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Abstract

:

This study investigates and identifies crucial and efficient competencies of start-up founders and new business leaders, together with the identification of crucial support provided by accelerator programs. These competencies are necessary as individuals and businesses increasingly focus on innovations, industry 4.0, and technologies. This requires an innovative set of entrepreneurs´ competencies to move businesses to the next level. The study gathered data by means of a quantitative questionnaire research and interviews conducted among start-up projects in accelerator programs over the past three years (2017–2019). In total, 158 start-ups were surveyed, and 38 successful teams were interviewed during this period. To analyze results, content analysis was used and Pearson’s chi-square test and the association test were employed using descriptive and two-dimensional statistics tools. The results identified key success criteria and competencies of successful start-up teams. These include knowledge of the ecosystem, resource planning and use, an ability to move from the initial stages, awareness of communication methods, and lobbying. Our findings are that key activities leading to the acceleration of projects are raising awareness among the target group, furthering the development of contacts, facilitating more efficient use of resources, and enabling the identification of barriers to the next phase of development and ways to remove them. The results may inspire other researchers to conduct studies under other conditions to further identify and understand these entrepreneurial competencies.
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1. Introduction


With the development of the global economy, the importance of human capital, which embodies the central asset of many businesses, is becoming the crucial criterion of success or survival [1]. The character of innovative human capital predestines it to be an indispensable accelerator of a company´s long-term sustainability. Taking into account the development of human capital, it is important to realize that this is a milestone for today’s business management, because the creation of the value of a company, and thus the future success is created by the application of knowledge of human capital and capital itself [2,3,4,5]. Hence, there is a focus on understanding entrepreneurial human characteristics and competencies.



Entrepreneurship competence refers to the ability to exploit opportunities and ideas to create value for others based on creativity, critical thinking, problem solving, initiative, perseverance, and the ability to work with others to plan and manage projects that have cultural, social, or commercial value [6]. Entrepreneurship education encompasses all learning tools and methods to strengthen entrepreneurship competences based on entrepreneurial approaches, practices, knowledge and skills [6,7].



This study aims to evaluate entrepreneurs working in an incubator and accelerator program of start-ups in the Czech Republic. Since the inception of this program in 2017, seven of 14 projects have been successfully developed and have gone from incubation and acceleration to growth. A total of 23 teams were involved in the second year, 2018, and 10 of them received support for their further development. However, most of the other projects have continued to develop because they received training, mentorship, networking benefits, and sources of funding. In 2019, 22 teams successfully finished the incubation phase and started their acceleration. This was the environment that was used to assess entrepreneurial competencies. This paper consists of six logically connected parts which includes an introduction, theoretical background of the work, material and methods, results, and discussion. The conclusion summarizes the research, its implications, and limitations.




2. Theoretical Background of the Work


Human capital is one of the key factors of organization´s competitiveness. Every organization, even emerging start-ups, must ensure that their managers and employees have the right set of skills and competencies to guide the development of the organization. Competences can reveal differences between average and excellent managers and leaders [8]. In order for managers to achieve the desired results, it is essential that they have the competencies commensurate with the requirements of the job requirements [9,10,11]. In other words, competences are a combination of explicit knowledge, behavior, and skills of an individual, which provides him/her with the potential to successfully achieve various tasks [12]. Human capital generally represents hidden potential that may not be observed externally, but it is highly desirable for organizations to be able to share and exploit that potential [13,14].



Organizations in all stages of their existence must place emphasis on the continuous development of these key employee competencies in order to succeed in today’s turbulent and highly competitive market [14,15,16]. However, competences also indicate the ability to perform an activity in an effective manner, as well as to complete this activity within a specified time and under budget. They also indicate the ability to act in a flexible way in response to ever-changing environmental conditions. Focusing on goals, effort, and flexibility are some of the important outcomes of start-up founders having ideas, but not always the ability to develop and implement them and achieve success [14,17]. Additionally, competences need to be constantly improved upon and developed. In all organizations, whether they are start-ups or already established organizations, it is necessary to carry out educational activities and training to help answer the question of whether the desired goal, i.e., acquiring required competences, has been achieved.



