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Abstract

In this article, we ask: How can universities create novel responsible, and impactful 
entrepreneurship education models? Answering this question could enhance the 
take-up and relevance of entrepreneurship education, encouraging students, aca-
demics, entrepreneurs and, indeed, every citizen, to use their skills to address soci-
ety’s grand challenges. We adopt an in-depth case approach to critically explore the 
EU-funded ‘Start for Future’ (SFF) alliance, an entrepreneurship and innovation 
mega-ecosystem that brings universities together to deliver entrepreneurship educa-
tion in SDG-related domains. Our article contributes by: 1) enhancing understanding 
of the critical role universities play as entrepreneurial changemakers, driving social, 
economic and technological transformation; 2) augmenting the growing body of 
scholarship on entrepreneurship education, specifically illuminating the responsibil-
ity dimension in driving impactful entrepreneurship; 3) drawing attention to a novel, 
playful yet highly impactful entrepreneurship education model  – Start for Future  – 
one built on the principles of responsible entrepreneurship, reciprocity, mutual learn-
ing, co-creation and experimentation.
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impactful entrepreneurship education – novel – responsible

1	 Introduction

In recent years, scholars have noted a radical shift in how universities are per-
ceived (Klofsten et al., 2019; Hrubos, 2011). They are no longer mere knowl-
edge producers and providers; rather, they are entrepreneurial changemakers, 
driving social, economic, and technological transformation and localising 
challenges linked to the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (UN 
SDGs) (Pontikakis et al., 2022). This changemaker/transformation dimension 
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is rooted in the entrepreneurial university concept, which expands universi-
ties’ role beyond traditional academic work to incorporate activities that pro-
mote and support innovation, knowledge transfer, and economic development 
(Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Klofsten et al., 2019).

The entrepreneurial university concept has been described as a second 
revolution where enterprise is added to the university’s traditional missions 
of teaching and research to create a ‘third mission’ (Etzkowitz et al., 2000). 
Through its teaching, research and enterprise activities, the entrepreneurial 
university (EU) is expected to produce human, social and entrepreneurial 
capital to enhance economic, technological and social advancement in the 
region it serves (Etzkowitz et al., 2000). Not surprisingly, therefore, universities 
are encouraged to strive toward entrepreneurial university status to meet stake-
holders’ expectations and deliver on their ‘third mission’ commitments. Such 
commitments include, amongst others, producing entrepreneurial graduates 
who can act as future change agents for society (Audretsch & Belitski, 2021; 
Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Klofsten et al., 2019; Henry & Lahikainen, 2023).

One way for universities to become entrepreneurial changemakers – and, 
indeed, to cement their ‘entrepreneurial university’ role  – is to offer entre-
preneurship education programmes and related supports. This has proved 
an extremely popular mechanism, as evidenced by the significant increase in 
entrepreneurship programme provision in recent years, a trend evident not 
only within Europe but also in the USA (Pittaway, 2021). However, if univer-
sities are to truly drive transformation, they will need to move beyond the 
provision of traditional and often generic entrepreneurship education toward 
the creation of novel and responsible entrepreneurship models that motivate 
educators and students to widen their thinking and address some of the prob-
lems articulated in the UN SDGs (Cai & Ahmad, 2023). Such novel models 
will, potentially, need to be based on entrepreneurship pedagogies, ecosys-
tem engagement, knowledge exchange, co-creation and a network of shared 
resources (Pocol et al., 2022; Warhuus et al., 2017). However, to date, with a few 
exceptions (see, for example, Magni et al., 2020; Puerta-Sierra & Puente-Diaz, 
2023), such aspects of entrepreneurship programmes have received insufficient 
academic attention. To address this gap in knowledge, this article aims to criti-
cally explore a novel entrepreneurship education model that universities can 
consider to fulfil their new entrepreneurial change-maker role – the Start for 
Future (SFF) project. The authors demonstrate how such a model can help 
pave the way toward more transformative, responsible and impactful entre-
preneurship education.
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Adopting a qualitative case approach comprising documentary analysis, 
score grids and questionnaires, our research question asks: How can universi-
ties create novel, responsible, and impactful entrepreneurship education models? 
Answering this question could not only enhance the take-up and relevance of 
entrepreneurship education, but also reorient students and educators toward 
using their entrepreneurial skills, experiences, and resources to address some 
of society’s grand challenges. Accordingly, our article makes three impor-
tant contributions: First, we underscore the new and critical role universities 
play as entrepreneurial changemakers, driving social, economic, and techno-
logical transformation. Second, we augment the growing body of scholarship 
on entrepreneurship education, specifically illuminating the responsibility 
dimension in driving impactful entrepreneurship. Third, we draw attention 
to a novel, playful yet highly impactful entrepreneurship education model – 
Start for Future – built on the principles of responsible entrepreneurship, reci-
procity (in terms of knowledge, skills and resources), mutual and intercultural 
learning, international co-creation and experimentation. This model poten-
tially challenges how future entrepreneurship educators are recognised and 
rewarded for their entrepreneurial efforts, privileging their contribution to 
responsible entrepreneurial practice rather than theory.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: First, we review rel-
evant literatures and outline our conceptual framework. We then detail our 
methodological approach, present findings and discuss these in the context of 
the literature. Finally, we draw conclusions, offer recommendations for univer-
sities to enable them to create novel, responsible and impactful entrepreneur-
ship education models, and signpost scholars toward avenues worthy of future 
research endeavour.

2	 Theoretical Background

2.1	 The ‘Third Mission’
The academic literature suggests that a university’s ‘third mission’ encom-
passes a commitment to fostering societal and economic progress by engag-
ing in activities beyond teaching and research (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 
2020). This commitment is often conceptualised through the Triple Helix 
model, which envisions productive collaboration between university, indus-
try and government to co-create sustainable development on a local and 
global level (Etzkowitz, 1983). Over the years, the Triple Helix model has 
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evolved into the Quadruple Helix (Carayannis & Campbell, 2009), which 
incorporates civil society as a fourth collaborating helix. By adding the nat-
ural environment (planet), the subsequent Quintuple Helix model (Barth, 
2011; Carayannis et al., 2012) provides an innovative platform for implement-
ing a systemic approach in the collaborative process of identifying and solv-
ing problems. This inclusive approach promotes sustainability and aligns 
with the goals of the SDGs. Furthermore, as a co-creator in the process of 
knowledge hybridization through their collaboration in the Quintuple Helix 
framework, EUs play a significant role in achieving the UN’s SDGs. They trans-
form themselves and become capable of collaborating when dealing with 
societal and economic issues and also of fostering transformative changes 
within industries and communities (Trencher et al., 2014). Through their 
‘third mission,’ EUs exercise their capability to produce the relevant knowl-
edge needed for progressing toward the well-being of both people and planet  
(OECD, 2018).

