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Abstract To deepen theory on the interplay 
between entrepreneurship and context, recent schol-
arship calls for more understanding on how entre-
preneurs and stakeholders collectively do “contexts.” 
In this study, we examine how a dynamic and flex-
ible incubation context is constructed by joint efforts 
between entrepreneurs and incubator management. 
Findings from a 4-month ethnography point to four 
practices—onboarding, gathering, lunching, and feed-
backing—through which entrepreneurs and incubator 
management maintain a productive balance between 
agency and structure on a daily basis. These findings 
have several theoretical implications for theory on 
incubation processes and the entrepreneurship-con-
text nexus.

Plain English Summary Incubation research over-
looks the artful social practices required to sustain 
a fruitful incubation context. To maintain a balance 

between entrepreneurial autonomy and guided entre-
preneurship programs, entrepreneurs and incuba-
tor management mutually engage in four practices: 
onboarding, gathering, lunching, and feedbacking. 
Onboarding fosters a shared understanding of norms, 
values, and practicalities of participation. Gather-
ing facilitates collective decision-making. Lunch-
ing maintains a desirable level of trust. Feedbacking 
enables the co-creation of ideas and maintains reci-
procity. Our findings deepen theory on the interplay 
between entrepreneurship and context and contribute 
to research and practice on incubation processes.

Keywords Contextualization · Practice theory · 
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1 Introduction

Over the past decade, a growing number of studies 
aim to contextualize entrepreneurship theory given 
that contexts both promote and constrain entrepre-
neurial activity (Welter et  al., 2019; Wigren-Krist-
ofersen et  al., 2019; Zahra et  al., 2014). The turn 
towards contextualization has generated numer-
ous insights into the ways in which different social 
structures (e.g., family, market, region, incuba-
tion, political, etc.) shape entrepreneurship (see 
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Wigren-Kristoferson et  al., 2022). Nevertheless, 
there are growing concerns that researchers continue 
to view contextualization as “a one-way relationship 
with context and community as given” (McKeever 
et al., 2015, p. 50), or assume entrepreneurs operate 
in a stable state (Wigren-Kristofersen et  al., 2019). 
Welter and Baker (2020, p. 1155) recently lament that 
“measurement, modeling, and scholarly restraint have 
moved forward quickly, but our theorization of con-
text has not.” Accordingly, there are growing calls for 
going beyond existing perspectives to deepen theory 
on the interplay between entrepreneurship and con-
text (Ben-Hafaïedh et al., 2023).

Similarly, research into the social activities of 
entrepreneurship support organizations (ESO), in 
particular incubators, has recently suggested that 
scholarship direct their focus onto the often mundane, 
overlooked, and sometimes hidden organizational 
activities that constitute and sustain ESO contexts 
(Ahmad, 2014; Caccamo, 2020). In this literature, 
scholars have concluded that it is necessary to under-
stand how the social, spatial, and material elements 
of an ESO interact to meaningfully understand the 
ways in which people in these contexts “do” activi-
ties such as incubation (Bøllingtoft, 2012; Caccamo, 
2020; Nicolopoulou et al., 2017). Interestingly, incu-
bators are thought to only function effectively when 
there is a degree of de-coupling between formal 
rules and actual practices to overcome “architectural 
rigidities” and embrace the uncertainty and ambiguity 
inherent to new venture processes (Ahmad & Thorn-
berry, 2018; Busch & Barkema, 2020). Accordingly, 
this literature promotes the idea that a cultivation of 
an adaptive context is necessary for incubators to 
prosper, which entails the co-creation by stakeholders 
(e.g., entrepreneurs and incubator staff and managers) 
to reshape these relatively standardized entrepreneur-
ship contexts. Despite the apparent significance and 
importance of structural adaptability, however, there 
is only limited understanding of how stakeholders 
(e.g., entrepreneurs and incubator staff and manag-
ers) collaboratively constitute incubation as adaptive 
contexts over time. Therefore, we aim to answer the 
following research question: how is an adaptive incu-
bation context constructed by entrepreneurs and incu-
bator management?