As research indicates, start-up entrepreneurs tend to have innovative ideas but they often lack a clear strategy as to what product or service they will provide, and/or what they will capitalize on [18]. In most cases, they lack the necessary funds to pay for legal services or to correctly evaluate market conditions [19]. As a result, this very often leads to stagnation of the business. However, start-ups are often assisted by commercial projects which aim to assist their development, as well as to provide the individuals working on these projects with development of their competencies. For these start-up programs, also known as incubators, the focus is on developing key competencies that are important for the functioning of the business and for achieving success [20,21]. It is necessary to realize that being competent does not mean that the manager/leader/owner knows how to do everything, but rather that he/she knows what to do and how to do it. Reference [22] indicates that the most important drivers of sustainable entrepreneurship are behavioral factors and business factors. Research from the Czech Republic shows that innovativeness and development have become one of the greatest competitive advantages for all organizations. Human resources and their development are the main sources of creativity as well as new ideas, innovation, and skills, which was confirmed by the results of references [23,24]. Other results in the Czech Republic show that it is necessary to increase awareness of the existence of incubators or accelerators, especially in higher education facilities. According to reference [25], the priority areas for incubators are management, aid with business models, and strategies, and their main aim is to help lead start-ups to success. Therefore, this topic is very important in every economy around the world, especially for economies that have transitioned to a free market based system.




3. Materials and Methods


Since inception of incubator researched in this paper, evaluation has been carried out regularly during all of the years of the project, involving both new and existing teams and both quantitative and qualitative research. The basis for the project evaluation has primarily been qualitative methods (interviews, focus groups, case studies) and questionnaire surveying. The questionnaire used qualitative scales with scales set from 0, meaning no competence, no shift, no knowledge, and no change, up to 5 representing high competences, a fundamental shift, overall change, and getting a new perspective. All participants completed both instruments. Ongoing telephone interviews have been used involving semi-structured interviews for continuous feedback, semi-structured interviews with researchers, and questionnaires with open questions for communication with deaf people (some projects are carried out by deaf entrepreneurs). Each start-up project in the incubation and acceleration phase was individually monitored, and progress and changes in development has been recorded together with the participants´ subjective evaluation based on interviews and survey results for each project.



All 158 teams were analyzed based on their written project and application. All teams were also part of the first questioning regarding the education program evaluation and evaluation of the first phase of incubation. All of the teams also periodically participated in a part of the survey, which takes place three times a year, to monitor the progress of teams. This compulsory evaluation for the prospective five years was part of a contract that all of the teams signed in the beginning of the program. Further evaluation was conducted on the teams deemed to be most successful based on evaluation, and team activities and development. Altogether, 38 teams have been closely monitored and interviewed three times per year, because those teams successfully moved from the incubation phase to the acceleration phase and then to the development phase. Case studies have been created in collaboration with those teams to identify and share best practices within the incubator community. In all cases, a team leader was filling in the surveys or questionnaires, or participated in interviews and focus groups. The team leader, usually the company owner and founder, was tied to the continuing research linked to the signed contract between the project (young company—start-up) and the accelerator program, which included evaluation as a compulsory part of the process.



The combination of completed activities, interviews, document evaluation by means of content analysis, and the resulting scales and subjective evaluation has been achieved by data triangulation. Because all evaluations have been conducted three times a year, it is possible to demonstrate the benefits of the start-up accelerator program and the intervention for the subject.



3.1. Research Design


This study uses a qualitative correlational research design using a questionnaires and interviews to gather data. This survey design was selected based on [26] international methodologies such as I-DEV International: Measuring Value Created by Impact Incubators and Accelerators [27], or methodologies created by the project SIMPACT [28].