2.2	 Creating the Right Environment for Transformation
To perform their entrepreneurial changemaker role, EUs are expected to par-
ticipate in creating a conducive environment which is crucial for generating 
human and knowledge capital. This involves working on the body of knowl-
edge related to the various definitions of being entrepreneurial (proactive, 
innovative, responsible for one’s own choices); exploring how these definitions 
are perceived by Quintuple Helix actors; deciding how to recognize intercon-
nectedness and establishing collaborations. From the perspective of the uni-
versity, it is important to design flexible organizational structures, which will 
be supportive for embedding entrepreneurship competence in learning pro-
cesses across the campus and for creating support structures for technology 
transfer activities that contribute to the well-being of both people and planet 
(start-ups, growing businesses, entrepreneurial governments, active citizens). 
This transformation is not confined to institutional structures alone; rather, 
it extends to the curriculum and teaching methodologies. Teaching entrepre-
neurship becomes a critical component of the EU, with the design of training 
programmes and active teaching methodologies that foster innovation and 
entrepreneurship among learners (Rasmussen & Sørheim, 2006; Gibb, 2007). 
It requires the transformation of educators into mentors and coaches, mov-
ing away from their traditional “knowledge transmission” role. Similarly, the 
role of entrepreneurship educators has evolved to become progressively more 
engaged in the community (Rubens et al., 2017).

Other actors come into play during this transformation process to pro-
vide enhanced opportunities for learners, including incubators, accelerators, 
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academic entrepreneurship programmes, co-working spaces, corporate-based 
innovation centres and impact hubs, among others. The diverse roles played 
by the various stakeholders contribute to enriched learning experiences that 
collectively address the development of a wide spectrum of the entrepre-
neurial skills, mindsets, and motivations necessary to tackle entrepreneurial 
challenges. The flexibility of learning formats has also become pivotal, encom-
passing a range of extracurricular options, mentorship programmes, tailored 
and flexible courses, and considerations for lifelong learning opportunities 
that provide just-in-time learning experiences.

In addition to the above, another transformation challenge exists regard-
ing the integration of entrepreneurship education within the evolving entre-
preneurial ecosystem landscape (Brush, 2014). While universities increasingly 
engage as active participants in entrepreneurial ecosystems, there remains a 
need to address how entrepreneurship education can effectively embrace and 
adapt to these dynamic environments, reshaping current approaches (cur-
riculum, co-curricular activities, research, stakeholders, resources, and infra-
structure). Toutain et al. (2019) propose a multidimensional model to analyse 
entrepreneurship education ecosystems, encompassing dimensions such as 
the learning framework, which pertains to curriculum-related information; 
networks, connections, and relational proximity, emphasizing linkages among 
internal and external stakeholders; the entrepreneurial culture of the ecosys-
tem, rooted in key values perceived by its actors; pedagogical solutions, includ-
ing a mix of traditional teaching, experiential methods, and learning by doing 
to stimulate learning; and the motivation of actors, which serves as a vital driv-
ing force for ecosystem development.

2.3	 Content and Methodologies
There is an expectation that entrepreneurship education will provide the rel-
evant entrepreneurial-driven knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs), along with 
entrepreneurial mindsets and other psychological aspects, such as self-efficacy 
and entrepreneurial intention, to enable the implementation of innova-
tions into viable and sustainable ventures (Kariv et al., 2019). In this regard, 
Neck and Greene (2011) advocate for a shift in emphasis from the content to 
the method of teaching, particularly in a rapidly changing and unpredict-
able world. This shift is evident in teaching methodologies that are centred 
on problem-based learning, challenge-based learning, and service learning, 
which have become widespread among European universities (Reichert, 2019). 
Such learner-focused methodologies provide opportunities for learners to 
engage in interdisciplinary learning, optimising connections to real-life cases 
and projects in collaboration with society. Other recommended approaches 
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in this category include design-based learning, reflective practice, simula-
tions, and serious games (Fox et al., 2018). If EUs wish to fulfil their role of 
proactive, innovative and responsible changemakers, then learning content 
and methodology need to be considered as vehicles to prepare learners for the 
future, because those “who are best prepared for the future are change agents”  
(OECD, 2018: 4).

2.4	 Analysing Universities’ Transformation
In analysing universities’ transformation toward entrepreneurship, several 
relevant and interlinked theoretical lenses have been used. The first of these 
is effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2022) (which includes resource-based theory and 
network theory). Effectuation lenses provide valuable insights into interac-
tions which occur when putting a person together with an environment, and 
explores how effectual logic can contribute to activating people’s knowledge 
and motivation even in situations with limited resources (Sarasvathy, 2022). 
Within such lenses, those using resource-based theory extend traditional con-
cepts of resources by focusing on the capabilities of opportunity recognition, 
commitment and ability to create different and useful outputs, the viability 
of which is subsequently confirmed in the marketplace (Alvarez & Busenitz, 
2001). Network theory which offers a complementary perspective on the evolu-
tion of EUs, highlights their pivotal role in establishing connections among 
students, faculty, and entrepreneurs. This active involvement results in the cre-
ation of valuable networks that facilitate the cultivation of innovative ideas, 
products, and services.

Linked to effectuation is a second relevant theoretical lens, entrepreneurial 
ecosystems theory (Graham, 2014; Stam & Van de Ven, 2021), which asserts that 
entrepreneurial universities’ knowledge and human capital are instrumental 
in constructing and sustaining local entrepreneurial ecosystems. Through 
their ‘network of networks’, universities connect entrepreneurs to valuable 
resources such as education, training and expertise, as well as opportunities 
for growth through access to finance and markets (Scott et al., 2022). An effec-
tive entrepreneurial ecosystem must comprise the necessary networks and 
supports to enhance entrepreneurship activity at all stages of the new venture 
creation process (Mazzarol, 2014).

Finally, the concept of ‘university entrepreneurial architecture’ (Cunningham 
et al., 2022) has been used as a lens to explore and analyse the diverse range 
of entities and activities that universities employ to deliver their ‘third mis-
sion.’ Such architecture examines the diversity of internal factors that inter-
act to shape a university’s entrepreneurial agenda and categorizes the formal 
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organisational units and supports constructed to deliver it. Cunningham 
et al.’s framework comprises eight organisational units and thirteen activities 
ranging from Entrepreneurship Centres and Incubators to Entrepreneurship 
Education, Funding and Networks, with each unit/activity related to a particu-
lar stage of entrepreneurial development (Henry & Lahikainen, 2023). In this 
article we draw on these various analytical lenses to address our research ques-
tion and discuss our findings.

