
Vol.: (0123456789)
1 3

Small Bus Econ 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-023-00858-z

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Re‑viewing the entrepreneurial university: strategic 
challenges and theory building opportunities

Maribel Guerrero   · Alain Fayolle · 
Maria Chiara Di Guardo · Wadid Lamine · 
Sarfraz Mian

Accepted: 8 December 2023 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2023

Abstract  Influenced by the neo-liberal economic 
perspective, in which universities are evaluated based 
on their contribution to society, the term “Entre-
preneurial University” (EU) emerged in the early 
1980s. The entrepreneurial university has evolved as 
a “natural” incubator supporting entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and sustainability in the university com-
munity (e.g., students, alumni, staff, and academ-
ics) and beyond civic engagement. Over the last four 
decades, academic debates on why and how higher 
education organizations could play this key role have 
become increasingly important in the business and 
management literature. It has motivated several spe-
cial issues published in multidisciplinary academic 
journals, literature reviews, and theoretical-empirical 
contributions. However, there is a defragmentation of 

the literature given the unique nature of each entre-
preneurial university during the current decade and 
the forced transformation of entrepreneurial organi-
zations due to new (technological and health) para-
digms. Therefore, this new decade opens the door for 
re-viewing the theoretical foundations and empirical 
evidence of entrepreneurial universities. Inspired by 
these universities’ challenges, this special issue rep-
resented a unique opportunity to build a novel theory 
that provides an updated theoretical view of the entre-
preneurial university phenomenon (e.g., re-concep-
tualization, re-view missions, re-view business mod-
els, re-view metrics), as well as to offer new insights 
about how the new paradigms have transformed 
core entrepreneurial university activities (education, 
research, technology transfer, and entrepreneurship), 
strategies, and interconnectedness with ecosystems. 
This introductory paper encouraged an in-depth 
multidisciplinary conversation within the manage-
ment and related research community from different 
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socio-economic settings to make theoretical and 
empirical contributions. As a result, six papers have 
contributed to this special issue and provide several 
implications for different stakeholders.

Plain English Summary  Over the last four dec-
ades, academic debates on why and how higher edu-
cation organizations could play this key role have 
become increasingly important in the business and 
management literature. It has motivated several spe-
cial issues published in multidisciplinary academic 
journals, literature reviews, and theoretical-empirical 
contributions. However, there is a defragmentation of 
the literature given the unique nature of each entre-
preneurial university during the current decade and 
the forced transformation of entrepreneurial organi-
zations due to new (technological and health) para-
digms. Therefore, this new decade opens the door for 
re-viewing the theoretical foundations and empirical 
evidence of entrepreneurial universities. Inspired by 
these universities’ challenges, this special issue rep-
resented a unique opportunity to build a novel theory 
that provides an updated theoretical view of the entre-
preneurial university phenomenon.

Keywords  Entrepreneurial universities · 
Entrepreneurial universities’ core activities · 
Entrepreneurial universities’ strategic perspective · 
Entrepreneurial universities ecosystems

JEL Classification  I21 · I23 · L26 · L31 · 035 · 039

1  Introduction

Influenced by the neo-liberal economic perspective, in 
which universities are evaluated based on their contri-
bution to society, the term “Entrepreneurial Univer-
sity” (EU)1 emerged in the early 1980s by describing 
universities that leverage their scientific knowledge 
through new types of income (Etzkowitz, 1983). In 

most countries, universities (especially the public 
ones) have been increasingly distressed to “return the 
public funding to the community.” Nowadays, the 
entrepreneurial university has evolved as a “natural” 
incubator that provides support for fostering entrepre-
neurship, innovation, and sustainability in the univer-
sity community (e.g., students, alumni, staff, and aca-
demics) and beyond through their civic engagement 
(Audretsch, 2014; Fini et  al., 2018; Guerrero & Lira, 
2023; Guerrero & Urbano, 2012). In this perspective, 
the EU has played an important role in highlighting 
social, economic, and sustainable development through 
academe’s interrelated core activities: (i) developing 
human capital through teaching that supplies highly 
qualified graduates to business/industry; (ii) creating 
new knowledge and innovations through research; (iii) 
commercializing research results to society via tech-
nology transfer and knowledge-exchange activities; 
and (iv) engagement with civic community via co-
creation initiatives (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020; 
Fayolle & Redford, 2014; Guerrero et al., 2006, 2015).

Over the last four decades, academic debates on 
why and how higher education organizations could 
play this key role have become increasingly important 
in business management literature, which resulted in 
the publication of several special issues in this topic in 
various academic journals (Fini et al., 2018; Grimaldi 
et  al., 2011; Guerrero et  al., 2016; Jungblut & Lee, 
2022; Klofsten et al., 2019; Link et al., 2008; Mowery 
& Shane, 2002; Siegel & Leih, 2018; Wright et  al., 
2004). This exponential growth of academic publi-
cations has led to multiple theoretical and methodo-
logical approaches for reviewing the extant literature 
to discover how entrepreneurial universities attract 
cutting-edge researchers, educate students, facilitate 
knowledge transfers, encourage new venture creation, 
notably science-based spinoffs, diffuse, and promote 
entrepreneurial culture, thus influencing and shap-
ing regional entrepreneurial ecosystems and building 
innovation communities (Arroyabe et al., 2022; Cai & 
Ahmad, 2023; Cerver Romero et al., 2021; Compag-
nucci & Spigarelli, 2020; Forliano et al., 2021; Guer-
rero et  al., 2006; Rothaermel et  al., 2007; Schmitz 
et  al., 2017; Secundo et  al., 2019b). Moreover, the 
empirical evidence has shown that each entrepre-
neurial university is unique. They have faced multiple 
strategic challenges based on their contexts concern-
ing entrepreneurial pathways, internal and external 
factors, types of education programs and their modes 

1  Other terms used to refer to this type of university include 
“University Technological Transfer” (Dill, 1995), “Market 
Universities” (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997), “Innovative Uni-
versities” (Clark, 1998), “Engaged university” (Benneworth, 
2012; Breznitz & Feldman, 2012; Bridger & Alter, 2006), and 
“Academic Enterprise” (Crow et al., 2020).
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of delivery, and the associated impact measures 
(Guerrero et  al., 2015; Miller et  al., 2018; Klofsten 
et  al., 2019; Cunningham & Miller, 2021; Forliano 
et al., 2021; Guerrero & Dábic, 2023). It is notewor-
thy that during the current decade, we have observed 
the forced transformation of entrepreneurial organi-
zations particularly in the technological and health 
sectors due to significant paradigm shifts (Guerrero, 
2021), and entrepreneurial universities have not been 
the exception (Guerrero & Pugh, 2022).

