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Abstract: This research seeks to understand the situation that entrepreneurs have experienced during
COVID-19 and the impact that this has caused on the entrepreneurial ecosystem. The question is
whether business incubators as facilitating institutions of entrepreneurship have been determinants
for the survival of startups. The study was conducted using a statistical methodology of analysis
based on the application of structural equations modeling (SEM) on a theoretical framework built and
validated empirically in a representative sample of entrepreneurs from the Community of Madrid
(Spain). The results obtained show that the different tools, actions, advice, and services offered by
the business incubators, during confinement to the present, have been key to the survival of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem, which in turn promotes the advancement of the productive industry of
our country.
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1. Introduction

In December 2019, the alarm rose over an outbreak of pneumonia of unknown etiology
in the city of Wuhan (China). It was not until January 2020 that the Chinese authorities
identified the cause of the outbreak as a new type of virus of the family Coronavirus.
Months later, the rest of the world would be affected, with catastrophic consequences [1].

In March 2020, the World Health Organization [2] raised the public health emergency
caused by COVID-19 to an international pandemic and, in Spain, the state of global alarm
was staggering [3].

From the beginning of the pandemic to May 2021, more than 168.5 million confirmed
cases of COVID-19 have been reached worldwide [4].

The health crisis has not only affected public health, but it has also greatly damaged the
economy, so much so that the health crisis has also turned into an economic crisis [5]. The
International Labor Organization [6] estimates that this crisis may destroy 305 million jobs in
the world and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) also points to a very serious recession,
affecting many vulnerable countries; 50% of these countries have a high risk of debt
distress [7]. However, the impact of this economic crisis is not equally distributed among
the productive industry. A higher impact among small and medium-sized enterprises and
the self-employed is estimated [5,6].

This uneven development can lead to a diversity of inequalities, one of which reflects
the dualism between large and small firms. Although SMEs are increasingly using the
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Internet for a variety of commercial and production-related purposes, on average they are
not able to exploit the full potential of e-commerce compared to larger companies. The
latter took advantage of their omnichannel and absorbed most of the effective demand
during periods of severe restrictions on social mobility, thus widening the gap between
small and large enterprises [8].

It is not always possible to simply implement a given strategy or a pattern of activity.
Sometimes it is necessary to combine elements chosen from different strategies to develop
a specific one, which is tailored to the needs and possibilities of a particular business entity.
Each crisis is different, and that is the reason why it is necessary to perform different
actions. The important thing is that these actions must be consistent, considering the
constant monitoring of both the environment and the inside of the business entity, so
that the appropriate actions can be taken, adjusting them to permanent changes in a 21st
Century globalized business world [9].

During the home confinement from the first alarm until April 2020, only 10% of
Spanish companies were able to continue their activity normally, and 50% could adapt
operating with telecommuting. However, 40% were obliged to close temporarily [10].

The perception of the more immediate future, owing to confinement, was very nega-
tive, even for those who adapted and were able to continue their activity by telecommuting.
Consolidated companies (companies that have exhibited stability at least for three years)
expected a more negative impact than younger ones, as shown in Figure 1.

Very positive 2.7%
Some positive 8.9%
Neutral 9.6%
Some negative 36.8%
Very negative 42%

Figure 1. Future expectations of consolidated companies [10].

After the house confinement, the Spanish government has maintained the state of
alarm and various sanitary measures for the prevention and containment of the health
crisis, which has caused a regression in the profitability of companies, especially in the
Small and Medium Size Enterprise (SME) segment, and a sharp increase in the financial
pressure borne by companies [11].

This event means a change in the business ecosystem where Madrid is the economic
engine of Spain, leading all indicators of GDP growth, business creation, employment,
and activity.

According to the report of the Entrepreneurship Map [12], Spain is an increasingly
enterprising country, because 63% are entrepreneurs in series compared to 54% in 2019,
and of those, 44% are recurrent, as they have formed more than two startups, while for 37%
it is their first venture.