3	 Methodology

We adopt an in-depth single case approach (Yin, 1994; 2012) to critically 
explore the responsibility and impact dimensions of the EU-funded SFF 
project.1 The case method offers an opportunity to uncover rich insights that 
provide a greater depth of understanding of the phenomenon under investiga-
tion. Within our single case, apart from the student samples, we adopt a quali-
tative, purposeful sampling approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Bernard, 
2002), which seems appropriate given that we are examining a relatively novel, 
contemporary, and context-embedded phenomenon within a single setting 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994; 2012). We choose the SFF project because it is a 
contemporary example of a responsibility-focused entrepreneurship educa-
tion model rooted in transnational and transdisciplinary co-creation. As a con-
sortium of more than 30 HEIs and incubators2 across Europe, USA, Canada 
and Australia working within a collective entrepreneurial university network 
context (Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Klofsten et al., 2019), SFF partners share several 
commonalities, including a strong entrepreneurial orientation, a wide range of 
entrepreneurial activities across faculties, incubator programmes and a strong 
supportive business start-up ecosystem (OECD, 2023). Table 1 lists the partner 
countries involved in SFF.

1	 For simplicity, from this point we use the term “HEIs” to include both higher education insti-
tutions and universities.

2	 TANDEM+ “Transformation, Acceleration, Networking, Development, Entrepreneurial Edu
cation and Mentoring+”) and EUAcceL (“Accelerating Innovation in Europe Through Start-up 
Development and Co-Creation”).
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Table 1	 Partner countries involved in the SFF Project

Country

Australia
Austria
Belgium
Bosnia and Herzegovnia
Bulgaria
Canada
Croatia
Czech Republic
Denmark
Germany
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Northern Ireland 
Poland
Portugal
Scotland
Spain
The Netherlands 
USA

3.1	 About Start for Future (SFF)
SFF was launched in 2019 and has steadily grown in its geographical coverage, 
areas of intervention and impact on society. SFF ’s first international milestone 
was attained in 2021 through the collaboration of two projects funded by the 
first edition of the European Institute of Innovation & Technology (EIT) HEI 
Initiative programme. These projects, TANDEM+ and EUAcceL,3 each com-
prised eight partners and aimed to establish a pathway towards 2030 with a 
multi-dimensional, international Open Entrepreneurship Alliance for societal 

3	 In May 2023, two new projects were added to the SFF consortium  – SFF.DeepT+ and 
SFFACCEL. These were essentially the ‘new’ versions of the existing projects but with the 
addition of a deep-tech focus.
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impact under the UN’s SDGs. These goals were intended to prepare talented 
individuals for entrepreneurial thinking and action, to promote an interna-
tional exchange of talents and start-ups, and to create a network of European 
universities, EIT Knowledge and Innovation Communities (KICs), and regional 
ecosystem stakeholders. Together, TANDEM+ and EUAccel aimed to transform 
(one region and ecosystem at a time) the European entrepreneurship and 
innovation landscape.4

In 2023, SFF was formally established as the Start for Future Cooperative, 
under the framework of the European Cooperative Society. This framework 
(and its statutes), as defined by the European Commission (2003), “aims to 
facilitate cooperatives’ cross-border and trans-national activities. The stat-
ute also provides a legal instrument for other companies wishing to group 
together to access markets, achieve economies of scale, or undertake research 
and development activities.” SFF ’s goal is to be the fastest-growing interna-
tional, entrepreneurship and cooperative-based alliance in the European  
landscape.

The SFF Cooperative (and its associated Alliance) comprises four pillars of 
intervention: The SFF Open Incubator; SFF Open Incubation Programmes; SFF 
Regional Innovation Valleys, and the SFF Academy. These pillars translate into 
concrete actions at the individual institutional level. Within the Academy pil-
lar, partner universities establish strategic activities (targeted at students, aca-
demic and non-academic staff), and integrate experts and mentors from their 
regional ecosystems. Students are motivated to critically think about societal 
challenges where they can create and provide value-added solutions, thus 
positively impacting society. SFF ’s Academy pillar, its activities and its rela-
tionship to the relevant actors in each partner institution, is represented by 
an evolutionary, sequential programme composed of three dedicated phases 
depending on the entrepreneurial maturity of the participants: Phase 1) Learn; 
Phase 2) Match & Start; Phase 3) Develop & Co-create.

Learn (phase 1) is the most ambitious and innovative of the three phases, 
where universities identify challenges for their students to work on. These 
challenges are addressed through business ideas with the potential to develop 
solutions to real societal problems. Students are organized into teams, and 
educators (academic and non-academic staff, and external stakeholders from 
industry) act as mentors. Each student team is assigned to a “tandem peer team” 

4	 Moberg et al. (2014).
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drawn from other universities and countries, reinforcing the international  
networking component of the programme. Student teams choose a real, 
impactful and open challenge related to one of SFF ’s six areas of interven-
tion: Manufacturing; Urban Mobility; Energy; Health; Food; Circular Economy. 
During Learn, students create products, services, projects, or concepts that 
they believe can contribute to solving the identified challenges.

Subsequently, during Match & Start, participants are matched with internal 
experts, mentors and incubators, to further develop their ideas through a com-
prehensive and practical “customer discovery” process. Here, ‘the customer’ 
can be understood traditionally as the ‘client’ or ‘buyer’ of the start-up’s prod-
uct or service, or may be interpreted as the environment or society, depending 
on the problem being solved.

Finally, during Develop & Co-create, teams and start-ups join an incubator 
of their choice and participate in their related acceleration programmes. This 
phase is focused on developing a sustainable business model to enable these 
early stage start-ups to enter national/international markets. In doing so, stu-
dents and their teams gain access to regional innovation ecosystems at the 
international level. These three phases of SFF represent a live transformational 
programme for participants, helping them become better prepared to create 
valuable solutions for societal problems.