Regarding the new digital technology paradigm, 
Klofsten et al., 2019 (p. 151) claim that “to respond 
to digital challenges and achieve stakeholders’ goals, 
entrepreneurial university’s leaders should transform 
their internal factors into digital technologies (e.g., 
artifacts, platforms, infrastructures) for conducting 
entrepreneurial and innovative initiatives (Namb-
isan, 2017; Nambisan et al., 2018; Rippa & Secundo, 
2019). This means working or fostering strategic 
organizational capabilities such as digital human cap-
ital, a digital culture, digital support infrastructure, 
digital teaching, research practices, and a dynamic 
digital presence”. Nowadays, we know that digital 
technologies are making a deep impact on societies 
worldwide, drawing us into a new era of a globalized 
digital economy based on knowledge and mobility 
(Nambisan et  al., 2017). Digitalization is, as evoked 
previously, for entrepreneurial universities, a source 
of strategic, financial, and technological challenges 
and new opportunities to re-view their missions, edu-
cational offerings, research, and entrepreneurship 
pursuits (Liguori & Winkler, 2020; Shepherd, 2020).

Regarding the new health/societal paradigms, the sudden 
and unexpected appearance of the long-persisting COVID-
19 pandemic has forced an agile response from entrepre-
neurial universities to their stakeholders’ needs (e.g., move 
very quickly from offline education to remote learning or 
hybrid teaching models) (Guerrero & Urbano, 2021). In 
this respect, the entrepreneurial dimension of these univer-
sities has also played a key role in facilitating the technol-
ogy transfer among research labs in industry, academia, and 
the government to control the coronavirus’s spread (Siegel 
& Guerrero, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic is question-
ing and challenging fundamental assumptions in the field of 
entrepreneurship “that may require a research pivot, that is, 
that may require a change in research direction on specific 
topics” (Shepherd, 2020: 1750). For entrepreneurial univer-
sities, the emergence of the “normal life” paradigm repre-
sents an opportunity to re-view the core activities, business 

models, organizational capabilities, strategic partnerships, 
and stakeholders’ demands (Guerrero & Dábic, 2023).

In sum, to face these new digital and health para-
digms, the entrepreneurial university leadership should 
act ambidextrously with agile methodology to prepare 
numerous strategies, seek creative solutions, and be 
flexible in the face of continuous changes. Therefore, 
this new decade characterized by exponential changes 
opens the door for re-viewing the theoretical founda-
tions and empirical evidence of entrepreneurial univer-
sities. Inspired by these universities’ challenges, this 
special issue represents a unique opportunity to help 
build a novel theory that provides an updated theo-
retical view of the entrepreneurial university phenom-
enon (e.g., re-conceptualization, re-view missions, re-
view business models, re-view metrics), as well as to 
offer new insights about how the new paradigms have 
transformed core entrepreneurial university activities 
(education, research, technology transfer, and entre-
preneurship support) and business models. From this 
perspective, the special issue is aimed to encourage 
an in-depth multidisciplinary conversation within the 
management and related research community (entrepre-
neurship, technology, sociology, economics, geography, 
health, and others) from different socio-economic set-
tings to make theoretical and empirical contributions.

For this special issue, we received over 100 extended 
abstracts, of which we invited 12 best-suited submissions 
to continue our editorial screening process by soliciting 
the full paper manuscripts. In the end, six papers were 
accepted, which contributed to this special issue.

This introductory paper is structured as follows. In 
Section  2, we re-view the extant literature on entrepre-
neurial universities. In Section 3, we re-view the entrepre-
neurial university’s current strategic challenges presented 
in the six papers featured in this special issue. Then, 
in Section  4, we re-view the entrepreneurial university 
theory-building opportunities by offering several impli-
cations and a research agenda. Finally, in Section 5, we 
provide our concluding remarks.

2 � Re‑viewing entrepreneurial universities’ 
accumulated literature

2.1 � Theoretical foundations

Our past 40  years of review show that the literature 
on entrepreneurial universities has been fragmented. 
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The first group of researchers focused on articulating 
and extending the definition of this phenomenon as it 
emerged. Table 1 depicts the evolution in the defini-
tion of the entrepreneurial university. From 1983 to 
2004, influenced by the U.S. Bayh Dole Act, several 
authors defined an entrepreneurial university as an 
organization that involves the diversification of multi-
ple outcomes or new sources of income, such as new 
faculty ventures, spin-offs or commercialization of 
technology through patents, licenses (Chrisman et al., 
1995; Clark, 1998; Dill, 1995; Etzkowitz, 1983, 2003; 
Jacob et al., 2003; Kirby, 2002; Röpke, 1998; Shane, 
2004; Subotzky, 1999). Consequently, the notion of 
entrepreneurial scientists, academic entrepreneurs, 
knowledge commercialization, technology transfer, 
and research group entrepreneurship emerged as a new 
research line. From 2005 to 2014, influenced by the 
Global Challenges Declaration in higher education, 
the entrepreneurial university definition also incor-
porated outcomes associated with the need for com-
munity engagement engaged entrepreneurship, and 
graduate entrepreneurship were coined (Benneworth, 
2012; Bridger & Alter, 2006; Guerrero & Urbano, 
2012). From 2014 to 2023, influenced by the United 
Nations Agenda on the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and new technological paradigms, the 
entrepreneurial university definition incorporated the 
intersection between entrepreneurship and innovation 
(Autio et  al., 2014), the catalyst contribution in sus-
tainable, social, and economic development due to the 
central role within entrepreneurial and innovation eco-
systems (Audretsch, 2014; Guerrero et al., 2015; Cai 
& Ahmad, 2023; Guerrero & Lira, 2023), the ambi-
dexterity view of academic enterprise (Crow et  al., 
2020), and frugal entrepreneurial innovations (Fischer 
et al., 2021; Roncancio-Marin et al., 2022).

A second group of researchers offered concep-
tual and theoretical frameworks for understanding 
the determinants, strategic processes, outcomes, and 
impacts of entrepreneurial universities (see Table  2). 
Clark (1998) identifies five common transformational 
pathways of EUs: (1) a strengthened steering core, (2) 
an expanded developmental periphery, (3) a diversi-
fied funding base, (4) a stimulated academic heart-
land, and (5) an integrated entrepreneurial culture. 
Guerrero and Urbano (2012) propose/test a framework 
that explains the internal and external determinant fac-
tors to achieve the EU missions. Markuerkiaga et  al. 
(2014) integrate a framework that proposes internal 

and external determinants. Leih and Teece (2016) 
explored how strategic thinking and capabilities 
enhance a university’s competitive fitness and long-
term survival. Wright et al. (2017) included university 
ecosystem mechanisms to facilitate student entrepre-
neurship, along with a continuum of involvement from 
pre-accelerators through to accelerators and incuba-
tors; the involvement of a variety of entrepreneurs, 
support actors, and investors; the nature of the univer-
sity environment and the external context; and their 
evolution over time. Cunningham et  al. (2022) focus 
on the exploration and exploitation stages per each 
stage of the entrepreneurship process. Most recently. 
Meek and Gianiodis (2023) proposed different path-
way that considers the inputs, processes, and out-
comes for each pertinent stakeholder group.