At the beginning of the pandemic, 96% of entrepreneurs believed that the coronavirus
crisis would offer new business opportunities, and that it would be possible to find new
markets and new customers, and generate new services, products, or orders [10].

According to the GEM 2019 report [13], the number of entrepreneurs in the Com-
munity of Madrid represented 17.62% of the total of Spanish entrepreneurship and the
rate of entrepreneurial activity in Madrid in 2019 was 7.6%, four tenths above the value
reached in 2018, and far above the Spanish activity, 6.1%. The main motivation of 59.5% of
entrepreneurs was still to generate wealth, but in the pre-COVID-19 phase, it was observed
that 42.3% of entrepreneurs mentioned that they had created their business to “earn a living,
due to the lack of work” at that time.

Firms are not always prepared to face periods of economic crisis, but no one has been
prepared for the events of recent months. This scenario has led governments to act in
response to the health crisis. Among the most critical measures, the blocking measures
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that have caused the slowdown of economic activities worldwide are found. Under these
circumstances, the role of entrepreneurs in the economic recovery must be recognized [14].

In times of previous crises, such as the economic crisis of 2008, which originated in the
United States and caused international effects (Spain suffered from high unemployment
rates), policies that promote employment become essential. Business incubators in these
scenarios of crisis become an especially key instrument in these areas, bringing wealth
through business and job creation [15].

In Europe, the creation of business incubators is considered a strategy oriented to
provide a support tool for entrepreneurial activity that provides positive results in the face
of economic crisis [16].

According to Bain & Company [17], companies are considering a permanent shift to
remote work. For some staff, remote work due to COVID-19 has had a mixed impact on
productivity. Of Spanish workers, 68% claim to be equal or more productive with telework,
and in the case of families with children, avoiding travel is still the most varied reason for
remote work (89%), but the conciliation increases to second place (71%), followed by the
best use of time (67%) [18].

The COVID-19 crisis has acted as a rupture experiment, challenging the insights on
digitization, exposing assumptions made about the universality of digital access, and reveal-
ing that fundamental challenges remain in digitization [19]. In recent months, digitalization
has accelerated significantly, and the adaptation of companies has been of vital importance
for their survival. Those that already had a technological business model have been able
to adapt more easily to the “new normality”. Companies, especially startups, have imple-
mented an indefinite hiring freeze. At the same time, communication, entertainment, and
online shopping are experiencing unprecedented growth [20].

Against this background, the need to protect and strengthen small and medium-sized
enterprises is evident, as they are the driving force of the Spanish economy, representing
65% of employment in Spain [21] and 50% worldwide [22], and they are an indispensable
source of goods and services.

The total number of companies in Spain as of 30 June 2020 was 2,853,993, of which
99.84% were SMEs. SMEs play a more important role in Spain than in the EU, with a contri-
bution to employment and corporate gross value added (GVA) at 5% above the respective
EU average. The information, advice, and provision of useful services for entrepreneurs
is facilitated through the multiple platforms and portals created, both at a national level
(General State Administration, AGE) and in the Autonomous Communities. The online
tools, to make it easier for SMEs to conduct self-assessments of business evaluation, allow
them to evaluate the use of good practices in management and to implement tools to
improve and prepare a competitiveness plan [23].

The results of the current research available on enterprise policy during the COVID-19
crisis suggest new practices and research paths. Due to the lengthening of these circum-
stances, research should continue to focus on entrepreneurship, which is why governments
and policymakers are trying to use business thinking as a way of responding to the cri-
sis [24]. However, despite the obvious need for entrepreneurship due to the change related
to the current situation, there is a lack of research that explains how policy initiatives have
been implemented [20].

For these reasons, the importance of business incubators is further highlighted, as
they provide a protected environment for those who wish to develop their business ideas,
without incurring a large financial burden [25].