3.2	 Data Collection
Our unique sample draws on multiple data sources from within the SFF con-
sortium, collected via a reflective score grid and a series of questionnaires 
administered to a range of stakeholders within the project (e.g., students from 
different discipline areas/universities/countries, work package (WP) leaders 
(academic managers, entrepreneurship educators, researchers) and other 
representatives from SFF partner universities). First, based on various SFF 
documents (e.g., original proposal form, promotional literature, SFF platform 
material) we analysed the various entrepreneurial practices associated with 
SFF to identify and categorise components. Second, using the UN SDGs as 
a proxy, we administered two responsibility focused surveys (the first in the 
form of a reflective institutional score grid, and the second in the form of an 
electronic questionnaire) to academic managers and WP leaders within the 
SFF consortium, respectively, to critically explore the nature of responsibility- 
focused activities. Both these data collection tools required the lead respon-
dent to confer with academic colleagues and/or the WP co-lead/contribu-
tor to answer the questions. This conferring exercise allowed for a range of 
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perspectives to be captured and helped provide a degree of internal validity 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Third, we administered a series of questionnaires 
to participating students in each phase of the SFF project (Learn, Match & 
Start, and Develop & Co-create). The construction of these questionnaires was 
informed by validated assessment tools for entrepreneurship education, such 
as ASTEE5 and EPIC,6 and sought to assess how participation in SFF influenced 
their entrepreneurial self-efficacy and encouraged them to pursue a career 
in self-employment. The questionnaires also sought to assess whether SFF 
effectively enhanced participants’ entrepreneurial skills and mindset, and/or 
influenced them to become more entrepreneurial. While the questionnaires 
differed slightly for each SFF phase, their primary focus was on entrepreneur-
ial self-efficacy from a retrospective standpoint.7 Responses were scored on a 
Likert Scale from 1 to 7 where 7 = “to a high degree.” Table 2 summarises our 
various data collection instruments and sample sizes.

3.3	 Data Analysis
We applied Cunningham et al.’s (2022) university architecture framework to 
a range of SFF documentation to identify and categorise SFF entrepreneurial 
practices. This allowed us to construct an entrepreneurial practice typology. We 
analysed the remainder of our data according to the key constructs covered in 
our grids/questionnaires. Following Miles and Huberman (1994), we adopted 
an inductive, iterative approach which involved reading and re-reading the 
data several times, and reaching a consensus.

5	 ASTEE (2014) – Assessment tools and indicators for entrepreneurship education – “A report 
of the ASTEE project with a user guide to the tools”, available from: https://eng.ffe-ye.dk 
/media/789196/astee-report-rev.pdf.

6	 EPIC. (2020). “Entrepreneurial Potential and Innovation Competences  – A course assess-
ment tool: A guide to using EPIC on HEInnovate.” Technical report. See also Moberg (2020).

7	  Participants were asked to reflect back to the start of the SFF programme and to determine 
the level of confidence they had in certain entrepreneurial competences at that specific 
point in time.
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Table 2	 Summary of data collection process

Instrument SFF Practice 
Analysis

Institutional 
SDG Reflective 
Score Grid

Work Package (WP) 
SDG questionnaire

Student Surveys of 
the three SFF Phases: 
Learn, Match & Start, 
Develop & Co-Create

Objective 	– To categorise 
SFF prac-
tices using 
Cunningham 
et al.’s (2022) 
framework

	– To explore 
responsibility 
considerations

	– To focus on 
SDGs 4, 5, 8, 9, 
10, 17

	– To explore the 
SDG focus of WPs

	– To identify 
specific responsi-
bility activities 

	– To assess impact

	– To explore 
experiences

	– To evaluate 
entrepreneurial 
learning

	– To assess impact
Data  
collection 
period

2020–on going April–May 2023 March–April 2022 
(1st group) and 
March–April 2023 
(2nd group)

Learn: April–Dec 2022
Match & Start:  
July–Sept 2023
Develop & Co-Create: 
April–Sept 2023

Target  
group

SFF practices 
(components)

Academic man-
agers drawn from 
partners in the 
SFF consortium

Work package 
leaders in the SFF 
consortium (led by 
entrepreneurship 
educators, research-
ers, academic 
managers)

Students and stu-
dent teams in the 
various phases of SFF 
(Learn, Match & Start, 
Develop. & Co-create)

Number 
of respon-
dents/
participants

N/A 11 15 Learn: 200 over 2 cycles
Develop & Co-create: 9
Match & Start: 41

Countries 
covered

All consortium 
partners

Belgium, Bosnia 
& Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, 
Italy, Portugal, 
Scotland, Spain

Multiple coun-
tries within the 
consortium due 
to work packages 
being shared/com-
bined amongst the 
partners

Albania, Austria, 
Belgium, Bosnia & 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
Colombia, Croatia, 
Czechia, France, 
Germany, Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Kosovo, 
Poland, Portugal, 
Scotland, Spain 

Source: Authors’ construction
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4	 Findings

4.1	 SFF Entrepreneurial Practices
Table 3 shows how the various components of Cunningham et al.’s (2022) 
framework are operationalised within the different phases of SFF. All compo-
nents in both the ‘activities’ and ‘units’ are present in SFF in some way, whether 
explicitly or implicitly. This is not surprising given the size of the consortium 
and the emphasis on shared resources. The various formats in which these 
components appear are summarised in the right-hand column of the table.

Consistent with the entrepreneurial university ethos (Klofsten et al., 
2019; Pontikakis et al., 2022), SFF formats rely on principles of engagement, 
co-creation, and experiential learning, offering participants a sense of inde-
pendence to work on their own real-life projects in the fun, encouraging and 
supportive ‘mega entrepreneurial ecosystem’ created by the SFF consortium. 
SFF methods include tandem teams, competitions, prizes and customer dis-
covery sessions, the latter typically delivered using imaginary scenarios and 
customer avatars, alongside swim lane tasks and real live customer research 
and interviews. Such elements provide opportunities for reflective practice 
within real life contexts.

4.2	 Responsibility
Our analysis of the Institutional Reflective Score Grids revealed universities to 
be fully aware of the importance of responsible entrepreneurship education, 
with some embedding it into their teaching and learning to varying degrees 
by focusing on the SDGs. SDG5 (Gender Equality) was found to be one of 
the responsibility areas given most attention by the universities (mean score 
3.27). This is not surprising given the significant efforts made by the European 
Commission and other bodies, as well as initiatives such as Athena Swan, to 
enhance gender equality in the higher education sector. However, somewhat 
surprisingly, SDG10 (Reduced Inequalities) was given less attention (mean 
2.54). This may suggest that the positive strides made regarding gender issues 
have not yet been replicated in other EDI areas such as ethnicity, disability, or 
social/economic disadvantage.

In a separate questionnaire, SFF WP Leaders were asked to indicate which 
SDGs their work package focused on (multiple answers were encouraged). 
SDG17 (Partnerships for the Goals) was the most popular area of focus (cited by 
86% of respondents). This was followed by SDG4 (Quality Education) (74%), 
SDG9 (Industry, Innovation & Infrastructure) (60%), SDG8 (Decent Work & 
Economic Growth) (59%), SDG5 (Gender Equality) (52%), SDG11 (Sustainable 
Cities & Communities) (46%), SDG3 (Good Health & Well-being) (42%), and 
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Table 3	 Mapping SFF entrepreneurial practices 

SFF 
Practice?

Where? Format?