A third group revised the accumulated litera-
ture from 1983 to the present (see Table  3). Guer-
rero et  al. (2006) reviewed the literature about the 
formal-informal environmental factors that affect the 
creation and development of the EU. These authors 
contributed toward the evolution of definitions and 
a proposed formal-informal environmental frame-
work for the EU. Rothaermel et  al. (2007) provided 
an overview of the research evolution of EUs and 
proposed a taxonomy. Schmitz et al. (2017) explored 
scientific literature on innovation and entrepreneur-
ship in the academic setting to contribute to defini-
tions, theoretical frameworks, and empirical models 
and identify research gaps. Secundo et  al. (2019b) 
reviewed knowledge management (KM) literature 
to contribute to emerging streams in KM: transfer, 
creation, processes, and regional development. Com-
pagnucci and Spigarelli, (2020) reviewed the state of 
knowledge of the EU missions and contributed to the 
third mission definitions, shifts, paths, and impacts. 
Cai and Ahmad (2023) reviewed the research gap by 
integrating conceptual and empirical literature about 
the reforms of the university. They contributed toward 
the sustainable entrepreneurial university phenom-
enon. Cerver Romero et al. (2021) reviewed the dif-
ferent theoretical approaches to the EU prevalent in 
the literature and identified six EU approaches: Tri-
ple Helix, knowledge society, globalized perspective, 
researcher vs. entrepreneur, dual personality, and 
frenzy. Forliano et al. (2021) reviewed the EU in the 
business and management fields and proposed three 
evolutionary stages of the EU literature: 1983–2009, 
2010–2014, and 2015–2018. Arroyabe et  al. (2022) 
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Table 1   Selected definitions of entrepreneurial universities

Year Author Definition Focus

1983 Etzkowitz “Universities that are considering new sources of 
funds like patents, research under by contracts 
and entry into a partnership with a private 
enterprise”

Entrepreneurial scientists

1995 Chrisman et al The entrepreneurial university involves “the 
creation of new business ventures by university 
professors, technicians, or students.”

Faculty entrepreneurship

1995 Dill “University technology transfer is defined as 
formal efforts to capitalize upon university 
research by bringing research outcomes to 
fruition as commercial ventures. Formal efforts 
are, in turn, defined as organizational units with 
explicit responsibility for promoting technol-
ogy transfer.”

University-industry entrepreneurship

1998 Clark An entrepreneurial university, on its own, seeks 
to innovate in how it goes to business. It seeks 
to work out a substantial shift in organizational 
character so as to arrive at a more promising 
posture for the future. Entrepreneurial universi-
ties seek to become “stand-up” universities that 
are significant actors in their own terms”

Innovation entrepreneurship

1998 Röpke “An entrepreneurial university can mean three 
things: the university itself, as an organization, 
becomes entrepreneurial; the members of the 
university -faculty, students, employees- are 
turning themselves somehow into entrepreneur; 
and the interaction of the university with the 
environment, the “structural coupling” between 
university and region, follows entrepreneurial 
patter”

Academic entrepreneurship

1999 Subotzky “The entrepreneurial university is characterized 
by closer university-business partnerships, 
by greater faculty responsibility for accessing 
external sources of funding, and by a manage-
rial ethos institutional governance, leadership, 
and planning”

New modes of knowledge production

2002 Kirby “As at the heart of any entrepreneurial culture, 
entrepreneurial universities have the ability 
to innovate, recognize and create opportuni-
ties, work in teams, take risks and respond to 
challenges

University entrepreneurship

2003 Etzkowitz “Just as the university trains individual students 
and sends them out into the world, the entre-
preneurial university is a natural incubator, 
providing support structures for teachers and 
students to initiate new ventures: intellectual, 
commercial and conjoint.”

Research group entrepreneurship

2003 Jacob et al An entrepreneurial university is based on both 
commercialization (customs made further 
education courses, consultancy services, and 
extension activities) and commoditization (pat-
ents, licensing or student-owned star-ups)”

Commercialization and commoditization entre-
preneurship
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Table 1   (continued)

Year Author Definition Focus

2004 Shane “An important catalyst for the facilitation of 
academic entrepreneurship, which in turn 
generates regional economic and social devel-
opment through the added value created by 
the identification and exploitation of entrepre-
neurial opportunities.”

Academic entrepreneurship

2006 Bridger & Alter “The engaged university works in partnership 
with local people to facilitate the broad range 
of community interaction that fosters indi-
vidual and social well-being”

Community engagement entrepreneurship

2012 Guerrero & Urbano “The entrepreneurial university has emerged 
as a “natural” incubator that provides support 
for fostering entrepreneurship and innovation 
in the university community (e.g., students, 
alumni, staff, and academics) and beyond”

Academic & graduates entrepreneurship

2012 Benneworth “Societal institutions evolve in parallel with 
broad transformation in society”

Engaged entrepreneurship

2014 Audretsch “While the entrepreneurial university has a 
mandate to facilitate the commercialization of 
university research and generate startups and 
new ventures, the role of the university in the 
entrepreneurial society is considerably broader 
and more fundamental—to provide thinking, 
leadership and activity to enhance entrepre-
neurship capital. The goal of the university 
in the entrepreneurial society is not just to 
promote technology transfer and increase the 
number of startups but to ensure that people 
thrive in the emerging entrepreneurial society”

Technology Transfer and Commercialization

2014 Autio et al “It is a university that is able to take a crucial 
role in both the entrepreneurial and innovation 
ecosystem to generate entrepreneurial innova-
tions”

Entrepreneurial innovations

2015 Guerrero et al “An important catalyst for socio-economic 
development”

Academic & graduate entrepreneurship

2020 Crow et al “The academic enterprise is a broad-based 
organizational logic that attempts to rechar-
acterize both the organization and its govern-
ance around identifying and pursuing new 
opportunities that help achieve critical social 
outcomes”

Academic enterprise

2021 Cai & Ahman “The notion of an entrepreneurial university 
needs to be replaced by a more suitable concept 
to capture the unprecedented changes in uni-
versities in the societal transformation”

Sustainable entrepreneurship

2021 Fischer et al “Universities that foster frugal innovations and 
connect them to markets, the surrounding 
innovation ecosystems in which the university 
is embedded and the overarching institutional 
framework”

Frugal entrepreneurial innovations



Re‑viewing the entrepreneurial university: strategic challenges and theory building…

1 3
Vol.: (0123456789)

Table 1   (continued)

Year Author Definition Focus

2022 Roncancio-Marin et al “Universities that promote different forms of 
non-commercial AE even in the absence of 
sophisticated resources for innovation, through 
the stimulation of the specific human capital of 
the university community resulting from activi-
ties where they help others

Social Entrepreneurial Innovations

2023 Guerrero & Lira “An entrepreneurial university ecosystem con-
tributes to the UN SDGs’ achievement through 
its core activities and social-entrepreneurial 
orientation”