This primary research was carried out using questionnaires, interviews, and evaluation of written materials, while quantitative content analysis of the applications was used during each year. Projects involved in developing technology with social impacts were accepted. Applications were sent to the incubator in the first year during November 2017, in the second year during October 2018, and in third year from July 2019. Projects from all over the Czech Republic were accepted. The total number of applications which met the project requirements and were selected for support were 17 out of 56 applications in the first year, 22 in the second year out of 111, and 26 in the third year out of 130 applications (see Table 1). The teams had between 1 and 14 members.



The construct reliability was tested and validated by the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient in line with reference [29], and followed the recommendation that the value must be greater than 0.7. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was calculated using the SPSS software program. The value of the coefficient was higher than 0.8, which is a high level and the construct therefore can be considered as being reliable. This research refers to an in-depth, detailed study of individual projects, resulting in a narrative description of behavior or experience in start-ups project and teams. It must be stated that this research is not used for generalizing or making predictions, instead the emphasis in this research is on exploration and the description of a phenomenon.



The results of the various projects have also been compared to their progress to the next stage to determine the areas that are decisive for the project progress. So far, seven teams from the first year and ten from the second year have successfully progressed from the incubation phase to the acceleration and growth phases. The teams from the third year are still in their early stages.



During the periodic evaluation, two questionnaires were used: (1) the incubation evaluation and (2) the acceleration evaluation. The first questionnaire contained 11 questions, which five were open, and the rest used the Likert scale-type multiple choice questions which represented the level of project development and satisfaction. The second questionnaire also contained both three open questions, multiple choice rating questions, and questions on financial, social, and economic impacts of each project.



The following scales were used to identify each start-up’s development phase:



0—No development



1—Obtaining information for development, passive receiving of business education



2—Initiative in information gathering, independent orientation, and knowledge of databases, resources, and contacts that can be used for team development



3—Knowledge of the issue, seeking experts and mentors as part of acceleration



4—Development of ability to make contacts and actively using mentor counselling



5—Growth and scaling, utilizing the ability to use mentorship for new/innovative practices.



The scales reflected the following areas: financial, personnel, supportive, managerial, marketing, process, social, environmental, and performance. The quantitative analysis focused on the evaluation of business results, financial sustainability, social impact, business development, and the impact of supporting activities of the accelerator program.




3.2. Evaluation by the Content Analysis of Documents


The content analysis of documents was used to assess the progress and development of each start-up [30]. Content analysis is a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts or other meaningful matter. Researchers have [31] added four steps for case study research: (i) definition of the theoretical background, (ii) case planning, (iii) data collection, and (iv) results analysis and discussion. The quantitative content analysis in this study was used because this method detects aspects of the text that are not obvious in the amount of information available at first sight. The procedure of the performed quantitative content analysis reflected the summarized steps of reference [29] with partial adjustments according to the research context. First, all team applications and documents were read and statistically researchable elements were defined, i.e., words, phrases, or other parts of text with similar meanings, and classified into categories. Units of analysis were also defined; the units were repeatedly referred to in the majority of terms, or in all documents concerning the focus of the project, the basis for its elaboration, the justification of its viability, and its positive impact on the target groups. The terms were studied as units (in a certain context), but attention was also paid to their individual components (words), and phrases. The categories were created while reading the applications and the selected qualitative variables were observed, while primarily nouns (synonyms were merged under the same category) or their logical clusters were recorded. Altogether, 38 categories of qualitative variables were evaluated. All observed selected qualitative categories are listed in the Table 2 below.