It is estimated that there are more than 7000 business incubators worldwide, most of
which are supported by local organizations or national governments [26]. There are many
terms related to these entities in the field of business ecosystems, ranging from science parks,
innovation centers, research centers, parks, and business incubators. This global growth has
stimulated the emergence of a wider group of incubators and technology transfer models,
often with overlapping and objective functions and an eclectic range of sponsors including
corporations, investors, universities, and regional government departments. Incubators
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have provided a fascinating scenario for researchers because of the heterogeneity between
business incubators in terms of their success [27] and the implications of what works with
management practices, corporate strategy, and university and government policy [28].

As a result of these initiatives, the role of business incubators becomes even more
relevant as an effective tool to support entrepreneurs [29,30]. It is therefore considered
essential to analyze the changes in business incubator management models as well as the
business and operational models of the incubated entrepreneurs themselves [5], and to
see how the situation has affected the entrepreneurial dynamic, how startups have had to
adapt to this new situation, facing challenges such as the need for digitalization, the lack of
funding, staff changes, regulatory measures or the perception of new opportunities that
can become viable businesses.

In this study, the entrepreneurial scenario of the Community of Madrid is analyzed
with the aim of understanding its current situation since the pandemic was declared and,
in this way, to show what the main challenges that they must face to create or maintain
their company in this situation are. For example: considering digital transformation,
promoting business planning for risk, creating training schemes, deploying tentative forms
of financing or implementing or improving support for enterprise-driven institutions and
business incubators.

The analysis shows the behavior of companies following the impact caused by the
health crisis caused by COVID-19, using variables that apply qualitative measures, based
on the business promoter or manager’s own perception of a number of statements and, thus,
capturing the continuing impact of the health crisis on the actions of entrepreneurs. It also
captures their perspective with respect to the entities of support to the entrepreneurship, as
they are the business incubators, also called incubators, which have been the most common
tools implemented by these entities, and, in short, to clarify, if the incubators, apart from
facilitating tools, have also proven to be sustainable in scenarios of crisis.

In this sense, the study can help the decision-making of the leaders of these entities
to implement actions aimed at the survival of startups in crisis situations. This research
complements and enriches the results of recent studies on the role of business incubators as
elements that support entrepreneurship [29,30].

After this introduction, this article will be organized as follows: in Section 2, the
methodology will be presented and in Section 3, the results will be described and analyzed.
Section 4 will provide a discussion of the results. To end, Section 5 will describe the
conclusions, with the limitations of the study and future lines of research.

2. Materials and Methods

There is extensive literature that attempts to measure the level of survival of companies
and to discover the factors that make them sustainable over time. Some of these studies
have analyzed the impact of incubation on long-term business survival [31] and the impact
of innovative [32] or technology-based enterprises, as they are businesses with high growth
and survival potential according to their innovative nature [33].

This article investigates the extent to which business incubators can affect the survival
of startups. Incubators alone cannot impact on survival; it is necessary to consider a
combination of incubators and other factors [34]. Below, the hypotheses are set.

2.1. Hypotheses

For the formulation of the hypotheses, four constructs were defined: (Profile) refers
to the profile of the startup, taking into account factors such as the formation of the en-
trepreneur, gender, age of the promoter team, and legal form of the business or sector of
activity; (Digitiza) refers to the degree of digitalization that startups had or have adopted
during the COVID-19 crisis; and (BIncub) is where the facilitating tools and various helping
tools offered by business incubators such as spaces, free training, support in the manage-
ment, diffusion, and publicity have been considered to favor a network of contacts within
the entrepreneurial ecosystem during a season of crisis such as the current one. Finally
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(Demand) studies how the demand for a product or service has been affected because of
the pandemic.

Understanding the factors influencing the survival of a business is an essential issue
for properly managing entrepreneurship projects and business start-up programs, given
the high risk of business mortality in its first five years [35].