Entrepreneurial university engagement with SDGs

Source: Adapted from Guerrero et al. (2006)

Table 2   Selected theoretical frameworks of entrepreneurial universities

Source: Authors

Authors Conceptual frameworks Contributions

Clark (1998) The transformation pathways of EUs By analyzing five EUs, the author identifies 
five common transformational elements: (1) 
a strengthened steering core, (2) an expanded 
developmental periphery, (3) a diversified fund-
ing base, (4) a stimulated academic heartland, 
and (5) an integrated entrepreneurial culture

Guerrero and Urbano (2012) Conditional internal and environmental factors in 
the development of the EU

By adopting the RBV and the institutional 
approach, the authors propose/test a framework 
that explain the internal and external determinant 
factors to achieve the EU university missions

Markuerkiaga et al. (2014) Determining factors of the EU By analyzing previous frameworks, the authors 
integrate a framework that propose three deter-
minants: internal, external, and strategic

Leih and Teece (2016) Relationship between campus leadership and 
organizational-level dynamic capabilities

By comparing strategic decisions and leadership 
propensities, the authors explored how strategic 
thinking and capabilities enhance university’ 
competitive fitness and long-term survival

Wright et al. (2017) University entrepreneurship ecosystem By including university mechanisms to facilitate 
student entrepreneurship, along with a con-
tinuum of involvement from pre-accelerators 
through to accelerators; the involvement of a 
variety of entrepreneurs, support actors and 
investors; the particular nature of the university 
environment and the external context; and their 
evolution over time

Cunningham et al. (2022) Organizational architecture of the EU through the 
stages of entrepreneurship

By categorizing the organizational units, the 
authors focus on the exploration and exploitation 
stages per each stage of the entrepreneurship 
process

Meek and Gianiodis (2023) The existing EUM does not adequately account 
for the true costs borne by participating stake-
holders

By adopting the stakeholder approach, the authors 
propose different pathway that considers the 
inputs, processes, and outcomes for each perti-
nent stakeholder group
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reviewed the different underlying topics, outlined 
avenues for fruitful future research, and identified 20 
topics of the EU: the decline of case studies and the 
emergence of capabilities and alliances. Dabić et  al. 
(2022) reviewed the evolution of university spin-off 
(USOs) literature to provide insights into the analyti-
cal trends of the past, current evidence on the con-
figuration of USOs, and discussions of the future of 
USO research.

Given the previous views, the fourth group of 
researchers re-conducted entrepreneurial univer-
sity research through different special issues (see 
Table  4). Mowery and Shane (2002) facilitated a 
cross-disciplinary discussion about university entre-
preneurship. This special issue published in Manage‑
ment Science contributed to new approaches, relations 
between the university and private sector, mechanics 
(mechanisms?) for entrepreneurship, the creation of 
new ventures, and commercialization. Wright et  al. 
(2004) encouraged the study of entrepreneurship in 
the context of university technology transfer. This 
special issue published in the Journal of Business 
Venturing contributed to new approaches, such as 
the nature of the EU, regional economy engine, aca-
demic transition, and balancing research and entre-
preneurship. Etzkowitz and Zhou (2008) looked at 
building the EU’s global approach in a special issue 
published in Science and Public Policy. Link et  al. 
(2008) addressed EU’s third mission’s managerial 
and policy implications. This special issue published 
in the IEEE Journal of Engineering Management 
contributed to new approaches, such as institutional 
theory, organizational learning, and RBV. Grimaldi 
et al. (2011) considered the evolving role of universi-
ties in the third mission. This special issue published 
in Research Policy contributed to new empirical evi-
dence, such as scientist entrepreneurship, university 
IPR regulations, invention disclosures, the entrepre-
neurial orientation of individual academics, Bayh-
Dole legislation, and university-level support mecha-
nisms. Guerrero et al. (2016) addressed emerging EU 
models in the new social and economic landscape. 
This special issue published in Small Business Eco-
nomics contributed to new roles of the EU as divers 

of innovation and entrepreneurship, as well as new 
approaches like internationalization, TTO aware-
ness, opportunism, knowledge intermediaries, perfor-
mance, and entrepreneurial practices. Siegel and Leih 
(2018) examined the university’s strategic challenges. 
This special issue published in Strategic Organization 
contributed to new emerging approaches and tools for 
managing universities’ inventions, partnering with 
industry, and promoting socio-economic develop-
ment. Fini et al. (2018) focused on re-thinking from 
entrepreneurial outcomes to societal impacts. This 
special issue published in the Academy of Manage‑
ment Perspectives contributed to the emerging view 
of scientific commercialization’s dual social and 
economic contribution. Guerrero and Urbano (2019) 
examined the effectiveness of technology transfer 
policies and legislation in fostering entrepreneurial 
innovations across continents. This special issue pub-
lished in the Journal of Technology Transfer contrib-
uted to an overview of legitimizing the EU’s crucial 
role through technology transfer related public poli-
cies worldwide. Klofsten et al. (2019) examined stra-
tegic challenges that the EU currently encounters. 
This special issue published in Technological Fore‑
casting and Social Change contributed to new paths 
for managing ambidexterity tensions, maximizing the 
creation of regional benefits, ecosystem and spillo-
vers, and the post-incubation process. Jungblut and 
Lee (2022) explore new approaches to their study and 
suggest novel analyses on the topic. This special issue 
published in Studies in Higher Education contributed 
by extending roles related to education cooperation, 
career intention, internship activities, social entrepre-
neurship, and regional development.

The aforementioned fragmented theoretical view 
warranted the need to re-view the EU’s core activi-
ties, its strategic approaches and ecosystem devel-
opment perspective. This special issue aims to offer 
theory-building opportunities and provide an update 
on strategic challenges studied in broader multidis-
ciplinary research settings. The following section 
presents our review of the accumulated empirical 
evidence spread along various phases and employs 
the co-words analysis technique (reference?).
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2.2 � Empirical evidence2

Figure 1 illustrates the five trends that have been observed 
in the 361 empirical publications over the last two decades. 
Firstly, before 2003, there were few empirical publica-
tions on entrepreneurial universities. Secondly, between 
2005 and 2009, there was a gradual increase in the num-
ber of empirical publications, with most of them focused 
on regional economic development. Thirdly, from 2010 to 
2014, there was a notable steady growth in the number of 
empirical publications, with most of them concentrating 
on the intersection between innovation and entrepreneur-
ship ecosystems. Fourthly, from 2015 to 2019, there was 
a quick expansion in empirical publications that focused 
on a global approach and expanded the third university 
mission. Finally, from 2020 to 2022, a sustained number 
of empirical publications were mostly influenced by the 
current global social and health challenges. These empiri-
cal studies were published in top-tier journals3 in entrepre-
neurship, management, economics, and technology.