As was already mentioned, in some cases, where it was appropriate, second- and third-level categories were also created, and they further extended the main categories. This included the entire research problem, the reduction of a large amount of data, and elimination of the less important data, which facilitated their interpretation. In order to create a qualification system, the nominal quantification was chosen to monitor the frequency of occurrence of individual units in each category. Subcategories were then grouped under the main categories and the number of occurrences was recorded for each category. The results obtained by this method were further evaluated and processed. All primary data were firstly summarized, secondly processed in tables, and thirdly evaluated using descriptive and two-dimensional statistics tools. The average, minimum, maximum, standard deviation, and χ2 test were used to find the differences between the use of criteria for advancing and non-advancing projects. All project characteristics were tested between advancing and non-advancing projects. The occurrence of the characteristics in advancing projects compared to non-advancing projects was tested. Statistical significant differences (p < 0.005) were found in the following criteria: mentor, coach, lecturer, consultant; model, system; young, old, senior, student, pupil, child, woman, family, parents, homeless, handicapped, disadvantaged; utilization, application, implementation; impact, application, innovation; technology, digital, robots, interactivity; analysis, measurement, evaluation, research; marketing, advertising, promotion, PR; manager, management, self-management, leadership; function, functioning; motivation, engagement; efficiency, effectiveness; and psychology, psyche.




3.3. Qualitative Research


The qualitative data were collected through interviews. Both semi-structured interviews with prepared questions and unstructured interviews were used for a deeper insight into the issue, which could not be clearly defined when designing the questions, and the solved areas could become apparent during the questioning and project solving. The subjects were also asked in the group interviews to evaluate the social impact and possibly other areas that may appear to be appropriate when discussing and evaluating their projects.



Based on the interviews conducted, the case studies were created for each team/project that suitably illustrated the development within the accelerator program. Typical projects with a significant change were selected for the case studies and were described in more detail (including a scenario of functional conditions for the given project, or limiting conditions and conditions that could be generalized for other projects). For this area of measurement, the MSC method was used, where interviews with participants define the areas and tools which they consider to be important for the success of their project.





4. Results


The results of the project and team development in the accelerator program are reviewed below, with summary results of the whole three years of the study period of this accelerator program (2017–2019). The partial results are discussed in the individual section based on the development actions and individual phases of the projects.



4.1. Results of the Content Analysis


There are differences between the occurrence of criteria for advancing and non-advancing projects in all three years of project monitoring. Table 3 shows characteristics of the evaluated categories. Names of the categories were shortened to fit the table.



Based on this evaluation, all 38 categories of qualitative variables (plus one showing the number of projects) were evaluated. The progressive projects used some criteria in all cases, while the non-progressive projects have omitted them. This resulted in insufficient sophistication and preparedness of a project, showed an insufficient impact on the target group, or occurred as a result of a project’s lower or problematic feasibility.



When testing whether there were statistically significant differences in the use of the accelerated and the non-progressive projects in the use of the monitored quality criteria, the Chi-square test confirmed the statistically significant differences between the two groups (p = 0.000), where the power of dependency is 0.426.



Projects that advanced to the acceleration phase were more likely to use all of the monitored criteria in their project preparation; the criteria use was more frequent, and all of these criteria were used. Projects that did not proceed did not use all of the criteria or did not deal with them. As the incidence rates varied considerably in some criteria, the criteria were subjected to further testing. Specifically, statistically significant differences were found in the following criteria (all of them were p = 0.000): the use of training (involving a mentor, coach, lecturer, or consultant), the development process, the partner, the theoretical mapping (model, system), the international dimension of the project, the target group focus (young, old, senior, student, pupil, child, woman, family, parents, homeless, handicapped, or disadvantaged), the grasping of the project idea, project application (utilization, application, and implementation), the emphasis on the project impact (impact, application, and innovation), the use of professional assistance (specialist, expert), the use of technologies (technology, digital, robots, and interactivity), the processed analyses (analysis, measurement, evaluation, and research), the marketing awareness (marketing, advertising, promotion, public relations (PR)), the concept of project management (manager, management, self-management, and leadership), the communication within the project internally and externally, the solution functionality (function, functioning), the interest in a solution (motivation, engagement), the solution effectiveness (efficiency, effectiveness), and the use of psychological approaches (psychology, psyche).