In the academic literature, various studies can be found that reflect the influence
of a company’s profile on its survival, such as certain personal characteristics of the en-
trepreneur, various aspects of the company, its legal form, or the environment in which it
operates [36], the age, experience, training, motivation, and socio-economic situation of the
entrepreneur among others [37]; the different patterns of human capital among the owners
of the enterprises concerned are the key determinants of corporate survival [38], and even
the profile of personality traits are significantly related to the more successful functioning
of the enterprise [39].

The human factor in small enterprises and, specifically, entrepreneurial actions and
management skills are among the strongest predictors of the survival of small enter-
prises [40].

For this reason, the first hypothesis is posed, taking into consideration first the profile
of the startups in the sample, to discover if this determines their survival in times of crisis.

H1. The profile of startups positively influences their survival.

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the need for digital transforma-
tion and forced businesses to digitally operate and switch all communication to digital
platforms [41]. The practical value of digitization has been widely recognized in the cur-
rent context as digitization can help small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to implement
emergency responses, as well as to react strategically to long-term public crises such as the
current pandemic, thus contributing to the improvement of SMEs [42].

The current circumstances have turned out to be positive in the growth of digital
businesses, increasing the use of virtual collaborative systems and adopting technologies
that favor telework, using synchronous communication applications and asynchronous
communication systems such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and Visual Studio Live Share
from Microsoft, etc. [43].

All this makes the digitalization of companies have a positive influence on their
survival. Therefore, the following hypothesis arises:

H2. The digitalization of startups positively influences their survival.

Previous studies show mixed results regarding the influence of the resources of busi-
ness incubators on the chances of survival of a startup [44]. Innovation is linked to aspects
of competition and business development, thereby improving productivity, and becoming
more competitive in the global market [45]. However, there is a lack of studies directly
related to companies located in business incubators [46], which are often integrated into re-
gional innovation systems, playing a key role in boosting small enterprises and stimulating
sustainable economic growth, contributing directly and indirectly to national develop-
ment [46]. Such is the case that business incubators provide important support to reduce
the failure rate of their incubators and to promote their long-term presence on the mar-
ket [47].

In the face of a change such as that experienced by the COVID-19 crisis, the need to
undertake change is obvious. The uncertainty generated has fueled entrepreneurship, lead-
ing to greater awareness of how innovation and futuristic thinking can turn the difficulties
caused by the pandemic into opportunities [24]. For these reasons, we again highlight
the importance of business incubators as tools to facilitate entrepreneurship, as they are
physical and support infrastructures for entrepreneurs. They work on the initiative of
public or private institutions, whose purpose is to offer the firm support to conduct its
business project; they are an indispensable factor in this study to discover their impact on
the survival of companies in the sample. This leads us to propose the following hypothesis.
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H3. Business incubators are entities that positively influence the survival of startups.

Finally, it should be noted that the pandemic has introduced considerable uncertainty
into traditional demand planning methods [48]. This uncertainty stems from the pro-
gression of the disease, which shows us that we are facing an uncertain future, in which
anticipation and resistance to change must become the central problem of study [49]. Fur-
ther, consumer behavior, where entrepreneurs need to understand how their clients have
changed and what new demands may arise as a result of this crisis [50], or the economy
and government regulations, which aim to understand and measure the causal effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic, must also be considered [51].

Restrictions on access to different services has reduced mobility, which decreases de-
mand, as a changing environment makes demand planning and, consequently, production
and distribution planning, difficult on consumer markets [48]. This situation makes the
fluctuation of demand a factor to be considered by checking if this influences the survival
of startups. This leads to the formulation of the following hypothesis.

H4. Fluctuating demand positively influences survival of startups.

Figure 2 presents the theoretical model.