Building on Chalmers and Shaw (2017), we adopt 
an entrepreneurship-as-practice framework that ena-
bles us to reconceptualize contexts as relationally 

instituted through social practices (Champenois 
et  al., 2020; Thompson et  al., 2020, 2022). We 
deploy this framework to ethnographically inves-
tigate the social construction of a renowned Euro-
pean incubation context for social entrepreneurship, 
which we call “Greater Good” (GG). The findings 
of our ethnographic study point to four practices—
onboarding, gathering, lunching, and feedbacking—
through which entrepreneurs and incubator manage-
ment construct an adaptive incubation context on a 
daily basis.

These findings have three main theoretical con-
tributions for theory on incubation and the entre-
preneurship-context nexus. First, we theorize that 
the extent to which an incubation context can be 
considered a form of adaptive context is linked to 
the capacity to strategically endow agency to stake-
holders (e.g., entrepreneurs, management, and staff) 
to ensure ongoing alignment with their unfold-
ing needs and expectations. This view of incuba-
tion further extends our understanding of the ways 
in which incubator stakeholders diverge from the 
standardization which characterizes the incubation 
context by detailing the specific social practices 
involved in subverting “architectural rigidities” 
(Busch & Barkema, 2020; Nair & Blomquist, 2018; 
Nicolopoulou et  al., 2017). Second, we reinvigor-
ate the theorization of entrepreneurship contexts 
more generally by arguing that they are products 
of unfolding social practices enacted by collectives 
of practitioners. This contributes to contextualiza-
tion research by theorizing social practices as the 
medium and means through which entrepreneur-
ship contexts are collectively constructed (Ander-
son & Ronteau, 2017; Gaddefors & Anderson, 
2017). We argue that this insight helps to minimize 
some of the methodological issues associated with 
imposing a top-down notion of context in theory 
elaboration. Finally, we suggest that entrepreneur-
ial embeddedness is a more complex affair than 
presented in existing literature (Harima, 2022; Jack 
& Anderson, 2002; Korsgaard et al., 2022; Wigren-
Kristofersen et  al., 2019). In particular, we posit 
that one may be influenced by or involved in mul-
tiple practices, each with their own agent-structure 
relationships. Hence, the extent to which an entre-
preneur is embedded in a context may be the extent 
to which they draw on elements of social practices 
as a resource for developing ventures.
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2  Theoretical motivations

In the following section, we analyze the ESO litera-
ture to determine how elements of context and prac-
tice have been theorized by scholars. We then nar-
row our focus to theories that conceptualize ESOs as 
dynamic entrepreneurial contexts before outlining a 
practice theory approach to context that we will use 
to ground our ethnographic analysis of a social pur-
pose incubator.

2.1  Entrepreneurial support organizations

Entrepreneurial support organizations (ESOs) are now 
well-established contexts of entrepreneurship. They 
encompass a range of intervention mechanisms that 
include incubators, science parks, accelerators, maker 
spaces, and co-working spaces (Bergman & McMul-
len, 2021), and provide services such as venture host-
ing, mentoring, business education, and access to 
capital (Woolley & MacGregor, 2021). Association 
with a high-status ESO can serve as an important form 
of credentialization for young firms (Yu, 2020), help-
ing them overcome many of the liabilities of newness 
associated with nascent venturing. While the vari-
ous forms of ESOs share overlapping aims, there is 
some differentiation in how these aims are configured 
and operationalized, which may reflect the regional 
or industry context in which the ESO operates (e.g., 
Amezcua et al., 2020; Sansone et al., 2020).