Overall, the results of the content analysis show which criteria are essential and distinguish the successful projects from the unsuccessful ones. It is evident that some projects are more sophisticated, and thus are even more different to the less successful ones. In the light of the points mentioned above, it can be summarized that education and counselling, support for innovation, cooperation, social benefits in the context of efficient management and the use of technology, and strengthening the development of monitoring and information systems should be a priority for all businesses, especially start-ups.



The results of the content analysis provided a basis for further evaluation activities as well as an evaluation of the initial state and motivation of projects for further development. The analysis was designed to set criteria to further evaluate the progress of projects, regarding the evaluation methodology and plan. The subsequent evaluation of the projects was based on the interconnection of the monitored criteria and their further development. Subsequently, the qualitative evaluation of the projects using interviews again emphasized the information on the shift in the sub-criteria, and the interviews proved to be important for the projects themselves.



The results of the analysis of documents can be evaluated as being suitable for the further implementation of projects, because if the projects met the partial criteria at the beginning, they had a significantly higher chance of subsequent successful development and involvement in both educational activities and independent development through mentoring and other activities, as well as of organizing their own team and creating value for investors. The evaluation of the projects allowed for the identification of successful entrepreneurial competencies.




4.2. Impact of the Accelerator Program


The evaluation of teams has shown a noticeable difference between the supported and unsupported projects. The supported projects are further developed and implemented, and also offer (at a minimum) new jobs and opportunities. The unsupported projects mostly suppressed or terminated their activities. In summary, project support makes sense, and the support teams have appropriately been selected and have a chance of further development.



The developing projects show a greater focus on target groups. Based on their experience, testing, and operations, they also already know how to adapt their products and services. Some projects continued in their originally set direction, which did not need to be revised, and experienced further success with their project, expanding their volume of users. However, the projects in the provisional stage have not been able, with a few exceptions, to generate sales, and hence to obtain a positive turnover. There are only a few exceptions, which generated some revenue, but in smaller volumes. Other projects are currently testing and are not yet in the commercial phase. Many projects also have basic services that are free of charge, through information portals or applications, which in turn will lead to the commercialization of specific revenue-generating services.



The number of users of start-up projects has been mostly low so far. Exceptions can be seen in some of the projects that have already offered their services through a website with up to 18,000 unique users per month, some services are paid, while others are unpaid. A notable exception has been projects for the deaf, which involve communication with about 1500 deaf people. There are no users of the unsupported projects, and those projects are no longer active.



The leaders of the supported projects evaluated their development to the present stage as being moderately advanced at a 2, on the scale where 0 is no shift and 5 means fully successful in practice/on the market. The unsupported projects have defined their value as being 0. Project leaders have evaluated the efficiency of their resource allocation in the same way. The supported projects obtained a value of 2, while the unsupported ones obtained a 0. A significant shift was recorded by the supported projects in the level of project benefits for customers/target groups. The supported projects received a value of 5, which is the highest value, representing clear usage by the target group. On the other hand, the unsupported projects received a value of 0. In this area, the significant shift, benefit, and support of target groups can be observed. The project sustainability was again rated at 2 out of 5 by the supported projects and 0 by the unsupported projects. When evaluating the accelerator’s support, both the supported and unsupported projects rated it as a 3 out of 5 (one project leader even gave it a 5 rating), i.e., the usability and suitability of the provided program was perceived to be high regardless of whether a project was supported by it or not. The educational activities undertaken by the participants are important either for current projects or for the future, as the awareness of entrepreneurial activities among the public is increasing.



Based on the summary of the regular evaluation results, it can be stated that the projects have been developed primarily in management, marketing, and processes, while the most beneficial activities for the project teams were individual mentoring, followed by lectures. Further details are provided in Table 4.