Regarding co-words4 Fig. 2 illustrates our re-view 
of the three core clusters (core activities, strategies, 

and ecosystems) pertaining to the empirical evidence 
on entrepreneurial universities.

In the first cluster [black], the re-view of the core 
activity view of the EU accentuates the importance 
of recognizing and balancing social and economic 
interests among all EUs stakeholders (Clauss et  al., 
2018; Corazza & Saluto, 2021; Gianiodis & Meek, 
2020). Therefore, the collaboration between universi-
ties and N-Helix actors (industry, government, non-
profit organizations, civil communities) becomes a 
cornerstone of the re-review of EUs’ core activities 
to overcome current societal challenges (Guerrero 
& Pugh, 2022; Ibáñez et  al., 2021; Secundo et  al., 
2019a). This research stream reveals challenges in 
evaluating these collaborative projects, emphasizing 
the need for a more comprehensive approach to per-
formance evaluation. Moreover, EUs continue to face 
challenges in knowledge transfer and commercializa-
tion (Guerrero et al., 2019; Paoloni et al., 2021), par-
ticularly in achieving sustainable impacts (Audretsch 
& Belitski, 2022) and fostering internationalization 
(Baier-Fuentes et  al., 2021). Likewise, the relevance 
of higher education regulations and policies has 
driven the modern EU’s core activities, especially 
due to the new technological paradigms (Chang et al., 
2021; Guerrero et  al., 2021a, b; Rippa & Secundo, 
2019; Unger et al., 2020). In addition, some authors 
have recently questioned the contribution of entrepre-
neurship education to prepare entrepreneurs (Eesley 
& Lee, 2021). By re-viewing the EU’s core activities, 
the empirical evidence reveals an intersection among 
core activities, such as teaching, research, technology 
transfer and commercialization, community engage-
ment, and sustainable approaches. However, the 
integration of these core activities across university 
departments/colleges is still unknown.

In the second cluster [gray], there is re-view of the 
strategic orientation that enable university leadership 
to act entrepreneurial, innovative, and sustainable 
to navigate into the complex societal and economic 
landscape. This leverages the effective allocation of 
resources, infrastructures, capabilities, and intellec-
tual outcomes (Lamine et  al., 2018; Liu & Huang, 
2018). An entrepreneurial and innovative strategic 
identity involves re-viewing the university’s organiza-
tional culture (Leih & Teece, 2016), university gov-
ernance and financial performance (Balasubramanian 
et al., 2020; Heaton et al., 2023), managing dynamic 
capabilities (Heaton et  al., 2020), the configuration 

2  Methodological note: We reviewed the accumulated 
empirical literature using the Web of Science database for its 
well‑documented reliability in the realm of citation data pro-
cessing (Di Guardo & Harrigan, 2012; Loi et  al., 2016). Fol-
lowing Cerver Romero et  al. (2021), we selected articles that 
incorporated the term “Entrepreneur * Universit *” in the title, 
abstract, or keywords in English language journals in the cat-
egories of management, entrepreneurship, and business within 
the 20  years window between 1993 and 2022. The analysis 
focused on the publications themselves and examined vari-
ous variables such as authors and their affiliations, publication 
journals, citation frequencies, and references cited in these 
scholarly works. After a rigorous search process, a total of 
361 empirical papers (published in English) between 1994 and 
2022 were included in the analysis.
3  Listed journals are in alphabetical order: Academy of Manage‑
ment Perspectives, Journal of Business Venturing, Industrial and 
Corporate Change, International Journal of Technology Man‑
agement, Research Policy, Small Business Economics Journal, 
Strategic Management Journal, Technovation, Journal of Man‑
agement Studies, Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 
The Journal of Technology Transfer, and among others.
4  Methodological note: The co-word analysis is an impact-
ful methodological approach to examine the co-occurrence of 
keywords or strategic terms within a set of academic papers 
(Castriotta et al., 2019; Castriotta et al., 2021; Loi et al., 2023). 
The co-word analysis provides insights into research trends and 
intellectual dynamics of a particular field of study (Castriotta 
et al., 2021). By examining the co-occurrence of terms, a read-
ing of empirical papers on entrepreneurial universities offers 
insights into the re-view of central themes: core activities, 
strategies, and ecosystems.
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Fig. 1   Distribution of the 361 empirical papers and citations from 1994 to 2022.  Source: Authors

Fig. 2   Co-word analysis of the 361 empirical papers and citations from 1994 to 2022.  Source: Authors



Re‑viewing the entrepreneurial university: strategic challenges and theory building…

1 3
Vol.: (0123456789)

Ta
bl

e 
5  

S
pe

ci
al

 is
su

e’
s p

ap
er

s

D
im

en
si

on
A

ut
ho

r
O

bj
ec

tiv
e

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

Fi
nd

in
gs

C
on

tri
bu

tio
ns

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

Re
se

ar
ch

 a
ge

nd
a

C
or

e 
ac

tiv
ity

’s
 re

-v
ie

w
B

or
m

an
 e

t a
l

Th
e 

au
th

or
s e

xa
m

in
e 

th
e 

de
si

gn
 a

nd
 d

el
iv

er
y 

of
 le

an
 so

ci
al

 la
un

ch
 

(L
SL

), 
a 

so
ci

al
ly

 o
ri-

en
te

d 
de

riv
at

iv
e 

of
 th

e 
em

er
gi

ng
 le

an
 la

un
ch

 
m

et
ho

d

D
at

a 
w

as
 c

ol
le

ct
ed

 
fro

m
 in

di
vi

du
al

s 
pa

rti
ci

pa
tin

g 
in

 
de

riv
at

iv
e 

in
te

rv
en

-
tio

ns
 d

ur
in

g 
7 

ye
ar

s o
f 

de
liv

er
y.

