasing 

the chances of a venture’s creation and survival. This sentiment is reflected in the 
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research by Blank (2013) which finds that entrepreneurial teams as opposed to lone 

entrepreneurs are more likely to successfully start and manage new ventures. 

Potential Customers and Key Stakeholders 

The participants also described the learning received from the customers and key 

stake- holders as practical knowledge and information specific to their individual 

business. Respondent E6 illustrates this point: ‘Each week I had to talk to customers 

and so that was the process in which I learnt a lot about what they want and what I can 

do as a business. To learn more about the business idea, it is definitely talking to 

customers.’ Participants received knowledge and information regarding what they could 

offer their customers, how much their customers would pay for their product or service, 

what their customers really wanted and needed, where changes needed to be made to 

their product or service and what did their customer understand and not understand 

about their business (Table 11). Prior to the programme, participants stated that they did 

not understand the need for or know how to engage with potential customers/ 

stakeholders, nor were they engaging with potential customers and stakeholders. This 

led to participants building their ventures on the basis of their own assumptions, instead 

of basing it on customer and stakeholder information. Participants stated that they had 

wasted time and, in some instances, money on ideas which, had they used ESE, could 

have been identified very quickly as having little value. 

Participants referred to their idea or business before the programme as ‘just 

being in their own head’ – they made up their own assumptions about what was real and 

correct, what would work and what would not work. None of these preconceptions were 

based on customer or supplier feedback and interacting with potential customers and 

suppliers tested the assumptions the participants held about their business by providing 

them with new knowledge, as evidenced by respondent E12 in Table 11. 
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------------------------------ 

Insert Table 11 about here 

------------------------------ 

The participants revealed a theme that learning to speak to their potential 

customers and stakeholders enabled them to learn and discern based on real data who 

their customers really might be, what their customers really wanted and needed and how 

they might provide value for their customers, with a number reflecting that engaging 

with potential customers and stakeholders will now be their first point of call for any 

future ideas. 

Summary: Enhancing ‘Know-What’ and ‘Know-How’ with ‘Know-Who’ 

A key finding from this study is that while the contemporary ‘know-what’ and ‘know-

how’ in the form of Design Thinking, the Business Model Canvas and Lean Start-up 

Approach is well received by start-up accelerator participants, it was the ‘know-who’ 

component that really enhanced their entrepreneurial learning experiences. To that end, 

this study reinforces earlier research that found enhanced learning coming from the 

knowledge which comes from seeing and hearing from someone who has gone through 

an entrepreneurial process and experienced failures and success, and the opportunity to 

ask questions and receive practical advice (Hegarty 2006). It also reinforces the 

importance of social capital (Gedajlovic et al. 2013) that can act as a key driver or 

catalyst in regard to bridging learning to the development of ESE and entrepreneurial 

behaviour (Hoang and Antoncic 2003). 

From the study, it can be seen that it is ‘know-who’ that closes the learning loop 

with ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’ for entrepreneurs (Argyris 2002; Hampden-Turner 

1993). The learning of ‘know-who’ has a positive impact on the development of ‘know-

how’ through social learning theory which advances that learning occurs when an 
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individual is motivated to perform by observing experienced people and imitating them 

(Bandura 1977). For example, the interactions with experts allow the start-up 

accelerator participants to learn about the practice of entrepreneurship and the advice 

and information from them, plus their successful or failed entrepreneurial experiences 

help start-up accelerator participants to have a better understanding of what needs to be 

done or avoided to develop their entrepreneurial ventures more successfully (i.e. ‘know-

how’) (Stokes, Wilson, and Wilson 2010). The mentors also help change 

entrepreneurial behaviour by motivating, encouraging and directing the participants. 

‘Know-who’ also has a positive impact on the development of ‘know-what’. In 

particular, it is through the interactions with potential customers and key informants in 

the value chain that allow participants to have key insights into what customers are 

really looking for and this will allow them to change their product or business model 

quickly instead of investing too much time and resources in unviable ideas (Eisenmann, 

Ries, and Dillard 2012). Put together, social capital through ‘know-who’ enhances the 

human capital of ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’ by developing the capacity of 

participants to problem solve, motivate themselves and develop a higher level of 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy and emotional support for entrepreneurial risk taking and 

behaviour. This is also applicable in the Asia Pacific context with relationships and 

networks being perceived as critical in facilitating entrepreneurship and creating value 

(Zhao, Frese, and Giardini 2010). 