Profile Blncub
H1 H3

Survival

Figure 2. Graph of the theoretical model.
2.2. The Sample

The sample is composed of 104 entrepreneurial projects geographically located in the
Community of Madrid. Data are monitored and collected via telephone and e-mail, through
an online survey, as this is a very appropriate way to collect information in a structured way
where the same questions are asked to all respondents. This way, information is obtained
from a representative sample. There are many researchers in the social sciences who use
methods of statistical analysis, and in the context of research, at some point it is necessary
to go to the development of a survey [52].

Of these 104 entrepreneurs, 46 of them are currently located in a business incubator,
which implies that 44.23% of the sample and 45 have in the past been located in a busi-
ness incubator (43.26%); only 6.7% are entrepreneurs who have not resorted to business
incubators, but they know of their services and their work.

To analyze the impact of business incubators on the survival of startups in times of the
pandemic, the questionnaire was circulated between January and May 2021 to more than
100 entrepreneurial projects from the Community of Madrid, with the aim of responding by
empirical analysis to the four hypotheses formulated, according to the following schedule
(Table 1):
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Table 1. Sampling schedule and response collection.

Number of Answers

Date Coming from Description
Entrepreneurs
Search of entrepreneurs From September 2020 to 809 A web and telephone search are made of all

January 2021 possible entrepreneurs located in Madrid

Building of the sample
and the survey

From January 2021 to

The sample is improved by searching for all
- the contact details of the entrepreneurs to

February 2021 make the sending of the questionnaire accurate

Online publication of
the survey

The web questionnaire is published, and the
February 2021 104 link is sent to all the sample of
the entrepreneurs

Phone contact

From February 2021 to

104 A reminder is given to the collection of
May 2021 answers by telephone calls to the whole sample

To test the veracity of these hypotheses, a non-linear model of structural equations
(SEM) is proposed. Structural equation models (SEM) are a multivariate statistical tool that
allow to study the relationship between latent and observed variables [53]. In addition,
these structural models are guide models that show the dependency relationships between
independent variables (exogenous) and dependent variables (endogenous). The measure-
ment model shows the relationships between the constructs (latent variables) and the
indicators (observable variables). With this model, we can evaluate the contribution of each
item (reactive) to the measurement scale, that is, we can specify which indicators define
each construct. In addition, assessment of the reliability of the constructs is conducted [54].

To evaluate the impact of the different constructs on the survival of startups in the
Community of Madrid, the hypotheses have been tested with the statistical estimates
derived from the PLS regression analysis, using Warp PLS 7.0.

PLS is a “causal-predictive” approach to SEM [55], which focuses on explaining
variability in model-dependent variables [56]. During the last few decades, there have been
numerous introductory articles on this method [57-61].

This study is part of a more extensive research, which studies the effectiveness and
sustainability of business incubators and the scope of their benefits for entrepreneurs and
start-ups. The questions for this analysis have been drawn from a broader questionnaire,
considering four factors, and each was defined through a set of indicators from issues such
as those shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Excerpt of questions posed in the questionnaire for each factor in the study.

Factor of Analysis

Description

Entrepreneur profile

Location of the firm

Age of the firm

Gender of the promoter team

Age of the entrepreneur

Branch of studies of the promoter team
Sector of activity

Legal status

Digitization

Technology that has been most widely deployed during the pandemic

Impact of business incubators

Whether they are currently benefiting from the services in a business incubator, and to what extent this
has helped the company to survive the COVID-19 crisis

Aids offered by business incubators to mitigate the damage of the crisis

Perception on whether business incubators have been fundamental for the survival of the entrepreneur
in times of COVID-19

Impact of COVID-19 on the current business situation

Fluctuations in demand

If the activity continues, to what extent was the demand for its products or services affected, whether it
has remained constant, decreased, or increased.
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3. Results

When analyzing the results, various factors have been considered, such as the age of
the business, the gender of the promoter, the educational level, age, and sector, etc.

The first data that stands out are the high gender gap in terms of entrepreneurship.
Of the total of entrepreneurial businesses surveyed for this study, only 34% are startups
whose promoter team is composed of women.