R
E
S
P
O
N
S
I
B
I
L
E

E
N
T
R
E
P
R
E
N
E
U
R
S
H
I
P

University activities

I
M
P
A
C
T

Entrepre
neurship 
education

 Learn; Match & 
Start; Develop & 
Co-create

Online structured education sessions 
focused on entrepreneurial attitudes 
and entrepreneurial mind-set (cre-
ativity; communication; time manage-
ment; team building; problem-solving; 
business idea development).

Interactive sessions and exercises on: 
Business modelling; Idea presenta-
tion & pitching; Customer discovery 
(using customer avatars; imaginary 
scenarios; live customer interviews); 
Learning from real successful and 
unsuccessful business ideas with  
Q & A.

Co-learning; Peer-feedback; Expert 
feedback; Interactive exercises; 
Tandem teams; Competitions/prizes; 
International competition; Summit 
attendance; Team mobility vouchers.

Orientation 
programmes

 Learn; Match & 
Start; Develop & 
Co-create

Online structured education sessions: 
Trends, Hot topics, SFF team/phase 
introductions; On-boarding to SFF 
electronic community platform. 

Market 
validation

 Develop & 
Co-create

Online structured education ses-
sions: Customer discovery; Validation; 
Business modelling. 

Access to mentors, coaches, and 
industry experts (innovation ecosys-
tems) via incubator networks.
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SFF 
Practice?

Where? Format?

Business 
model 
development

 Learn; Match & 
Start; Develop & 
Co-create

Online structured education sessions: 
Business model canvas/Business 
model development; Critical thinking; 
Inverse engineering for new product 
design.

Access to mentors, coaches, and 
industry experts.

Financial 
planning

 Match & Start; 
Develop & 
Co-create

Online structured education sessions. 
Access to mentors, coaches, and 
industry experts.

IP agreements  Develop & 
Co-create

Access to mentors, coaches, industry 
experts, networks.

Securing 
seed/angel 
funding

 Develop & 
Co-create

Access to mentors, coaches, industry 
experts, networks.

Recruiting 
talent

 Learn; Match & 
Start; Develop & 
Co-create

Opportunities to add new talent to 
teams via each stage of SFF.

Market testing  Match & Start Structured training sessions: 
Customer discovery, Validation, 
Dynamic business modelling. Swim 
lane tasks; Miró Board exercises; 
Sparring partners; Pitch rehearsals.

Brokerage  Develop & 
Co-create

Access to mentors, coaches, industry 
experts, networks

Secondary 
funding

 Develop & 
Co-create

Access to mentors, coaches, industry 
experts, networks

Networking 
events/
Expanding 
networks

 Learn; Match & 
Start; Develop & 
Co-create

Networking via SFF platform: Student 
networks; Educator networks, 
Incubator networks; SFF co-operative 
network.

Table 3	 Mapping SFF entrepreneurial practices  (cont.)
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SFF 
Practice?

Where? Format?

University units
Entrepre
neurship 
research 
centres

 Develop & 
Co-create

Access via SFF partner universi-
ties to entrepreneurship educators; 
Networking via SFF platform and 
open incubator network.

Entrepre
neurship 
centres/
Proof of con-
cept centres

 Match & Start; 
Develop & 
Co-create

Access via SF partner universities 
to entrepreneurship educators; 
Networking via SFF platform and 
open incubator network.

Co-operative 
research 
centres

 Develop & 
Co-create

Access via SFF partner universi-
ties to entrepreneurship educators; 
Networking via SFF platform and 
open incubator network.

Incubators/
Accelerators

 Match & Start; 
Develop & 
Co-create

Participants placed with incuba-
tors/accelerators in SFF consortium; 
Access via SFF open incubator 
network to international incubators; 
Networking via SFF platform.

Tech transfer 
centres

 Match & Start; 
Develop & 
Co-create

Access via open incubator net-
works to international incubators; 
Networking via SFF platform.

Science parks  Match & Start; 
Develop & 
Co-create

Access via open incubator net-
works to international incubators; 
Networking via SFF platform.

Shaded entries denote ‘playful’ dimensions (Du Toi, 2021; Franzen et al., 2020; Pyle et al., 2020). 
Source: Authors’ compilation using a framework adapted from Cunningham et al. 
(2022)

Table 3	 Mapping SFF entrepreneurial practices  (cont.)

SDG10 (Reduced Inequalities) (38%). Interestingly, even though the project 
focuses on entrepreneurship and education, the partnership aspect (SDG17) 
was recognised as crucial to achieving SFF ’s objectives. Collaborating and 
co-creating across disciplines, institutions and national borders proved to be 
one of the most important components of the project. The focus on Quality 
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Education was not surprising given the academic make-up of the partners 
and their strong entrepreneurship education orientation. The focus on Decent 
Work and Industry & Innovation was also to be expected given the aims and 
objectives of SFF.

When asked about the specific responsibility activities that WP Leaders 
engaged in as part of SFF, respondents highlighted the project’s strong 
Partnership, Quality Education, and Industry & Innovation focus, as evidenced 
by snippets from the narrative responses below.

“[Our WP] aims to establish a strategic, sustainable, international alliance 
that connects academia, industry, start-ups, and policymakers [who] sup-
port each other and strive to create systemic innovations that promote a 
sustainable society.”

“[Our WP] is designed around a holistic approach which is a perfect 
match with the most global UN SDGs … UN SDGs are the perfect source 
for project-based learning process.”

Collectively, these activities highlight a dedication to responsible and impact-
ful entrepreneurship education that is spread across the various SFF WPs. 
Although various SDGs are focused on to different extents, and, indeed, some 
SDGs are not mentioned specifically, much of the responsibility focus occurs 
on a secondary level through the types of business ideas that students are 
encouraged to pursue, as evidenced in the following quotation:

Throughout this stage [Learn], partner HEIs from SFF.DeepT+ will select 
topics of deep tech domains and align with BA and MA courses. The chal-
lenges dealing with the broader thematic area of deep tech will be either 
handed-out within the context of the courses, identified by students 
given their background and expertise, or provided by industry partners 
from the respective innovation valley.

4.3	 Impact: Students’ Entrepreneurial Transformation
SFF focuses on igniting the entrepreneurial spirit and introducing participants 
to entrepreneurship in a novel and responsible manner (Learn phase), test-
ing/validating ideas and preparing for incubation (Match & Start phase) and 
developing ideas and going through the incubation process in a partner incu-
bator (Develop & Co-create phase). Participants covered a wide geographical 
spread, had different backgrounds and were developing a diversity of business 
ideas within the SFF verticals. This heterogeneity reflects SFF ’s growing inter-
national and inclusive ethos (see Table 4).
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Table 4	 Profile of the students surveyed (n = 250)

SFF 
Cohort 
Sample

Gender Main Countries of 
Participation

Background/Discipline 
Area

Business Idea Area 
(Vertical)

Learn 
(n = 200)

57.5% 
male; 42% 
female; 
0.5% 
unstated. 