Limitations and Future Research 

Our study has two noticeable limitations. First, it is based on a relatively small sample 

of start-up accelerator participants and as such, this research does not aim to produce 

results that are universally applicable. Further, it does not cover other stakeholders as 

part of the start-up accelerator (for example, the directors, mentors, instructors, and 
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experts) as the focus was on understanding what and how the participants in the start-up 

accelerator learnt from their own perspectives and accounts. Future research should 

examine the phenomenon among larger samples of different types of start-up 

accelerator participants and stakeholders. 

Second, the process of learning is an ongoing one which may have different outcomes   

at different stages of the entrepreneurial journey. The interviews and blogs only 

captured a moment in time, albeit with retrospective bias. Also, any learning that 

actually took place would be based on the subjective opinion and perception of the 

participants. That is, do they think or feel that they learnt something, how do they think 

or feel that they learnt it and what do they think they have learnt. We did not examine 

the tangible or quantifiable measure of this learning. While the research found that the 

amount of benefit and development the participants perceive themselves to have gained 

from learning and completing the programme in the start-up accelerator was positive, 

whether or not the contemporary approaches to entrepreneurship education in the start-

up accelerator will ultimately lead to increased entrepreneurial success is unknown. To 

really see how the participants put their ‘know-what’, ‘know-how’ and ‘know-who’ into 

practice, further ongoing contact will be needed and future research would benefit from 

longitudinal studies. 

Conclusion 

The study’s objective was to examine the extent and nature of entrepreneurial learning 

in terms of the extent to which they develop human capital (‘know-what’ and ‘know-

how’) and social capital (‘know-who’) in start-up accelerators. 

Overall, the study shows that the processes of ‘know-what’, ‘know-how’ and 

‘know-who’ are interrelated – by knowing ‘who’, participants learnt ‘what’ and ‘how 
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to’. The research therefore makes the important contribution to entrepreneurial learning 

theory by shining a bit  of light into ‘the black box of entrepreneurship education’ by 

providing evidence of that ‘know-who’ is just as important as ‘know-what’ and ‘know-

how’ as ‘know-who’ can actually provide entrepreneurs with the means to access 

‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’. The study also answers calls for more research on actual 

entrepreneurs as opposed to students undergoing entrepreneurship education courses in 

higher education institutions (Robinson, Huefner, and Keith Hunt 1991; Seet and Seet 

2006). 

Any form of entrepreneurial learning leading to developing ESE has been 

emphasized   by various researchers on the basis that increasing desirable 

entrepreneurial behaviour would increase the likelihood of success, particularly in being 

able to identify, validate and take advantage of entrepreneurial opportunities (Chandler 

and Jansen 1997; Karlsson and Moberg 2013). The study contributes to entrepreneurial 

learning research and practice by showing that in the context of a start-up accelerator 

that is implementing contemporary entrepreneurial education methods (which 

incorporate ideas like the Business Model Canvas, the Lean Start-up Approach and 

mentoring), the combination of human capital and social capital is a powerful catalyst 

for developing Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy. It therefore finds evidence that start-up 

accelerators, by closing the learning loop and using social learning techniques, are 

responding to earlier critiques of entrepreneurship education that note that effective 

entrepreneurial learning programmes must show students ‘how’ to behave 

entrepreneurially (Ronstadt 1987; St-Jean et al. 2017). In particular, it reinforces the 

issues raised by Rae (2012) and Fayolle and Gailly (2008) that programmes that 

developed ESE enable the participants to engage with potential stakeholders and acquire 

this kind of data instead of ruminating or being inactive, which may result in those 



34 

 

participants’ ventures being relatively more successful in getting started and surviving. 

Up until the early 2000s, entrepreneurship education was largely confined to 

North America (Katz 2003). However, since then, given the success of early internet 

start-ups driven by the development of the Internet, entrepreneurship education 

programmes have grown rapidly in many parts of the world, and has experienced 

phenomenal expansion in the Asia Pacific (Kelley and Thomas 2011; Seet and Seet 

2006; Norasmah and Norfadhilah 2016; Matlay 2016). Among the various innovations 

in entrepreneurship education, start-up accelerators were formed as a response to 

address the high attrition and other errors that emerged from the dot-com bubble and the 

Global Financial Crisis (Haines 2014a). As noted in the introduction, start-up 

accelerators have been multiplying in numbers across many Asia Pacific countries 

(Shen 2014). Just as the Lean Start-up Approach proposes pivoting towards a successful 

business model, the various Asia Pacific countries will iterate their models of start-up 

accelerators to adapt to local, culturally specific conditions (Haines 2014b; Solesvik, 