Mirroring the growth of ESOs, a now substantial 
body of literature uses diverse theoretical and empiri-
cal lenses to examine various research questions. 
A foundational strand of research considers ques-
tions relating to what ESOs are (Grimaldi & Grandi, 
2005), what functions they provide within an entre-
preneurial ecosystem (van Rijnsoever, 2020), what 
activities they undertake (Baraldi & Ingemansson 
Havenvid, 2016; Hackett & Dilts, 2004), and what 
strategies they should adopt to support entrepreneurs 
(Tang et  al., 2021). A second body of literature has 
sought to measure the impact of ESOs, both on indi-
vidual entrepreneurial firms (Woolley & MacGregor, 
2021) and on broader economic growth (Wang 
et al., 2020). Far from being an unqualified success, 
scholars working in this area find their efficacy to 
be mixed (Lukeš et  al., 2019), with some observing 
that entrepreneurs participating in an incubator and/
or accelerator program may experience lower chances 

of venture survival than those not supported by such 
programs (Schwartz, 2013). A third focus of ESO 
literature examines the role of networks (van Rijnso-
ever, 2020), social capital (Hughes et al., 2007), and 
entrepreneurial learning (Sullivan et  al., 2021; Wu 
et al., 2021), with researchers emphasizing the impor-
tance of interaction and trust in effective entrepre-
neurial incubation. And finally, a small but expanding 
group of scholars is attempting to move analysis from 
the generalized components or strategies of ESOs 
towards more sociological and activity focused expla-
nations (e.g., Shankar & Clausen, 2020).

2.2  Sociological and activity-focused perspectives on 
entrepreneurial support organizations

Recent scholars have suggested that ESO research 
remains under-socialized in terms of relational, intan-
gible factors (Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014), and has 
a narrow focus on the provision of “techno-material 
resources and network access” (Bergman & McMul-
len, 2021, p. 2). This glosses the “idiosyncrasies of 
incubation as a social mechanism” (Ahmad, 2014, 
p. 375) and leads to an incomplete understanding of 
ESOs more generally. Recent studies on the activities 
of ESOs have offered a corrective by refocusing atten-
tion onto the often mundane, overlooked, and some-
times hidden organizational activities that constitute 
and sustain ESO contexts. This lens has offered com-
plementary and sometimes counterintuitive explana-
tions for the relative success or failure of an ESO. For 
example, Caccamo (2020) finds an important role of 
boundary objects in successfully mediating practices 
in innovation spaces. This research also demonstrates 
that ESOs cannot be reduced merely to the sum of 
their parts (i.e., the physical space, networks, and 
business education). Instead, scholars demonstrate 
that it is necessary to understand the ways in which 
people “do” higher-level contexts, such as incubation, 
by paying attention to the relations between social, 
spatial, and material elements (Bøllingtoft, 2012; 
Caccamo, 2020; Nicolopoulou et  al., 2017; Scillitoe 
& Chakrabarti, 2010).

Our specific interest in this article is business incu-
bation as a dynamic entrepreneurship context. One 
of the core puzzles around the diffusion of incuba-
tion contexts has been the apparent ease with which 
they have been replicated around the world (despite 
remarkably different social, cultural, and economic 
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contexts). While Ahmad and Thornberry (2018) iden-
tify the elements of structure that enable this replica-
tion (e.g., services and strategy, knowledge structure, 
networking and cooperation, and the incubator man-
ager), they also find that incubators only function 
effectively because of a de-coupling between for-
mal rules and actual practices. Similarly, Nair and 
Blomquist (2021) explain how incubator coaches 
overcome “architectural rigidities” to provide value 
for entrepreneurs, often tweaking procedures and 
embracing the uncertainty and ambiguity inherent to 
new venture processes. From a more strategic per-
spective, Friesl et  al. (2019) describe how incubator 
leaders make structural changes to adapt to a chang-
ing external environment, and Busch and Barkema 
(2020) show that cultivation of a flexible and reac-
tive context is necessary to meet the evolving needs 
of incubator clients in Kenya. Clearly, therefore, for 
incubators to prosper, it is necessary for them to grant 
some agency to stakeholders (e.g., entrepreneurs and 
incubator managers) to reshape the relatively stand-
ardized structures of incubation. Despite the apparent 
significance and importance of structural adaptability, 
however, there is only limited understanding of how 
stakeholders collaboratively constitute and reshape 
incubation as an adaptive context over time.