Portugal (33%), 
Greece (17%), Croatia 
(11.5%), Germany 
(10%), Bulgaria (8.5%), 
Belgium (5%), Austria 
(4.9%), Other countries 
included: Czechia, 
Ireland, Spain, Italy.

Extensive range of 
discipline areas cut-
ting across all major 
education areas.

Had a family mem-
ber who had started a 
business: (60%).

Extensive range 
of business ideas 
covering all SFF 
verticals from 
Health to Circular 
Economy

Match & 
Start  
(n = 41)

64% 
male; 34% 
female, 
2% 
unstated.

Greece (17%), Italy 
(17%), Poland (15%), 
Bulgaria (10%), Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (7%), 
Germany (7%). Other 
countries included: 
Albania, Colombia, 
France, Ireland, 
Northern Ireland, 
Kosovo, Portugal & 
Scotland.

Engineering (14%), 
Social Sciences (14%), 
Natural Sciences (14%), 
Humanities (2%), Other 
areas included: com-
puter sciences, business/
economics, digital crop 
science, biotechnology, 
agriculture.

Had a family mem-
ber who had started a 
business: (37%). 

Health (34%), 
Circular Economy 
(19%), Mobility 
(14%). Other Areas 
included: welfare, 
travel, sustainability, 
recruitment & talent 
acquisition.

Develop & 
Co-Create 
(n = 9)

78% male;
22% 
female.

Portugal (44%), 
Germany (22%), Other 
countries included: 
Italy, Greece, India 
(34%).

Engineering (78%) 
and Humanities (11%), 
Other (11%).

Had a family mem-
ber who had started a 
business (33%).

Health (66%), 
Circular Economy 
(11%), General 
Sustainability (11%), 
Other (12%)

Source: Authors’ compilation

To assess impact, the student questionnaires included constructs assessed 
with between three and six items. These measured: Entrepreneurial identity 
(example item: “I am able to develop a vision of the road ahead that inspires 
others”), entrepreneurial intentions (“I have seriously considered becoming 
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an entrepreneur”), sustainability competence (“I am able to critically reflect 
upon what is viewed as ‘good sustainable practice’ in my field of study”), ven-
ture creation self-efficacy (“I know how to develop an entrepreneurial proj-
ect”), and collaboration competence (“I am able to make my team members 
feel seen and appreciated”). We also explored participants’ idiosyncratic view 
of the world, asking: 1) if they often get unique ideas; 2) whether now they 
value resources and combinations of resources differently than many others; 
3) whether their capacity in identifying novelty in trends is different to many 
others. For the Develop & Co-create phase, students were also asked about the 
benefits derived from the incubator services.

In the first phase of SFF – Learn – participants perceived significant devel-
opment in their entrepreneurial abilities because of their involvement in the 
programme. This was particularly true in relation to their venture creation 
self-efficacy and SFF ’s influence on them having an idiosyncratic view of the 
world. Regarding the latter, the degree to which SFF developed participants’ 
entrepreneurial identity was especially positive. We observed that students 
identifying as male and participants with entrepreneurial experience tended 
to possess a more idiosyncratic world view. We also observed that students 
identifying as female appeared to benefit more than their male counterparts 
from the SFF programme. Indeed, compared to males, females exhibited 
greater development in their entrepreneurial identity and displayed more 
positive attitudes towards pursuing a career as self-employed due to their par-
ticipation in Learn.

Not surprisingly, the impact of SFF seemed to increase in subsequent phases 
of the programme as participants delved deeper into their business ideas. In 
both Match & Start and Develop & Co-create, participants again scored quite 
highly across all constructs (4–7). Entrepreneurial purpose, entrepreneurial 
self-efficacy and entrepreneurial intention were particularly high-scoring areas 
(6–7), with just one participant in each phase giving a low score in the latter 
two items (2 and 4, respectfully) for each question. In Develop & Co-create, most 
participants rated their incubation experience very highly, awarding a score of 
7. Incubation seemed to help participants in terms of networking, collabora-
tion and gaining better knowledge and awareness about the product-market 
fit around their business project. They also found the process particularly use-
ful in terms of business development and access to shared facilities. Business 
coaches were rated highly, with more than half of the scores awarded being 7. 
Only one respondent in this phase was unsatisfied with the process. That said, 
all participants reported that they would recommend SFF to others.

The most valuable aspects of the final phase  – Develop & Co-create  – 
identified by participants were experiential in nature, and included: Networks 
and workshops/Webinars and the general atmosphere; the range of information 
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provided from the European start-up ecosystem that SFF creates; learning how 
to evolve and improve; moving from an idea to reality; working with coaches; 
support from the incubators; pitching; getting feedback from judges, and con-
tact with investors. Aspects identified as requiring improvement included: 
The SFF electronic platform; support with developing the business plan and 
clearer feedback from judges/coaches.

4.4	 Impact: Responsibility and Wider Implications
SFF WP Leaders were confident that their work was having a considerable 
impact, especially in terms of responsibility. Several references were made to 
collaboration and networking activities being significantly enhanced through 
the SFF consortium. Themes of an international community, learning from 
each other and interacting with stakeholders emerged. It was clear that SFF 
activities were positively affecting the SDG agenda by providing education 
and training that promoted innovative start-ups in important SDG-related 
sectors such as food, health, manufacturing, mobility, energy, and the circular 
economy. WP activities focused on societal problems to promote well-being, 
encourage co-working and raise awareness of SDGs across the consortium, as 
evidenced by the following snippets of narrative:

“The eco-system stakeholders learn from each other; universities and 
incubators are actively networked with each other. …”

“[SFF] Energizes educators and non-academic staff for collaboration 
in project-based learning process based on issues of well-being for every-
one and of sustaining the life of the planet.”

Finally, and realistically, a few WP Leaders pointed out that it was probably too 
early to start measuring the responsibility impact of SFF because:

Social innovations are transformation processes that take time  … the 
long-term direct and indirect impact of the SDGs programme can only be 
estimated in a few years.

5	 Discussion

In this section, we delve deeper into the findings from our SFF case study, 
discussing them in the context of relevant academic literatures. By apply-
ing the interlinked theoretical lenses of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Graham, 
2014; Stam & Van de Ven, 2021; Mazzarol, 2014), entrepreneurial university 
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architecture (Cunningham et al., 2022), and effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2022), we 
shed light on how universities create the appropriate environment to execute 
their new ‘changemaker role,’ adopt impactful approaches to their entrepre-
neurial activities, and ultimately deliver their ‘third mission.’ These themes 
intertwine in this discussion to address the various components of our core 
research question, enhancing our understanding of how universities can “cre-
ate novel, responsible, and impactful entrepreneurship education models.”