The teams positively evaluated the quality of mentors, especially the individual approach, which involved focusing on the topic in depth with great enthusiasm. Team leaders characterized the approach of mentors as follows: “The best was mentoring, concretely [name of the mentor].”; “Individual consultation with mentor was the most important for us, [it] moved the team forward.”; “Mentoring helped us with our real issues.”; “We could ask [the] mentor when we were stuck in some phase, that was great.”; “We still [discuss] project progress and development with [our] mentor and it moves us forward.”



Because of the educational activities, the project teams have developed all the competences examined, a knowledge of the ecosystem, the resources required, and of good planning, the ability to move beyond the initial stages, an awareness of ways of communicating, and a lobbying ability. Most of all, there has been progress in knowledge of the ecosystem, and awareness of ways of communicating and lobbying.



The accelerator has helped the project teams primarily in raising awareness of change in the target group, the public, and public officials, as well as the development of contacts. The project teams most positively evaluated the follow-up care of mentors. It can be stated that the teams consider project development as being time consuming, but assess their gained experience, the high team support, the individual approach, and the quality feedback from mentors as being highly positive.




4.3. Key Areas of Start-up Competency Development


According to the analysis of the data of the study, it can be stated that the greatest development of competencies of the project teams has always been in the ecosystem knowledge, raising the awareness and the communication improvement, which in most cases was rated 4 on the given scale. Table 4 above provides additional details regarding this. In all of the years studied, the greatest problems were observed in the development of competencies in the area of having enough resources, where the unsupported projects mostly seemed to have not acquired this competence yet. A specific competence also involves the ability to identify and remove barriers that are not fully developed, but there were differences among the project teams, with some having not made any progress in this area at all, while others made great progress. However, it can be said that in all three years, the project teams involved positively evaluated the accelerator. The teams all positively evaluated their competence development, but also their clarification of target groups or their projects’ possible modification based on pilot testing results and gradual further development of the project.



The overall assessment of the current state of projects has shown that the project teams are continuously working and perceive a shift that has occurred compared to the stage before joining the program, but have not still explicitly identified sustainability principles. The involved entities also gained an overview of the competition, got the opportunity to compare themselves with the others, and built on their existing domestic and foreign experience. The project teams developed primarily in the field of ecosystem knowledge, and in the ability to move beyond the early stages. Progress was also made in developing strong methods of communication, both external and internal, and acquiring contacts, leading to project teams demonstrating strong competencies in these areas. It can be assessed that at present, the project teams generally have the capacity to make contacts and are able to actively use and apply their mentors’ advice.



The project teams consider awareness-raising among target groups, further development of contacts, more efficient use of resources, and identification of barriers to further development phases and their removal to be the key activities leading to project acceleration.



During the project evaluation, the project representatives were asked to give their subjective evaluation of the project success, project effectiveness, project benefits for customers/target groups, project sustainability, and an overall evaluation of coaches and mentors helping them to increase their competencies and boosting their successful product placement/services for their target group. The scale was 0–5, where 0 means no shift/no improvement/no benefit, and 5 means being successful in practice/effective (see the methodology for more details). The results in each year are shown in Table 5. In the third year, the projects which joined the program during that year were still in their early stages, and thus have not been included in Table 5.



The table shows that the greatest development has come about with the support of coaches and mentors, which was the competency to develop skills as an entrepreneur. This support has led mostly to the specification of products/services for target groups, but also in other areas. Furthermore, the quality of the team development has evidently been increasing based on the continuous evaluation of the accelerator program and implementation of changes, thus boosting the evaluation and development of the involved start-ups.




4.4. Main Reasons of Start-up Failure


The most frequently mentioned reasons for the failure of start-ups by the individual project team members are given below and range from the project team’s ability to secure financial support to their ability to work as a team. It should be noted that some of the reasons are subjective, in particular, the complaints about the lack of financial support, which is not obligatory.



The unsuccessful projects (21%) which did not continue with project development and cancelled the whole effort or the company (or both) have stated that they were not feasible without financial support. Only 10 projects per year got financial support. But there were other projects developing without external financing, but still using community support, such as support from consultations, mentors, education, and online business courses.