Westhead, and Matlay 2014), as they learn from mistakes among countries that have 

started early like Australia (Maritz, Jones, and Shwetzer 2015). For example, while the 

Techstars accelerator worked well in the USA and in the UK, the lack of supportive 

foreign visas and minimal ongoing government support stymied the growth of imitative 

models like ANZ Innovyz Start in Australia (Bliemel et al. 2016). In places like 

Singapore and Taiwan, strong government promotion and investment in start-up 

accelerators have seen many start-ups being put through these schemes but the limited 

size of domestic markets has led to many being unable to overcome the ‘valley of 

death’(Moore 1999; Shen 2014). Regardless of this, research on what makes 

accelerators in Australia and other Asian countries successful has found significant 

similarities in that, in terms of supporting entrepreneurial ventures, venture success is 
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highly contingent on them being able to leverage on the relationships or social capital 

that they have within the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Bliemel et al. 2016; Vanhonacker, 

Zweig, and Chung 2006; Shen 2014). 

A recent study among New Zealand start-up accelerators show that start-up 

accelerators can be excellent platforms for authentic learning for nascent entrepreneurs 

(Miles et al. 2017) but the authors also noted that there was a need for context specific 

research to examine whether start-up accelerators also helped develop specific 

entrepreneurial competencies like the ability to develop, harness, and leverage human, 

organizational, social, and economic capital. This research attempts to contribute to 

better understanding that link. Time will tell but hopefully, if the phenomenon of start-

up accelerators continues to develop these techniques of growing both human and social 

capital in the Asia Pacific, there will be fewer entrepreneurial failures and more 

successful innovative ventures in the region in the future. Not only that, the ability to 

successfully do so will also spill-over onto other players in the service sector that are 

closely watching and experimenting e.g. manufacturing firms that are planning to 

rapidly servitize in order to capture more value higher up the value chain. 
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Table 1 – Startup Accelerators vs Traditional Incubators 

 Startup Accelerators Incubators 

Duration Fixed short term (3 months average) Fixed long term (1-5 years) 

Selection Competitive, cyclical Non-competitive 

Education Formal  Ad hoc 

Mentorship Intense, by self and others Minimal, as needed 
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Table 2 – Traditional Content 

Type Reference 

Entrepreneurial  

Self-Efficacy 

Bandura (1991) 

Ajzen (1991) 

Fayolle (1996 and 2002) 

Fayolle and Gailly (2008) 

Rae (2012) 

Entrepreneurial Skills 

• Business Planning 

• Business Law 

• Marketing 

• Production 

• Product Design 

Vesper and McMullen (1988) 

Hills (1988) 

Bygrave (1994 and 1997) 

Gibb (1997) 

Rae (1997) 

Gorman et al (1997) 

Jack and Anderson (1999) 

Fiet (2001a and 2001b) 

Honig and Karlsson (2004) 

Kuratko (2003 and 2005) 

Entrepreneurial Finance Ronstadt, Vesper, and McMullan (1988) 

Cohen and Levinthal (1990) 

Shepherd and Zacharakis (2001, 2002) 

Kuratko (2005) 

Dimov and Shepherd (2005) 

Rae (2012) 
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Table 3 – Contemporary Content 

Type Reference 

Design Thinking Neck et al (2014) 

 

Business Model Canvas Osterwalder (2004) 

 

Lean Startup approach Eisenmann et al (2012) 

 

Validation Rae (2012) 
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Table 4 - Participant Profiles 

Participant Gender Completed 

Program 

Experience 

E1 F Y No – Student 

E2 M Y No – Student 

E3 F Y No 

E4 F Y No 

E5 M Y Yes – Founder of previous businesses 

E6 M Y Medium – Been involved with start-ups 

E7 M Y Yes – Been involved starting and 

managing other start-ups 

E8 M Y No 

E9 M Y Medium – Run unrelated business 

E10 M Y Medium – career experience in industry 

E11 M Y No – Student 

E12 M Y No 

E13 F Y No 

E14 M Y No 

E15 M N – Current Yes – Manages business and been 

involved in starting new ventures 

E16 M N – Current No 

E17 M N – Current No 

E18 F N – Current No 

E19 M N – Current Yes – Started new ventures before 

E20 M N - Current No 
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Table 5 – Business Model Canvas 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E11 “I have a much broader idea of how it’s all going to come together 

and taking action to pull it about and put it together again.” 