5.1	 Creating the Appropriate Entrepreneurship Environment:  
a Strategic Approach

The three SFF phases offer effective, structured and tailored entrepreneurial 
development opportunities for students according to the maturity level of 
their idea. For example, Learn has been shown to enhance the development 
of an entrepreneurial mindset, which is recognised as an important precur-
sor of entrepreneurial behaviour (EU, 2018). Additionally, this phase has been 
shown to provide students with a unique perspective on the world, stem-
ming not only from the challenges addressed in their entrepreneurial projects 
but also from their sense of belonging to a larger cross-country community. 
Students then continue to the Match & Start phase where they are matched 
with experts, mentors, and incubators to further develop their ideas. Finally, 
in phase 3 (Develop & Co-create), the student teams join an incubator of their 
choice and focus on developing a sustainable business model in preparation for 
entering national or international markets. Accordingly, students are supported 
through all phases of the new venture creation process (Mazzarol, 2014).

By applying Cunningham et al.’s (2022) entrepreneurial university archi-
tecture framework we were able to map the various entrepreneurial practices 
within SFF. This analysis shows SFF to comprise the required entrepreneur-
ial architecture to deliver its entrepreneurial activities, offering not only core 
entrepreneurship education programmes but also, through its ‘network of 
networks’, providing extensive access to a range of entrepreneurial units/ser-
vices (e.g., incubators, research centres, tech transfer offices, investors). This 
demonstrates a deliberate strategic approach on the part of SFF to build the 
appropriate entrepreneurial ecosystem to promote entrepreneurship on a 
pan-European scale; a ‘mega ecosystem’ where participants are given access 
to critical components such as education and training, mentors and advisers, 
human capital, local and global markets, and funding sources (Mazzarol, 2014; 
Stam & Van de Ven, 2021). Finally, through this architecture, SFF participants 
are exposed to other cultures, policies, and regulatory frameworks, broaden-
ing their entrepreneurial mindset, and preparing them for internationalisation 
(EU, 2018).
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5.2	 The Shift from Content to Method
For some time now, scholars have been calling for entrepreneurship educators 
to shift their focus from content to method (Neck & Greene, 2011). Interactive 
elements such as pitch competitions, prizes, imaginary scenarios, swim lane 
tasks, customer avatars, mobility vouchers and final celebrations/awards con-
tribute to a dynamic learning experience, effectively balancing what some 
students perceive as a challenging programme with a supportive and safe 
learning environment. However, HEIs often fail to either incorporate inter-
active approaches or engage in co-creation activities to foster entrepreneur-
ial mindsets and competencies. Indeed, despite universities often adhering 
to quintuple helix models (Barth, 2011; Carayannis et al., 2012), a co-creation 
approach is not consistently reflected in entrepreneurship teaching methods. 
The SFF model presented in this article offers a framework in which entre-
preneurial students, regardless of the stage of their entrepreneurial ideas, can 
actively interact with ecosystem stakeholders to co-create and enrich their 
learning experience (Puerta-Sierra & Puente-Diaz, 2023).

5.3	 Entrepreneurial Transformation: Operationalising the 
Changemaker Role

An important and more recent dimension to universities’ ‘third mission’ is 
the expectation to engage with the UN’s SDGs. We stated at the outset of this 
article that, as future ‘changemakers,’ universities will need to drive social, eco-
nomic, and technological transformation. This can be achieved by adopting a 
responsibility-focused agenda and incorporating SDGs into entrepreneurship 
programmes to localise solutions to societal problems (Pontikakis et al., 2022). 
Our findings demonstrate that universities are particularly well placed to do 
this (Cai & Ahmed, 2023). In SFF, partners have created ‘a network of networks’ 
(Scott et al., 2022) by deploying effectuation strategies (Sarasvathy, 2022) to 
connect aspiring and existing entrepreneurs with relevant supports through 
collaborating, sharing resources, co-creating, and engaging with stakehold-
ers at the international level. Such activity allows universities to exploit their 
knowledge and human capital to construct and sustain a highly effective 
entrepreneurial ecosystem capable of supporting entrepreneurship activity at 
all stages of the new venture creation process (Mazzarol, 2014). Such activity 
aptly reflects the type of strategic international ecosystem-building capability 
(Scott et al., 2022) required of universities in their new changemaker role.

Our findings evidence that universities within the SFF consortium are 
acutely aware of the importance of responsible entrepreneurship education, 
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and the need to embed it into their teaching. Within SFF, this has been 
achieved by focusing the entrepreneurship education projects on SDG-related 
verticals that represent some of society’s big contemporary challenges (e.g., 
urban mobility, circular economy, food, health, etc.). This is not surprising 
given the overarching focus of the SFF project.

The SFF case fosters an inclusive framework for entrepreneurship on vari-
ous levels. For example, we could validate the inclusive approach of the entre-
preneurial training modules in relation to gender roles. The fact that female 
students could benefit more from the programme showcases the shift away 
from the male-dominated sphere of entrepreneurship as it is often perceived 
in public discourse and research (Henry et al., 2021). Enabling female students 
to launch entrepreneurial journeys has important implications for gender 
equality and social justice. On a macro-level, SFF also manifests an inclusive 
framework, which is evidenced by the significant number of respondents 
emphasizing SDG17. Our study’s findings suggest that SFF has created an oper-
ational model that is inclusive and can be adopted by various national con-
texts and different kinds of institutional settings.

The impact of SFF ’s changemaker role is evidenced in its positive transfor-
mational impact across a heterogeneous group of students. The programme 
has transformed students’ venture creation self-efficacy, most notably in terms 
of entrepreneurial identity. This transformation has intensified as students 
progressed from Learn through the subsequent phases of Match & Start and 
Develop & Co-create. It is noteworthy that the more experiential aspects of 
SFF, (e.g., networks, working with coaches and incubators, pitching, and get-
ting feedback from judges), were those that participants valued most. These 
elements would not have been possible without the strategic international 
ecosystem building approach adopted by SFF. Building such an ecosystem 
requires collaboration and networking (Scott et al., 2022).