 C
on

cr
et

el
y,

 
98

 in
te

rv
ie

w
s w

ith
 a

 
fo

llo
w

-u
p

Th
e 

au
th

or
s f

ou
nd

 
th

at
 b

y 
br

oa
de

ni
ng

 
th

e 
co

nt
ex

t i
n 

w
hi

ch
 

op
po

rtu
ni

tie
s a

re
 

id
en

tifi
ed

 a
nd

 c
re

at
in

g 
va

lu
e,

 L
SL

 a
ttr

ac
ts

 
in

di
vi

du
al

s w
ho

 m
ig

ht
 

no
t o

th
er

w
is

e 
pa

rti
ci

-
pa

te
 in

 e
nt

re
pr

en
eu

ria
l 

ac
tiv

iti
es

LS
L 

pr
ov

id
es

 p
ar

tic
i-

pa
nt

s w
ith

 p
at

hw
ay

s 
to

 so
ci

al
 a

nd
 c

om
-

m
er

ci
al

 v
al

ue
 c

re
at

io
n 

an
d 

se
rv

es
 a

s a
 v

en
ue

 
fo

r s
oc

ia
lly

 fo
cu

se
d 

en
tre

pr
en

eu
ria

l i
de

n-
tit

y 
pl

ay
, a

n 
im

po
rta

nt
 

an
te

ce
de

nt
 to

 e
nt

re
-

pr
en

eu
ria

l b
eh

av
io

r

H
ow

 u
ni

ve
rs

iti
es

 im
pl

e-
m

en
t a

nd
 c

oo
rd

in
at

e 
su

pp
or

tiv
e 

pr
og

ra
m

 
an

d 
po

lic
y 

in
te

rv
en

-
tio

ns
 e

m
bo

di
ed

 
w

ith
in

 e
nt

re
pr

en
eu

r-
sh

ip
 e

co
sy

ste
m

s

En
te

rp
ris

in
g 

sc
ho

la
rs

 
m

ig
ht

 th
us

 d
ra

w
 fr

om
 

pr
om

is
in

g 
fa

ce
ts

 o
f L

SL
 

an
d 

ot
he

r e
nt

re
pr

e-
ne

ur
sh

ip
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

ap
pr

oa
ch

es
 to

 e
ng

ag
e 

an
d 

se
rv

e 
di

sti
nc

t 
stu

de
nt

 p
op

ul
at

io
ns

 
(u

nd
er

gr
ad

ua
te

 st
u-

de
nt

s, 
do

ct
or

al
 st

ud
en

ts
, 

po
std

oc
s)

K
ar

ah
an

Th
e 

stu
dy

 d
el

ve
s i

nt
o 

a 
su

st
ai

na
bl

e 
en

tre
-

pr
en

eu
ria

l u
ni

ve
rs

ity
 

(S
EU

) c
on

ce
pt

A
 m

ul
tip

le
-c

as
e 

stu
dy

 
of

 fo
ur

 G
er

m
an

 
un

iv
er

si
ty

 b
us

in
es

s 
in

cu
ba

to
rs

 (U
B

Is
)

Th
e 

au
th

or
 id

en
tifi

es
 si

x 
di

sti
nc

t s
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
 

tra
ns

fo
rm

at
io

n 
st

ag
es

 
an

d 
pr

op
os

es
 a

 st
yl

-
iz

ed
 m

od
el

 to
 e

xp
la

in
 

th
e 

em
er

ge
nc

e 
of

 
su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y 

in
 U

B
Is

Th
e 

au
th

or
 p

ro
po

se
d 

a 
sty

liz
ed

 m
od

el
 o

f 
U

B
I s

us
ta

in
ab

ili
ty

 
tra

ns
fo

rm
at

io
ns

Th
e 

stu
dy

 il
lu

str
at

es
 

se
ve

ra
l i

m
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 
fo

r H
EI

 le
ad

er
sh

ip
, 

U
B

I l
ea

de
rs

hi
p 

an
d 

em
pl

oy
ee

s, 
an

d 
po

lic
y 

m
ak

er
s

Tr
an

sf
or

m
at

io
n 

ac
tiv

iti
es

Tr
an

sf
or

m
at

io
n 

tra
je

c-
to

rie
s

Su
st

ai
na

bl
e 

en
tre

pr
e-

ne
ur

ia
l u

ni
ve

rs
ity

Su
st

ai
na

bl
e 

en
tre

pr
e-

ne
ur

ia
l e

co
sy

ste
m

s
St

ra
te

gi
c 

re
-v

ie
w

C
ho

i e
t a

l
Th

e 
au

th
or

s e
xa

m
in

e 
th

e 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
be

tw
ee

n 
ro

le
 c

on
fli

ct
 a

nd
 

sc
ie

nt
ist

s’
 p

ro
pe

ns
ity

 
to

 e
ng

ag
e 

in
 A

E

D
at

a 
ca

m
e 

fro
m

 3
91

 
sc

ie
nt

ist
s a

t 2
5 

U
.S

. 
re

se
ar

ch
 u

ni
ve

rs
iti

es

Th
e 

au
th

or
s c

on
fir

m
 th

at
 

fo
re

ig
n-

bo
rn

 sc
ie

nt
ist

s 
ar

e 
w

el
l-p

os
iti

on
ed

 fo
r 

A
E 

an
d 

th
at

 e
ng

ag
e-

m
en

t i
n 

A
E 

m
ed

ia
te

s 
th

e 
po

si
tiv

e 
im

pa
ct

 
of

 fo
re

ig
n-

bo
rn

 st
at

us
 

on
 e

nt
re

pr
en

eu
ria

l 
id

en
tit

y

Th
e 

au
th

or
s h

yp
ot

he
si

ze
 

th
at

 fo
re

ig
n-

bo
rn

 
sc

ie
nt

ist
s a

re
 m

or
e 

ad
ep

t a
t d

ev
el

op
in

g 
an

 e
nt

re
pr

en
eu

ria
l 

id
en

tit
y 

an
d 

m
an

ag
in

g 
ro

le
 c

on
fli

ct
, w

hi
ch

 
m

ak
es

 th
em

 m
or

e 
lik

el
y 

to
 e

ng
ag

e 
in

 A
E 

th
an

 th
ei

r d
om

es
tic

 
co

un
te

rp
ar

ts

Th
e 

re
su

lts
 im

pl
y 

th
at

 
a 

m
or

e 
op

en
 im

m
ig

ra
-

tio
n 

po
lic

y 
w

ill
 

ge
ne

ra
te

 h
ig

he
r l

ev
el

s 
of

 A
E

Fu
tu

re
 re

se
ar

ch
 o

n 
en

tre
pr

en
eu

ria
l 

id
en

tit
y 

sh
ou

ld
 fo

cu
s 

on
 a

m
bi

de
xt

er
ity

, i
n 

re
la

tio
n 

to
 sc

ie
nt

ist
s’

 
en

tre
pr

en
eu

ria
l i

de
nt

ity
, 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
ho

w
 to

 
pr

om
ot

e 
en

tre
pr

en
eu

ria
l 

un
iv

er
si

ty
 w

ith
ou

t c
om

-
pr

om
is

in
g 

ac
ad

em
ic

 
rig

or
H

ah
n 

et
 a

l
Th

e 
au

th
or

s s
tu

dy
 th

e 
eff

ec
t o

f e
xp

lo
ra

tio
n 

an
d 

ex
pl

oi
ta

tio
n 

in
 

un
iv

er
si

tie
s r

es
ea

rc
h 

on
 th

e 
ea

rly
-s

ta
ge

 
eq

ui
ty

 fi
na

nc
in

g 
of

 
un

iv
er

si
ty

 sp
in

-o
ffs

 
(U

SO
s)