E18 “It goes back to that business model canvas, everything within that I 

am just honing in on and unpacking. You know how to identify the 

right channels, who the target market is, who they look like, how to 

personify them, the archetype of that person, linking values to the 

value proposition and to the customer segment, recognising that there 

is different customer segments and different revenue models. It’s an 

invaluable process for me.” 

E10 “With the business model canvas and going through it in such a 

formulaic way, each week they’d focus on a particular aspect and the 

problem with that is that everyone had actually come in to this in 

varying levels and some people were individuals some people were 

groups and I had something already developed. So, different people, 

different points and each week you’re expected to do their 

concentrated on a particular aspect and that didn’t match up with 

everyone.” 
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Table 6 – Minimal Viable Product 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E4 “Definitely the minimum viable product, so that is getting the base 

idea up and running as quickly as possible so you can get that real 

world feedback. A lot of people spend a lot of time and money 

producing something and then they put it out there and it doesn’t take. 

So it is important to get that really simple base idea and get the 

feedback and work on it and go from there.” 

E1 “We realised we had to make it smaller and get our minimal viable 

product out there and selling it to people, and that wasn’t possible 

with our original idea, it was just way to big and way to complex.” 

E5 “The minimal viable product and talking to customers is the core of 

the lean start-up approach, and then looking at all the different kinds 

of revenue streams and types of partnerships you can have and the 

different structures of the company you can have.” 
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Table 7 – Validation 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E6 “I think the main thing would definitely be a cheaper way to validate 

the business model. That’s the first thing I got, there’s a lot of different 

ways you can find out if the model is right. The second is when I’m 

starting a business it is all based on assumptions and I need to do 

validate those assumptions, that is what the EEP taught me.” 

E8 “Rather than learning from experience the whole process has been 

accelerated into 12 weeks and I could validate all assumptions about 

my business model in 12 weeks.” 
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Table 8 – Mentors and Mentorship 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E3a “Making networks and contacts and being able to pick the brains of 

people who have been there and done that, and getting their insights. 

That was the most valuable part, people who knew about 

entrepreneurship and who have been there and were able to give me 

really sound advice.” 

E2 “Mentors that were there or mentors and professionals that were there 

each week they were probably the key learning resources providing 

professional experience and advice on problems that we were having.” 

E3b “...Getting onto our personal mentors a lot earlier would have been 

good as it took a while and the selection of the mentors to match 

personality as well as the project and the expertise of the mentors....” 
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Table 9 – Experts 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E10a “The other thing I found valuable and helpful is that they brought 

specialists in, for example; in Law or SEO and design. Especially for 

the people who weren’t so techy or design focussed.” 

E15 “It’s always its good having people there I made some new 

connections in regard to IP so that’s been some really good value and 

input I’ve got so far.” 

E12 “it was useful in introducing me to a couple useful people in the 

community that could help with legal matters and that sort of thing 

which is useful.” 

E9 “With the TAFE programs you get some of this MVP happening via 

website development which is really good. But having said that the 

process still is very piece mill... ....it gets cut off to quickly and you 

have to hand that process on to another group and it then takes some 

time for that group to get their head around what they were doing.” 

E10b “....Whereas if this program had a marketing person come in and all 

those different skill sets and were willing to do that you would actually 

pump out some teams that would have a bit of sound business 

knowledge, know how to market, test a product or idea...” 
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Table 10 – Peers 

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E2 “Learning from our peers was valuable as these people were in the 

same situation as us and they had the same problems as us. Also, they 

were getting out of the building and some were getting really good 

results and getting really far down the track really fast.” 

E4 “The peers, you learn from them but it also sets the benchmark and 

pushes you a bit more to achieve what your trying to achieve, it’s not 

competition but it keeps you up to speed. Being held accountable each 

week for having done the homework and progressing your idea, it kind 

of pushed you forward and forced you to move forward. I think if 

you’re by yourself you can just linger on things for a long time” 
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Table 11 – Potential Customers and Stakeholders  

Interviewee Interviewees’ quotes 

E2 “The way we learnt the most was probably getting out there and 

talking to people, that was the biggest thing. All the other mediums, the 

videos, mentors and peers pushed us to doing this.” 

E20 “I would say talking to the customer. Yeah. Before being in the 

program I was in my own head, what it was going to be like and 

creating, I wasn’t basing it on feedback, it was kind of the other way 

around. You have to start from the customer. 

E12 “It forces you on a week to week basis to go well who is your 

customer? Are they really who you think they are? So just going 

through the process is helpful. It actually forced you to get out and 

challenge or test your assumptions about what your customers want or 

what they need or who they are were challenged by talking about it 

with the group then talking with customers.” 
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