2.3  A practice-theory perspective of 
entrepreneurship contexts

The recent recognition that fruitful incubation con-
texts demand an interplay between structural flex-
ibility and stakeholder agency mirrors conversations 
ongoing in broader context and entrepreneurship 
research. The “context turn” in entrepreneurship 
theory has afforded many significant new insights 
into the environmental factors that enable and con-
strain entrepreneurship (see Wigren-Kristoferson 
et  al., 2022), thus moving further away from entre-
preneur-centric theory (Ben-Hafaïedh et  al., 2023; 
Zahra, 2007). Yet, recent research cautions against 
the tendency to treat contexts as static residual cat-
egories or “milieus” that have a mechanistic and 
uniform influence on entrepreneurial agency (Welter 
et al., 2017; Zahra et al., 2014). Ben-Hafaïedh et al. 
(2023), for example, call for researchers to go beyond 
either agent- or structure-centric views, towards 
accounts that theorize the complex interplay between 

entrepreneurship and contexts. In other words, while 
context points to the many social structures that 
enable or constrain entrepreneurial agency (Jack & 
Anderson, 2002), scholars must also recognize the 
agency of stakeholders to act independently towards 
reshaping contexts. For example, Welter and Baker 
(2020) perceive a shift in contextualization research 
by emphasizing the importance of “doing contexts,” 
which they describe as the making, unmaking, and 
remaking of sites for entrepreneurship.

In fact, a growing number of scholars have already 
begun to develop a more dynamic and relational 
conceptualization of entrepreneurship and contexts 
(Fletcher, 2011; Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017) by 
theorizing the interplay between collective agency 
and structure occurring within social practices (Chal-
mers & Shaw, 2017; Thompson et  al., 2020). As 
Champenois et  al. (2020) show in their extensive 
review, the entrepreneurship-as-practice research tra-
dition advances a view of contexts as unfolding prod-
ucts of social practices, defined as ongoing interac-
tions between entrepreneurs, stakeholders, and social 
structures. Drawing on social theorists such as Pierre 
Bourdieu (Hill, 2018; Tatli et  al., 2014), Anthony 
Giddens (Chiasson & Saunders, 2005; Fletcher, 2006; 
Sarason et  al., 2006), Theodore Schatzki (Keating 
et al., 2013; Lent, 2020), and many others, this schol-
arship has pointed to social practices as the “site” 
of dynamic relations between collective agents and 
social structures, thus the locale of contextual repro-
duction and change (Thompson et  al., 2022). What 
is more, this literature has detailed important com-
ponents of unfolding social practices central to con-
texts that were previously overlooked, such as mate-
rial (Tuitjer, 2022), temporal (Katila et al., 2019), and 
spatial (Cnossen & Bencherki, 2019) considerations. 
Despite these insights, however, most research in this 
stream remains conceptual, with relatively few schol-
ars observing and examining social practices to fur-
ther our understanding of the interplay between entre-
preneurship and context.

Given the recent recognition in ESO literature that 
fruitful incubation contexts are those that facilitate 
structural adaptability, and context-based researchers 
recognizing social practices as the sites of contextual 
reproduction, in this study we ask: how is an adaptive 
incubation context constructed by entrepreneurs and 
incubator management through social practices?



The dynamic construction of an incubation context: a practice theory perspective  

1 3
Vol.: (0123456789)

3  Methodology and methods

To answer this research question, we conducted an 
ethnographic field study (Watson, 2011). Ethnography 
enables us to develop insights into social practices as 
the dynamic sites of relationships between the actions 
and utterances of people and the social structures 
within which those actions and utterances occur (Van 
Burg et  al., 2020). It does so by prioritizing “hang-
ing out with, joining in with, talking to and watching, 
and getting together the people concerned” (Schatzki, 
2001, p. 5). In other words, ethnography enables entre-
preneurship researchers to produce an accessible, con-
textualized, and “grounded” account of “how things 
work” in everyday practitioner reality, thus convinc-
ingly claim that findings are rooted in observations.