After analyzing the data obtained from the respondents, we have a clear profile of the
entrepreneur in the Community of Madrid. We can affirm that the typical entrepreneur is a
man (66%) of Spanish nationality (93%), with an age between 30 and 50 years (62%) with
university education (87%), 87% of whom belong to the STEM, business, and legal areas.

A total of 83% of the businesses that these entrepreneurs run prioritize the security that
gives them the legal figure of a company; only 17% are autonomous. The sectors preferred
by these businesses are technology, Cleantech, education, and health, which comprise 51%
of the total.

It should be noted that, of the total companies surveyed, more than 85% have been
located or are currently located in a business incubator.

Table 3 summarizes the model’s fit, quality relations, and interpretation. All quality
indicators successfully exceed quality standard ratios.

Table 3. Quality indicators.

Average path coefficient (APC) = 0.218, p = 0.005

Average R-squared (ARS) = 0.321, p < 0.001

Average adjusted R-squared (AARS) = 0.294, p < 0.001

Average block VIF (AVIF) = 1.061, acceptable if <=5, ideally <= 3.3

Average full collinearity VIF (AFVIF) = 1.264, acceptable if <=5, ideally <= 3.3
Tenenhaus GoF (GoF) = 0.366, small >= 0.1, medium >= 0.25, large >= 0.36

Sympson’s paradox ratio (SPR) = 0.750, acceptable if >= 0.7, ideally = 1

R-squared contribution ratio (RSCR) = 0.987, acceptable if >= 0.9, ideally = 1

Statistical suppression ratio (SSR) = 1.000, acceptable if >= 0.7

Nonlinear bivariate causality direction ratio (NLBCDR) = 1.000, acceptable if >= 0.7

The model was estimated using Warp PLS. 7.0 software.

Table 3 shows the quality indicators obtained in the model.

Variables were measured by structural equations modeling (SEM). Figure 3 shows the
influence of the four constructs and a summary of the values of the main parameters of the
model and their corresponding p-values.

The estimation results show that H1 and H2 are rejected, while H3 and H4 are accepted.

Results related to H1 are rejected, no significant relationship was found between the
profile of the company and its survival (p = 0.35). In the same way, the results relative to
H2 are also rejected, given that no significant relationship can be seen between the level of
digitalization adopted during the COVID-19 crisis by startups and their survival (p = 0.22).

H4 shows a high influence of demand fluctuation on survival of startups, with a
(p <0.01) and R? = 0.32.

The results of H3 are very promising, because they show a strong relationship between
the business incubators and the survival of the startups, with a (p < 0.01) and R? = 0.32.
This indicates that 32% of the survival of entrepreneurs is due to the services and support
provided by business incubators.

Figures 4 and 5 show the relationship between survival and the constructs of BIncub
(H3) and Demand (H4), referring Blncub to the tools offered by business incubators to
mitigate the damage of the crisis suffered because of COVID-19 and determine the level of
affectation of this crisis on the demand.
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R2 0.32

B=0 07 p=0.33
(P=0.22) (P<.01)

B=0.04 p=0.43
-039) (P<. 01)

Figure 3. Results of hypothesis from H1 to H4. Structural Equation model.

Best-fitting curve for multivariate relationship (unstandardized scales)
T T T T T

3.48 - i

Survival, Mean=3.47, SD=0.81

1 Il Il 1 1
0.07 0.25 0.44 0.63 0.81 1.00
Blncub, Mean=0.49, SD=0.50

Figure 4. Hypothesis 3.

Best-fitting curve for multivariate relationship (unstandardized scales)
T T T T T

=0.81

3.47, SD

Survival, Mean:

331 =

1 1 1 1 1 1
0.00 0.13 0.26 0.39 0.51 0.64
Demand, Mean=0.25, SD=0.44

Figure 5. Hypothesis 4.
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The survival in both figures is positive, depending on the increase in the tools and
services offered by business incubators. The survival curve grows, as shown in Figure 4.
Just as demand values are low, survival decreases and as demand grows, so the survival
curve does, as shown in Figure 5.

