
THE ROLE OF BUSINESS INCUBATORS SUPPORTING SMALL CITIES FOR SUSTAINABLE REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT


Originally designed to stimulate local economic growth, business incubators have evolved into complex phenomena with varied outcomes across different regions—emerging as success stories in some areas while being regarded as policy failures in others. This doctoral research positions business incubators within regional innovation ecosystems, aiming to delineate the defining features of new generation business incubators that can drive sustainable and smart regional development. 
The developmental trajectory of business incubators is examined as phenomena, policy instruments, and pillars of business support infrastructure. The research unfolds through a dual lens, culminating in the articulation of the 'ecosystem-in-ecosystem' approach, devised to dissect the interplay between internal and external dynamics. 
Further investigation through a multi-case study analysis of diverse incubators exposes distinctive characteristics of sustainable incubation practices while also recognizing the absence of a one-size-fits-all formula for success. Agility is identified as an essential trait within business models and internal processes, demonstrating its adaptability across various incubator environments. 
As a result, the thesis introduces an ideotype for new generation business incubators: the agilized business model for new generation business incubators. Characterized by its flexibility and adaptability, the model is designed for implementation even in smaller urban settings. The insights and findings provide actionable frameworks that can increase the operational efficiency of incubators, strongly aligned with the quintuple-helix innovation model, to support sustainable regional development.
The main theoretical contributions of the thesis lie in the area of agility as a foundational element for new generation business incubators. The doctoral research frames agility as essential for the integration of internal and external incubation processes and dynamics --the ecosystem-in-ecosystem approach--, offering a new perspective on how incubators can adapt to a regional context influenced by technological and market changes. 
Furthermore, the application of the Gioia methodology significantly advances grounded theory by offering a structured framework to understand how business incubators adapt and respond to complex external challenges. This analysis provided a novel framework that lays the groundwork for future research, enriching our understanding of the strategic, operational, and contextual dynamics that shape contemporary and sustainable business incubation practices. 
The doctoral dissertation also deepens the theoretical dimensions of network theory by exploring how business incubators function not just as isolated units, but as essential components within broader networks. The concept of relational agility and network ambidexterity has been introduced in the realm of business incubators. Positioning business incubators in the regional innovation ecosystem, defining interconnectivity and convergence provides a novelty to network theory. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In addition, the doctoral thesis enriches ecosystem theory by clarifying the strategic position of business incubators within regional innovation ecosystems and articulating their integral role in enhancing ecosystem functionality and resilience. The thesis introduces the innovative notion of ecosystem-in-ecosystem dual dimension, where incubators are seen both as components and mini-ecosystems within larger regional frameworks. 
In terms of practical contributions, the thesis advocates for incubator managers to embrace dynamic resource allocation, continuous innovation, and robust stakeholder collaboration. Also, the research emphasizes the necessity for incubator managers to proactively identify and adapt to emerging trends and policy shifts relevant to their role. The research also provides a comprehensive, adaptable business model for incubators, detailing operational measures within each component of the model in a structured and coherent manner. The proposed model serves as a blueprint that incubators can either adopt wholly or adapt partially, depending on their unique contextual needs and strategic goals concerning outcomes and impact.