3.1  Research site

We study the social construction of an incubation con-
text for social entrepreneurship, which we call “Greater 
Good”. GG provides an interesting setting to study how a 
dynamic incubation context is constructed through social 
practices, because it showcases a context in which incu-
bation can be a prosocial mechanism. Specifically, the 

incubator is built on a shared belief that creating positive 
social and environmental impact does not happen in iso-
lation but requires collaborative action. Furthermore, GG 
provides an insightful case due to its long tenure. The 
incubator started 10 years ago as a naturally formed com-
munity consisting of a small number of social entrepre-
neurs and has since then grown to a renowned organiza-
tion in Europe that has supported over a thousand social 
enterprises in starting and growing their businesses. The 
growth of incubator membership has necessitated more 
direct involvement by management, while at the same 
time, GG relies on the community of social entrepre-
neurs to facilitate and adapt the incubation process.

3.2  Data collection 

This study began in 2019 when the first author was 
granted full access to conduct an ethnographic study. 
Our prior relationship with GG directors helped us 
secure long-term access and collect observational 
data at all GG community spaces and events. In line 
with ethnography, we gather data using participant 
observation, audio recordings of real-time activ-
ity, and interviews with key informants, which we 
elaborate on below (see Table  1). All names are 

Table 1  Overview of data collected

Data collection Activities Number Length Form of data

Participant observa-
tion and audio 
recordings

Daily activities (inc. lunches, 
coffee breaks, etc.)

4 months 16 h a week on average Written observation notes

Onboarding sessions 2 sessions 50 min + 120 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Collective decision-making event 1 session 90 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Feedback sessions 3 sessions 60 min each Audio recorded and transcribed
Open day session 1 session 60 min Written observation notes
Other events organized by 

members
2 sessions 90 min each Written observation notes

Community drinks 2 sessions 120 min each Written observation notes
Total 4 months + 11 

formal ses-
sions

270 h 281 pages of fieldnotes, 
transcribed meetings and 
interviews

Interviews
Incubator manager (co-founder) 1 interview 60 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Community catalysts 3 interviews 40–60 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Hospitality host 1 interview 30 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Member entrepreneurs 2 interviews 30 min Audio recorded and transcribed
Total 7 interviews 5 h, 20 min Verbatim transcripts
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anonymized. The incubator management, hence-
forth management, is made up of “hospitality hosts,” 
“program managers,” and “community catalysts.”

3.2.1  Participant observation

The first author, Amba, conducted fieldwork as a 
participant-observer for 2 days a week, on average, 
over the course of 4  months. The initial research 
question that guided the observations was “how 
does GG build and maintain a community of entre-
preneurs in and through practices?” Amba began 
by paying close attention to routine practices that 
were identified as “community events” on the “event 
board” of the incubator. Amba took a practitioner 
perspective by informally talking to entrepreneurs 
and management and shadowing them in regularly 
scheduled practices and events, such as new member 
introduction sessions (“onboarding” sessions), com-
munity drinks, daily community lunches, commu-
nity football, formal and informal feedback sessions, 
and community gatherings. When invited, Amba 
also provided assistance in hosting sessions and 
events. By participating in these sessions, she was 
able to gain first-hand experience into the practices 
of GG. Participant observations were supported by 
writing observational field notes and memos. In 
total, she collected 50 pages of field notes that were 
descriptive in nature and entailed details of site-
specific practices, including language, bodily move-
ments, and materials used in interactions.

3.2.2  Audio recordings

To supplement participant-observations, Amba also 
gathered even more detailed data on certain routine 
practices by collecting audio recordings of naturally 
occurring conversations. Audio recording real-time 
utterances and activities is valuable for studying prac-
tices (Thompson et al., 2020) as it allows researchers 
to have a denser record of practices than available 
through memory, retrospective interviews, or surveys. 
The collective performances of practices are often 
rapidly executed in talk and action, which makes it 
difficult for the researcher to note them down in detail 
in the moment. After getting informed consent of 
the participants to record the session, Amba set up 
a microphone in the room and started recording all 
communications until the end of the session.