4. Discussion

The pandemic hit the world when the international trade was already in crisis. World
trade fell in all quarters of 2019. This trend was intensified in early 2020 through a domino
effect that began in China, affecting exports from other countries. China, the European
Union, and the United States are not only the world’s largest exporters, but they are
also important players in global supply chains and, therefore, important importers of
raw materials, materials, parts, and components. The blockades appeared in these three
economies not only affected business, but also companies from partner countries, and even
third-country companies that have no direct business relationship with China, the EU, or
the United States [62].

Spain needs to face, in the short and medium term, a profound transformation to
recover and consolidate the growth path during the next decade. Given their relevance
in the productive environment, SMEs will be essential to ensure economic recovery, as
the health crisis has not only impacted economic growth and employment, but it has also
had an effect on various internal activities of companies. The innovative activity of SMEs
in Spain has decreased because of the health crisis caused by COVID-19, breaking the
favorable trend experienced in previous years [63].

According to the PYME 2021 report, the companies with the most favorable expecta-
tions are: medium-sized enterprises (28.7% have expectations of job creation), enterprises
not covered by an ERTE/ERE, mature enterprises, and enterprises in the construction and
trade sectors.

The startups that have been part of this research have been selected for their close
knowledge of what a business incubator implies and offers, to gain answers and, conse-
quently, objective, first-hand results.

The relationship between the help offered by business incubators and the degree of
survival of their hosted startups (H3) is a hypothesis based on a high degree of compliance,
where we can claim that the support tools offered by business incubators have a direct im-
pact on the chances of survival of a start-up company, regardless of whether it is supported
by one legal entity or another, or if the promoter team has a concrete training background,
gender, or a certain age, so much so that, in this sense, the profile of the startup alone is not
decisive to ensure survival in times of crisis. This is inconsistent with the outcome expected,
because previous studies show that the survival of a startup is affected by the profile of the
entrepreneur [64]. Similarly, the profile has also been shown to determine the usefulness of
advice, expert support, activities, and services provided by business incubators [65].

This result leads us to believe that the reason why the profile of the promoter has
not been a relevant variable is because the startups analyzed are mostly users of business
incubators and have been protected by them. It is possible that outside of these institutions,
the profile will become more relevant in determining their survival. For this reason, it may
be interesting to analyze the profile of startups in isolation as a future line of research in
another case study.

A crisis such as that experienced in recent months has offered the opportunity to
consider new challenges that bind public administrations, with the help of employers
and companies, to take an active role in strategic projects, making it necessary to be
more involved in the role of policy makers, and to participate as co-promoters in regional
projects [10].

However, in the results we expected regarding scenario 2, we cannot see a significant
relationship between the level of digitalization adopted during the COVID-19 crisis by
startups and their survival, which may seem contradictory to what previous literature
evidence has shown, where innovation and implementation of digitalization is crucial for
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organizations to survive [66]. This may be because most of the companies in the sample
of this study belonged to the services sector and already had some prior digitization, so
it can be said that the COVID-19 crisis has not had a significant impact on them in the
digital field.

This could raise another future line of research, where the limits of digitization will
be analyzed, considering how far the digitization of a company should go. It is clear that
there is great technological potential, such as artificial intelligence, robotics, and other
digital technologies capable of replacing manual tasks with automation. In spite of all this,
organizations must be aware that it is still difficult to re-apply the use of unique human
skills through technology, such as creativity, empathy, judgment, intuition, interpersonal
sensitivity, and problem solving, which are specific interpersonal human competencies that
machines do not possess at the moment. The question, therefore, is not whether to replace
the human workforce with technology, but how it can be harnessed to enable employees to
perform their jobs more effectively [67]. It would be interesting to take stock of the impact
of accelerated digital transformation on people and their livelihoods to better understand
how humans and technologies can coexist without being threatened [41]. In view of the
results obtained in this study, we could state that it has not been so much the digitalization
of companies, but rather the good judgment or intuition of the entrepreneur when making
decisions, which has led him to survival.