U
si

ng
 a

 u
ni

qu
e 

da
ta

se
t 

th
at

 c
ov

er
s a

 sa
m

pl
e 

of
 7

39
 U

SO
s f

ro
m

 3
9 

Ita
lia

n 
pu

bl
ic

 u
ni

ve
r-

si
tie

s f
ou

nd
ed

 d
ur

in
g 

20
11

–2
01

9

Th
e 

au
th

or
s f

ou
nd

 
th

at
 e

xp
lo

ra
tio

n 
an

d 
ex

pl
oi

ta
tio

n 
in

 o
rig

i-
na

tin
g 

un
iv

er
si

tie
s’

 
re

se
ar

ch
 h

as
 d

iff
er

en
t 

an
d 

op
po

si
te

 e
ffe

ct
s 

on
 U

SO
s’

 e
ar

ly
-

st
ag

e 
ex

te
rn

al
 e

qu
ity

 
fin

an
ci

ng

Th
is

 st
ud

y 
en

do
rs

es
 th

e 
va

lu
e 

of
 im

pr
in

tin
g 

in
 e

xp
la

in
in

g 
th

e 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
EU

 a
nd

 U
SO

s’
 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t t

ra
je

c-
to

rie
s, 

by
 fo

cu
si

ng
 o

n 
di

ffe
re

nt
 p

at
te

rn
s i

n 
un

iv
er

si
ty

 re
se

ar
ch

 
as

 th
e 

ge
ne

si
s o

f 
im

pr
in

tin
g

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 le

ad
er

s c
an

 
le

ar
n 

th
at

 a
llo

ca
tin

g 
re

so
ur

ce
s t

o 
ex

pl
or

a-
tio

n 
re

se
ar

ch
 p

at
te

rn
s. 

Li
ke

w
is

e,
 a

ca
de

m
ic

 
sc

ie
nt

ist
s i

nt
er

es
te

d 
in

 d
ev

el
op

in
g 

th
ei

r 
re

se
ar

ch
 b

y 
fo

un
di

ng
 

U
SO

s a
nd

 a
ca

de
m

ic
 

en
tre

pr
en

eu
rs

 c
an

 
le

ar
n 

th
at

 if
 th

ey
 

co
m

e 
fro

m
 u

ni
ve

rs
i-

tie
s s

tro
ng

 in
 re

se
ar

ch
 

ex
pl

or
at

io
n

Fu
tu

re
 re

se
ar

ch
 c

ou
ld

 
re

ly
 o

n 
ex

pe
rim

en
ta

l 
re

se
ar

ch
 d

es
ig

ns
 to

 
ob

se
rv

e 
w

hi
ch

 sp
ec

ifi
c 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

s o
f U

SO
 

pa
re

nt
 u

ni
ve

rs
iti

es
 a

re
 

ap
pe

al
in

g 
to

 e
xt

er
na

l 
eq

ui
ty

 in
ve

sto
rs



	 M. Guerrero et al.

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

of teams in technology transfer and commercializa-
tion environments (Eesley et  al., 2014), managing 
the incorporation of emerging technologies like arti-
ficial intelligence tools (Guerrero et  al., 2021a, b; 
Rippa & Secundo, 2019; Teece, 2018), and the re-
configuring of absorbing capabilities for the transfor-
mation of regional capacity buildings (Fischer et al., 
2019, 2021; Grzegorczyk, 2019), likewise, the EU’s 
openness to a strategic internationalization approach 
(Corsi et  al., 2023). By re-viewing the EU’s strate-
gies, the empirical evidence reveals the EU’s strate-
gic metamorphosis balancing resources, capabilities, 
stakeholders’ demands, and outcomes (Guerrero & 
Pugh, 2022). However, the integration of identity, 
diversity, equity, and accessibility in the EU’s strate-
gies is still unknown.

In the third cluster [white], the re-view of the eco-
system view of the EU reveals the catalyst role of 
universities within innovation and entrepreneurial 
ecosystems worldwide. The ecosystem dimension 
of the EU is a vibrant and open multifaceted land-
scape. Empirical studies have mainly overfocused 
on the configuration of the university ecosystem to 
foster student entrepreneurship (Allahar & Sookram, 
2019; Moraes et al., 2023; Wright et al., 2017), aca-
demic entrepreneurship (Aerts et  al., 2022; Heaton 
et al., 2019; Rippa & Secundo, 2019), entrepreneur-
ial community (Guerrero et  al., 2017, 2020;  Bedő 
et al., 2021), or a sustainable orientation (Audretsch 
et  al., 2023; Guerrero & Lira, 2023). A few studies 
have empirically explored the bidirectional linkages 
between EU’s core activities and the innovation and 
entrepreneurship ecosystems (Schaeffer et al., 2021). 
It implies an urgent re-view of the absorptive capac-
ity between university actors and ecosystem actors 
in the co-creation or knowledge transfer and pro-
duction of entrepreneurial (social or digital) innova-
tions (Miller et al., 2016), but also how universities 
enhance regional capabilities or transform higher 
education regulations across developed and devel-
oping economies (Guerrero et al., 2021a, b). By re-
viewing the EU’s ecosystems, the empirical evidence 
reveals the societal legitimization of the crucial role 
of universities in local/regional innovation and entre-
preneurship ecosystems, as well as the contribution 
to socio-economic development, well-being, and 
regional capacity building. However, the multiple 
impacts of the EU’s outcomes and multi-directional 
linkages with ecosystem’ actors are still unknown.Ta
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3 � Re‑viewing entrepreneurial university’s current 
strategic challenges

3.1 � Special issue

Six papers were accepted for this special issue. Two 
papers contribute to each of our three re-view dimen-
sions (see Table 5).

3.2 � Special issue contributions

3.2.1 � Core activity re‑view

Borman et  al. (2023) argue that entrepreneurship 
education has long been framed as a crucial compo-
nent of the entrepreneurial university core activities. 
However, the predominantly commercial focus of 
academic entrepreneurship potentially limits theoriz-
ing about how academic units not otherwise involved 
in entrepreneurship contribute to the entrepreneurial 
university. The authors examine the design and deliv-
ery of lean social launch (LSL), a socially oriented 
derivative of the emerging lean launch method. 
Adopting a qualitative approach, 98 interviews were 
conducted over a 7-year period, which included 
follow-up interviews. The authors found that by 
broadening the context in which opportunities are 
identified and creating value, LSL attracts individu-
als who might not otherwise participate in entrepre-
neurial activities. In addition, LSL provides partici-
pants with pathways to social and commercial value 
creation and serves as a venue for socially focused 
entrepreneurial identity play, an important anteced-
ent to entrepreneurial behavior. This paper’s re-view 
suggests a re-orientation of the core teaching activi-
ties (e.g., the negative and positive impact of online 
pedagogies on entrepreneurial mindsets, intentions, 
competencies, behaviors, and actions).