The causes for failure that were mostly mentioned by unsuccessful teams were a lack of a clearly defined mission, vision, product/service, or target group, disappointment towards the project, a lack of cooperation, not enough time for project development, only training without practical support for development, and a low financial support of the projects from subsidies. Another problem was also a very busy program involving training and tasks. In contrast, according to the testimony of the project teams, a lack of attention was found in some corporations from investors. It was clear that for many of the projects that failed, their entrepreneurs had an inability to tackle these issues.



In terms of sustainability, it can be stated that the projects often needed investment, otherwise they would have been not be able to survive. Many projects were as start-ups when their members were employed; therefore, they could not be 100% monetized as a company, meaning options are limited compared to for larger companies, while their platforms need to be maintained and subsidized by other sources. Many projects, however, later wanted to come back to the project and cooperate with coaches.





5. Discussion


According to the results, it can be concluded that [22] that the most important drivers of sustainable entrepreneurship are behavioral factors and business factors. When entrepreneurs are equipped with competencies, they can take advantage of opportunities and their ideas to create value for others. The competencies are rooted in creativity, critical thinking and problem solving, initiative and perseverance, and the ability to work with others to plan and manage projects with a cultural, social, or commercial value [4,7]. Using the projects in the incubator, it was clear that for those deemed successful, the entrepreneurs developed competencies which allowed the acceleration of projects.



There are various methods and opportunities to transfer ideas into practice in personal, social, and professional activities, but it is necessary to emphasize how these contexts and opportunities arise. Individuals should know and understand approaches to project planning and management that include both procedures and resources [6], while also knowing their strengths and weaknesses that affect the success or failure of planned projects [1,5]. These are all competencies that are useful in project development and implementation.



Research has shown that entrepreneurial skills are based on creativity, which includes imagination, strategic thinking and problem-solving, and critical and constructive reflection within evolving creative processes and innovations, in line with the conclusions of reference [6]. When developing entrepreneurial competencies, it is necessary to focus on developing the ability to work both individually and with others in a team, mobilizing resources (people and things) and sustaining activities, including the ability to make financial decisions on costs and value. However, the ability to communicate and negotiate effectively with others and to deal with uncertainties and risks in making informed decisions is essential, as demonstrated by the evaluation results in this article. Although some projects already entered the accelerator with a product, it is still noticeable that the support within the accelerator led to greater activation, impact propagation, and project development.



Overall, the following can be recommended for the development of project teams:




	
The ability of teams to interconnect and share experience, to help each other in the community, to share contacts in the project community;



	
The selection of mentors with experience from their own start-ups they have built from scratch, involvement of personalities with experience in starting their own projects;



	
Increasing the time available to practice activities and tasks, obtain more background materials and workshops to develop their own plans;



	
Creating efficient communication, avoiding excessive electronic communication, setting clear deadlines, maintaining a consistent form and quality of outputs, developing a more transparent schedule of support activities, including logical continuity; i.e., greater consistency of sub-activities;



	
Greater internationalization, to inform projects about possibilities for scaling outside the domestic market, as well as more information about business in an international environment;



	
More information to attract investors and links with investors, emphasis on the ability to present investor-relevant information;



	
Enhancing contacts and promoting lobbying;



	
Developing an individual approach and obtaining high quality feedback.








On the other hand, based on the interviews and analysis of documents, including business plans and project presentations, the project risks include, in particular, the following items:




	
A lack of time for training and development of competencies and of team members according to a set schedule;



	
A lack of time for team members overall, insufficient involvement of some team members in project development;



	
Unclear targeting and pricing strategies;



	
Failure to be sufficiently attractive to investors;



	
Inability to sufficiently identify the target group and appropriately estimate its needs, lack of an availability to market and communicate the start-up’s solution, including an inability to lobby for the product to be accepted by the target group;



	
Lack of information and scalability capabilities;



	
Inability to manage the project team effectively;



	
Lower self-reflection and a change in thinking from the initial idea to the viable project.