A limitation of this research is that it focuses exclusively on an enterprise support
entity, business incubators. Other institutions such as business accelerators, business angels,
or venture capital entities among others, become entities to be analyzed in future works.

5. Conclusions

During the preparation of this study, we have been able to observe how the en-
trepreneurs have had to adapt themselves to the situation experienced during the last
year, and the different actions they have conducted to face challenges such as the need for
digitalization, lack of funding, staff changes, abrupt fluctuations in demand, regulatory
measures such as the “ERTE”, but also the exploitation of new opportunities.

Spanish companies in all sectors during the pandemic, and especially in the state of
alarm, have worsened their assessment of the economic situation and their future forecasts.
According to the INE 2020, the business confidence indicator has been, since the first
term or the year, the lowest value in the historical series (95.5 points). In this unfavorable
environment, SMEs have been forced to submit temporary employment regulation dossiers,
many have suffered a sharp drop in their invoice, as well as in the investments they
planned. Communication, digitization, forms of work, and risk management are the most
sensitive areas to these changes. This crisis has strengthened the role and prominence of
people within companies. For this reason, it is necessary to consolidate the ethical climate
generated in the face of the crisis by strengthening sustainability, organizational resilience,
and flexibility as the key pillars of the new business culture and adapting to the new
post-COVID-19 scenario [68].

Concerning the measures taken to facilitate financing for SMEs, we can find a variety
of them, from lines of financial support to encourage entrepreneurs, through participatory
loans, or lines of guarantees, to provide extraordinary credit risk coverage of financing
operations for SMEs affected by the COVID-19, to lines of guarantees granted on loans
granted by financial institutions covering, for SMEs, a high percentage of new loans and
renewals of financing. In this context, general direct financial help has been granted to all
enterprises or to sensitive sectors during the pandemic.

The European Commission approved the launch of the Recovery, Transformation, and
Resilience Plan designed by the Government of Spain, with the aim of channeling economic
help from the EU, to tackle the financial and social crisis stemming from COVID-19.

Spain has published important national plans and strategies, such as the Digital Plan
2025, the Digitalization Plan for SMEs, the Digital Skills Plan, and the Spanish Strategy for
Science, Technology, and Innovation (EECTI) 2021-2027 [23].
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This financial help will undoubtedly boost the maintenance of companies by encour-
aging the continuity of many of them, because, without these recovery plans, such as the
financing for ERTES, and other issues, many startups would not survive the long-term
situation of the COVID-19 scenario.

Considering the results obtained in this research, we can affirm that the tools and
actions offered by the business incubators have had a direct and positive impact on the
survival of startups. This once again gives us a clear vision of the relevance of these
entities in supporting the businesses that make our economy grow. However, we cannot
confirm that other variables such as digitalization or the profile of the entrepreneur have
a significant relevance when facing a crisis as the one lived with the COVID-19, which
leaves open the possibility of continuing in this line of research and analyzing in isolation
these factors.

All the business incubators in Madrid have applied similar tools, such as, by way of
example, making available to entrepreneurs hosted spaces for large-scale work, extending
their stay time, increasing training actions to cover them in risk situations, helping them
with social media advertising, and offering them advice, in most cases. All these services
are offered free of charge. In short, they are entities whose mission and sense of existence
is to support entrepreneurs, but now under these circumstances, they have proven to be
sustainable tools in times of crisis too. They could mitigate damages that an entrepreneur
would possibly have suffered more severely without being housed in a business incubator.
The general perception of entrepreneurs in this study has been very positive and confirms
that business incubators have been a key part of their success in this difficult time, demon-
strating the great relevance they possess in maintaining and improving the sustainability
of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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