Karahan (2023) argues that while limited research 
has investigated HEI’s sustainability transforma-
tions, only a few studies applied an explicit entre-
preneurial perspective and explored its implications 
for the EU. To address this gap, this study delves 
into a sustainable entrepreneurial university (SEU) 
concept, which aligns the EU model with sustain-
able development principles. The study focuses on 
sustainable university business incubators (UBIs) 
as primary entrepreneurship institutions within 
the emerging SEU model. By investigating how 

the pursuit of an SEU model affected four German 
UBIs, the author explores through a multiple-case 
study design the sustainability transformation pro-
cesses of these UBIs. The author identifies six dis-
tinct sustainability transformation stages and pro-
poses a theoretical model to explain the emergence 
of sustainability in UBIs. The study illustrates that 
SEU sustainability impacts evolve over time and 
that continuous leadership commitment is required. 
This paper’s re-view of core activities suggests that 
SEUs strategically engage in external partnerships 
with alternating functions. It provides insights about 
metrics, re-orientation of research, and technology 
transfer activities and policies of the core teaching 
activities (e.g., the negative and positive impact of 
online pedagogies on entrepreneurial mindsets, 
intentions, competencies, behaviors, and actions).

3.2.2 � Strategic re‑view

Choi et al. (2023) argue that university scientists have 
been strongly encouraged by administrators to engage 
in academic entrepreneurship (AE), via patenting, 
licensing, and startup formation, a key aspect of the 
rise of “entrepreneurial universities.” The authors 
examine the relationship between role conflict and 
scientists’ propensity to engage in AE. The proposed 
model starts with the realization that academics con-
templating AE struggle with multiple identities as 
scientists and entrepreneurs and their different roles. 
Specifically, the authors hypothesize that foreign-
born scientists are more adept at developing an entre-
preneurial identity and managing role conflict, which 
makes them more likely to engage in AE than their 
native-born counterparts. The empirical results, 
based on data from 391 scientists at 25 US research 
universities, confirm that foreign-born scientists are 
well-positioned for AE and that engagement in AE 
mediates the positive impact of foreign-born status on 
entrepreneurial identity. The results imply that a more 
open immigration policy will generate higher levels 
of AE.

Hahn et  al. (forthcoming) argue that universities 
should evolve to best reconcile their different mis-
sions, particularly in research and commercialization, 
which often require different sets of resources. The 
authors study the effect of exploration and exploitation 
in university research on the early-stage equity financ-
ing of university spin-offs (USOs). They used a unique 
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dataset covering 739 USOs from 39 Italian public 
universities founded during 2011–2019. The authors 
found that exploration and exploitation in originat-
ing universities’ research have different and opposite 
effects on USOs’ early-stage external equity financing.

3.2.3 � Ecosystem re‑view

Politis et al. (2023) contribute to re-viewing entrepre-
neurial universities by expanding the understanding of 
the role and impact of alumni engagement in this con-
text. Embedded in a stakeholder theory perspective, 
the authors propose a framework that identifies social, 
behavioral, cognitive, and affective drivers of alumni 
engagement. The authors conducted statistical analy-
ses using a sample of 493 entrepreneurship graduates 
from the Venture Creation Programs (VCP) at three 
major universities in Scandinavia. They suggested that 
alumni engagement is multifaceted, encompassing pro-
viding and connecting functions. Furthermore, their 
analysis also suggests social, behavioral, and affective 
drivers to accelerate alumni engagement. The authors 
encourage researchers to focus on how entrepreneur-
ship education and university managers may prepare 
students for becoming engaged alumni.

Wurth et al. (forthcoming) argue that much of the 
entrepreneurial university literature overemphasizes 
commercialization activities in certain types of univer-
sities but is de-contextualized and does not consider 
the systems in which universities operate. The authors 
develop a programmatic theory of the entrepreneurial 
university based on in-depth quantitative and qualita-
tive fieldwork and the relevant literature. Using causal 
loop diagrams, the authors capture the stemness and 
the interdependencies between universities’ entrepre-
neurial activities and their dynamic capabilities. The 
paper also highlights how universities are part of a 
larger system and how this influences their external 
engagement activities. The result is a more holistic 
understanding of entrepreneurial universities that rec-
onciles existing work and guides future research.

4 � Re‑viewing entrepreneurial university theory 
building and empirical opportunities

It is time to encourage researchers to continue 
contributing theoretically and empirically to a 

better understanding of entrepreneurial universities. 
Table  6 summarizes the research agenda themes 
to guide theory-building and empirical research 
opportunities in each dimension: (1) core activi-
ties re-view, (2) strategic perspectives re-view, and 
(3) ecosystem integration re-view. Specifically, 
each dimension includes central themes and several 
research questions to address them.

4.1 � Core activity’s re‑view

(1)	 Re-conceptualization of the entrepreneurial uni-
versity phenomenon

(2)	 Re-view the core activities (e.g., teaching, 
research, technology transfer, and entrepreneur-
ship) and their metrics

(3)	 Re-orientation of the teaching activities (e.g., the 
negative and positive impact of online pedago-
gies on the entrepreneurial mindsets, intentions, 
competencies, behaviors, and actions)

(4)	 Re-orientation of research and technology trans-
fer activities/policies

(5)	 Re-definition of entrepreneurial, digital, and 
innovative initiatives promoted by the entrepre-
neurial university community (students, academ-
ics, researchers, staff)

4.2 � Strategic perspective’s re‑view

(1)	 Re-definition of entrepreneurial orientation, strategic 
business models, and innovative academic models

(2)	 Re-building of the dynamic capabilities across 
the entrepreneurial universities’ core activities

(3)	 Re-definition of the entrepreneurial university ambi-
dexterity patterns (exploration and exploitation)

(4)	 Re-view what, when, and how university manag-
ers measure the effects of current socio-economic 
paradigms on entrepreneurial university activities

4.3 � Ecosystem integration re‑view

(1)	 Re-view challenges and opportunities faced by 
the university-based entrepreneurial ecosystems
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(2)	 Re-view the emergence of new types of support 
mechanisms for enhancing entrepreneurship in the 
entrepreneurial university community (students, 
academics, researchers, staff) based on the stake-
holders’ needs (society, government, industry)

(3)	 Re-view the level of participation of the entrepre-
neurial university in the local entrepreneurial and 
innovation ecosystem response to the new socio-
economic paradigms

(4)	 Re-view the entrepreneurial university scholarly 
impacts on promoting the implementation of new 
regulations, actions, or dialogues about the big 
societal challenges with ecosystems’ agents

5 � Conclusions

The entrepreneurial university phenomenon has been 
theoretically and empirically studied over the past four 
decades. The accumulated literature has been frag-
mented and warranted a re-view of its common themes 
to reinvigorate the concept with a better understanding 
of this phenomenon. Specifically, the integration of its 
core activities, strategies, and ecosystem actors in the 
current socio-economic landscape was analyzed under 
the contemporary entrepreneurship, economics, inno-
vation, and management perspectives. For the devel-
opment of the entrepreneurial university concept, it is 
crucial to navigate these approaches to further articu-
late a successful future model. The hope is that this 
special issue will motivate researchers, practitioners, 
and ecosystem actors to help navigate a vibrant role for 
entrepreneurial universities.
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