3.2.3  Interviews

Although not prioritized in this study, Amba also 
conducted seven semi-structured interviews, as well 
as many informal conversations, with management 
and entrepreneurs to gain some background informa-
tion regarding the history of the incubator, why they 
engage in certain practices identified during partici-
pant-observation, and how they experience the effec-
tiveness of these practices. GG practitioners use the 
term “community,” and so we adopted this term in 
interviews and asked what their community entails, 
which actors are involved in community building, 
which practices they use to build the community, why 
they perform certain practices, and how these prac-
tices have evolved over the years. While these inter-
views and conversations provided substantial insights, 
direct observation was prioritized in our data analysis 
due to its strength in countering retrospective bias and 
in getting to know the practices from within. Table 1 
provides an overview of data collected.

3.3  Data analysis

Our data analysis took place in two phases. The 
first phase aimed to understand which practices of 
entrepreneurs and incubator management were con-
stitutive of the incubation context. The aim of the 
second phase was to deepen analyses of the results 
of phase one, paying close attention into how the 
practices were composed and how they enabled the 
practitioners to collectively construct the incubation 
context. In doing so, we prioritized “thick descrip-
tion” of everyday empirical observations over the 
generation of new mechanisms and constructs 
(Nicolini, 2017).

3.3.1  Identifying practices

Following ethnographic methods, we adopted no 
set analytical categories prior to entry into the field, 
although this exploratory research used a practice 
theory approach as a sensitizing frame. Our analy-
sis started during data collection by noting moments 
of surprise or insights, which enabled some initial 
thoughts about routine patterns of action indicative of 
key practices. After a period of time in the field, we 
would meet and read through and reflect on the field 
notes developed during the shadowing, writing down 
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key ideas and insights from the meeting. In doing so, 
we were able to eliminate certain routine practices, 
such as inspirational talks, that were present at the 
field site, but were not central to the social construc-
tion of the incubation context. Overall, this resulted 
in identification of four routine practices: onboarding, 
gathering, lunching, and feedbacking that we, as well 
as practitioners, find particularly relevant for con-
structing and maintaining an incubation context.

3.3.2  Analysis of practices

In the next step, we deepened our analysis of the prac-
tices we identified. We followed Schatzki (2012) and 
defined a practice as an open-ended, spatially-tempo-
rally dispersed nexus of doings and sayings. Doings 
and sayings are organized by their sequence, practi-
cal understandings, and teleology. Moreover, mate-
rial arrangements also structure practices by chan-
neling, prefiguring, and facilitating them. In line with 
the principle of abductive live coding (Locke et  al., 
2015), we used this definition as a coding framework 
to systematically interrogate the dimensions that 
compose each practice (see Table 2).

This process involved focusing on each practice in 
turn and coding the relevant data based on the catego-
ries of sequence, practical understandings, teleology, 
and material arrangements. This enabled us to compare 
different instances of a given practice, to understand 
the commonalities of their performance and the possi-
ble implications for the construction of the incubation. 
Tables 3, 4, 5 and 6 provide an overview of this process.

4  Findings

In this section, we present a detailed analysis of the 
four main practices constitutive of GG as an adaptive 
incubation context: onboarding, gathering, lunching, 
and feedbacking. Table 7 provides details of the four 
practices and their structure and agency properties. 
Below, we present a “thick description” of each prac-
tice in which we detail the intricate relations between 
agency and structures, and their relationship with 
constructing an adaptive incubation context.

4.1  Onboarding Practice

The first practice through which GG’s management 
and entrepreneurs socially construct an adaptive incu-
bation context is called “onboarding.” As indicated 
by a community catalyst of GG, the challenge is that: 
“Ten years ago when GG was founded, we agreed 
on certain cultural rules and values, but when that 
community grows, it is super difficult to guarantee 
that.” As we show below, onboarding practice pro-
vides structures to foster a shared understanding of 
the norms, values, and practicalities of the incuba-
tion context in order to enable new cohorts of entre-
preneurs to effectively participate in the incubation 
process.