It can be summarized that projects develop positively based on the support provided, especially by mentors and their support individually for the situation of the project. This is valid both for the projects that already have a final product or service, and for those that are still in the testing phase. Identifying the target group and the number of users is essential, such as by obtaining the awareness of the community, users, and investors. Moreover, networking and increasing the number of people involved in job creation are important.



The results of the analysis of documents with the help of the content analysis have shown that the projects can be assessed according to 17 criteria which were identified as the key ones for further project development and implementation. These are: use of training, development, partners, theoretical mapping, international dimensions of the project, focusing on the target group, grasp of the project’s applications, emphasis on the project’s impact, the use of professional assistance, use of technologies, the use of analyses for background project management, communication within and outside the project, functionality of the solution, interest in the solution, effectiveness of the solution, and the use of psychological approaches. The results of the content analysis have indicated which criteria are essential and distinguish the successful projects from the unsuccessful ones. It is possible to identify progressive projects and those that are not very likely to succeed.



It is important to focus on the development of competencies towards the practical application of knowledge in business and the increase in the volume of lessons devoted to the specific application of knowledge directly for the projects of participants. The need to assign experienced business mentors is indispensable.



According to reference [32], a friendlier context (fiscal, legal, organisational, etc.) and stronger support from the government, supply chain agents, and consumers are required as enablers for the successful implementation of sustainable business models. For example, research in Korea addressing the performance of manufacturing SMEs show highlighted the relevance of Government Assistance Programs to improving start-up and SMEs performances [33]. The results in the Czech Republic show that key success criteria (p-value = 0.000) of successful start-ups are: use of education and training, development, partners, theoretical mapping, use of expert help, use of concrete technologies, knowledge of project management, project functionality, personal interest in project delivery, and efficiency of solutions [23], which are in accordance with reference [25].



We can suggest that educational and other institutions which focus on the support of start-ups project should focus on courses in the area of increasing the efficiency of a manager’s work through correct planning, effective time usage, and development of the competencies of their teams through delegation. It is necessary to focus on the problem of self-management and life-management, which would contribute to the prevention of burnout and workaholic syndromes, and towards building a healthy lifestyle, which was confirmed by reference [25].




6. Conclusions


This study has identified the key competencies of successful start-up teams. These are as follows: knowledge of the ecosystem, planning and the use of enough resources, the ability to move beyond the initial start-up stages, awareness of ways of communication, and the ability to lobby. The key activities leading to the acceleration of projects are awareness-raising among the target group, further development of contacts, and more efficient use of resources and identification of barriers to further phases and their removal.



Based on the evaluation and identified shortcomings, it was necessary to develop a quality infrastructure that maintains and develops multiple projects in various phases. Based on that, the projects can be better communicated, the activities within the accelerator are more focused directly on the practice of projects in their current phases, and there is an individualized approach according to the project level and its focus. Most of all, project teams need their individual mentor services, which they also view as the most beneficial services. Involvement in an accelerator also creates greater publicity, relevance, goodwill, and reputations for investors and partners.



These results help to define key success criteria of start-ups and innovative entrepreneurships. The limits of this study cannot be ignored. The first one is subjectivity in selecting the individual definitions and categories used for the content analysis. The second one is the process of creating categories of analyzed document content and interviews, and assigning individual words or links to these categories.



The contribution of this article lies in the identification and evaluation of the success factors of young entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the practical contribution lies in the identification and evaluation of competencies and criteria for the sustainable development of social start-ups. The practical contribution lies in presenting the concrete results from the real start-up accelerator program and over 250 projects involved in this program. The results are important for the development of new start-up ideas and projects while their main efficient approaches are presented. In future research, the authors will focus on statistical tests to assess the differences between the results for the project development areas between the two types of projects identified (supported and not supported).
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