Finally, SFF activities are already having a positive effect on universi-
ties’ wider responsibility agendas. Reflecting the importance of effectuation 
strategies (Sarasvathy, 2022), SFF WP Leaders consistently cited networking, 
resource sharing activities and collaboration as being significantly enhanced 
because of their involvement in the SFF project. University staff reported inter-
acting effectively with stakeholders to support innovative start-ups to promote 
the well-being of both people and planet. They engaged in co-working, shared 
knowledge across countries and raised awareness of SDGs within their own 
institutions and across the consortium. All of this reinforces the need for col-
laboration, networking, and co-creation.
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5.4	 Implications
Our findings have implications for universities, entrepreneurship educators 
and all those engaged in the entrepreneurship education agenda. We catego-
rise these under the following thematic areas:

Environment: HEIs need to prioritise creating the appropriate environ-
ment for delivering their ‘third mission.’ However, as the SFF case study has 
demonstrated, this cannot be achieved in isolation. A strategic approach to 
entrepreneurial ecosystem building is required; one that supports entrepre-
neurs at every stage of the new venture creation process, and recognises the 
importance of collaboration, networking and co-creation. Universities must 
engage effectuation strategies and force themselves to think beyond regions 
and borders to provide their students and stakeholders with a wider perspec-
tive where they can access the full range of ecosystem supports and learn from 
other cultures, regulatory frameworks and markets. SFF presents as a valuable 
and highly translational ecosystem framework (Scott et al., 2022) that other 
universities and consortia can adapt and operationalise.

Inclusivity: Besides creating the right environment for entrepreneurship, the 
SFF case shows that HEIs need to foster inclusive patterns and mechanisms 
of cross-institutional and transnational collaborations. While HEIs often focus 
on their own strategies and specific partnerships, fostering openness and a 
common goal beyond immediate returns on the time and resources invested 
can achieve more impact. Similarly, designing entrepreneurship programmes 
in an inclusive manner, as in the case of SFF, may enhance the development of 
female entrepreneurship.

Method: Our analysis of SFF entrepreneurial practices reveals a typology of 
entrepreneurial practice components in terms of both content and methods. 
This typology should be useful for universities and entrepreneurship educa-
tors. Feedback from SFF student participants has demonstrated that stu-
dents value the more experiential components. Accordingly, consistent with 
Neck & Greene (2011), we conclude that it is time for universities to shift their 
focus from content to method – from what they teach to how they teach. In 
this regard, playful elements such as those identified by Franzén et al. (2020), 
should be incorporated to engage learners and enhance their learning experi-
ence. Many of these are evidenced in the SFF typology presented in this arti-
cle (Table 2).

Changemaker role: It has been acknowledged that universities, especially 
those that consider themselves to be ‘entrepreneurial universities,’ are well 
placed to adopt a responsibility-focused agenda, incorporating the SDGs into  
their entrepreneurship programmes to localise solutions to societal problems 
(Cai & Ahmed, 2023; Pontikakis et al., 2022). Indeed, ecosystems theory posi-
tions universities as catalysts within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Consistent 
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with the need to create the right environment, we conclude that universi-
ties need to operationalise quintuple helix models to spearhead responsibil-
ity agendas and, in so doing, create long-lasting impact not only within their 
region, but beyond their borders.

6	 Conclusions

This article set out to critically explore the novel entrepreneurship education 
model employed by the Start for Future (SFF) project, and to demonstrate how 
such a model might help pave the way toward more transformative, respon-
sible and impactful entrepreneurship education.

Adopting a qualitative case approach, we asked: How can universities cre-
ate novel, responsible, and impactful entrepreneurship education models? 
Answering this question could enhance the take-up and relevance of respon-
sible entrepreneurship education and encourage educators to engage in novel 
and impactful teaching approaches.

We conclude that, in order to create novel, responsible and impactful entre-
preneurship education models, universities need to first create the appropriate 
entrepreneurship environment. This involves acting strategically to provide 
supports appropriate to students’ needs and the stage of development of their 
entrepreneurial projects. Linked to such strategic actions is a much needed 
reorientation toward the method rather than the content of entrepreneurship 
education. This involves recognising the importance of a responsible approach 
and the critical role of the SDGs. Using the SFF project as an example, this 
article underscores and enhances understanding of the new and critical role 
universities play as entrepreneurial changemakers, driving social, economic 
and technological transformation. Our study, which was informed by multiple 
data sources, helps illuminate the responsibility dimension in driving impact-
ful entrepreneurship. Finally, by analysing the various entrepreneurial practice 
components of SFF, we have drawn attention to a novel, playful and impactful 
entrepreneurship education model – one built on the principles of responsi-
bility, reciprocity, mutual learning, co-creation and experimentation. In doing 
so, we privilege entrepreneurship educators’ responsible entrepreneurial prac-
tice, sharing novel and impactful methodologies that we hope can be readily 
adopted by other universities globally.

6.1	 Limitations of the Study
Notwithstanding the insights gained, we acknowledge the inherent limitations 
our study. One crucial limitation could be referred to as the ‘insider perspective’. 
All authors and their institutions were partners in the SFF project, which raises 
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the question of their “personal stake and substantive emotional investment 
in the setting” (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007, p. 60). Through our methodology 
and sampling, as well as a heightened reflexive awareness towards our inter-
nal perspectives, (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2022), we attempted to decrease such 
internal biases. Moreover, although 250 students can be considered a reason-
able sample size, it represents only 15% of SFF participants to date. Also, while 
our study captured participants at different stages of the programme, we were 
unable to track sequentially individual students’ progress from one phase to 
the next. Finally, we acknowledge that we have not yet tracked SFF ‘graduates’ 
beyond the incubation phase.

6.2	 Avenues for Future Research
Our study reveals some valuable areas worthy of future research. First, research-
ers in this field should consider conducting larger scale studies into the play-
ful, responsible and impact dimensions of university-led entrepreneurship 
programmes, critically comparing the influence of the different local ecosys-
tem contexts. Findings could prove invaluable in helping universities’ develop 
more strategic approaches to ecosystem building, ensuring they develop the 
appropriate environment for entrepreneurship. Second, future research could 
critically explore how students transition from one phase to another in the 
new venture creation process. This could help enhance the success and impact 
of entrepreneurship programmes, including SFF. Third, focusing on entrepre-
neurial methods, future research would benefit from longitudinal studies that 
explore the impact of specific playful pedagogies at various stages of the new 
venture creation process. This longitudinal dimension could help generate a 
valuable typology of successful entrepreneurial learners, business ideas and 
pedagogical approaches.

We hope that sharing the SFF experience has helped demonstrate some of 
the ways entrepreneurship programmes might be made more playful, respon-
sible and impactful through co-creation, networking and stakeholder engage-
ment. We call on universities globally to continue their efforts to incorporate 
playful and responsible approaches into their programmes. Finally, we also call 
on researchers to seek out novel and, potentially, playful approaches for their 
evaluations so that good practices can be illuminated and shared by everyone.
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