In terms of routine, onboarding is conducted 
weekly for any new members—on average three 
or four—and is led by a community catalyst. The 
sequence of the onboarding practice always starts 
with the community catalyst showing new members 

Table 2  Agential and structural properties of practices

Dimension Form Definition Presentation example

Agency Doing and Sayings Practices are carried out through different
people’s doings and sayings

A presentation depends not only on presenter’s 
talk and gestures, but also participation by 
audience

Structure Sequence One action sets the context for, but does not 
determine, a sequential response by another

Presenter asking an open-ended query to an 
audience sets context for audience responses

Practical understanding A shared but embodied and tacit way of 
knowing how to participate in a practice

Knowing when and how to move, talk, and 
position oneself when giving and listening to 
a presentation

Teleology Motivation in the present towards an end 
based on past experience

Purpose of a presentation maybe to grow a net-
work, share knowledge, explore opportunities

Material arrangements Availability and use of resources, technology, 
and tools

Projectors, money, computers, microphones, 
visual artefacts, etc
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to a round circle of seats and sharing the “origin 
story” of the incubator. In one instance, a commu-
nity catalyst, Rosa, explained to the new members 
why she believes it is important to share this story, 
stating, “that it is where the DNA [of the incubator] 
originates…and we are still working with [that same 
DNA] today and we are truly trying to maintain it.” 
Beginning the practice with the incubator’s “origin 
story” invites new members to become part of the 
“story,” setting both a sociohistorical consciousness 
of the incubators’ past while also aiming to instill 

future behavioral expectations of participation. Next, 
a community catalyst engages with new members 
to learn their stories. Demonstrating this interest in 
members is important, not only on an interpersonal-
level, but to also inform new members that “one per-
son is part of the bigger picture, because that’s the 
whole point of being together” (Norah, co-founder). 
To facilitate this, the community catalyst asks mem-
bers to write down what they need from the commu-
nity, their expertise or what they can give to the com-
munity, and their passion on Post-it Notes. The new 

Table 3  Onboarding practice analysis

Coding framework First order code Second order code

Sequence & practical 
understandings

Showing new members to a round circle of seats Establishing connections between new members and 
community representativeAn introduction round, encouraging members to 

introduce themselves
Telling the origin story
Sharing background story
Formulating gives and gets
Sharing connections in expertise, interests, and 

passions
Explaining website and functions Explaining and learning how, when, and why to use 

community technology and toolsExplaining community calendar
Explaining the community app
Encouraging members to use the community app
Doing a tour around the space to explain how to use 

it
Spatial tour to learn about uses of spaces and appli-

ances
Walk through of kitchen space
Showing and explaining the event board
Explaining the different incubator events on calendar 

board
Explaining member wall
Taking photos for the member wall Taking photos for the member wall

Teleology Director: “onboarding is really understanding like 
where you can take part in the community.”)

Purpose of activity: foster sense of participation, 
educate new members on tools, instill norm of 
participation in communityDirector: “so I think that onboarding piece is really 

important. Understanding our values, what we 
stand for.”)

Community Catalyst: “What we are trying to do at 
[GG] is giving you the tools and this space and 
also like for example the online platform and the 
event that helps you to help yourself. That is the 
mindset that we’re trying to create.”

Material arrangements Small circle seating in community room Small circle seating in community room
Writing down about personal passions on post-its Analog tools: using Post-it Notes
Member wall
Calendar board
Camera Digital tools: using digital infrastructure, camera
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members take a couple of minutes to write down their 
“gives, gets, and passions,” after which they share it 
with each other. The use of Post-it Notes, in terms of 
materiality, enables the community catalyst to later 
on remember each new member to connect them to 
others based on interests or expertise.

The community catalyst then moves on to explain 
the material resources and tools available to entre-
preneurs, including the website, the community app, 
and the calendar by showing them on her laptop. 
These material arrangements ensures that “all mem-
bers have a connection to each other no matter what: 
There is a community app that is available to every-
one and then through that they’re connected to each 
other. So, there’s a minimal level of infrastructure 
that we created for that connection.” Throughout the 

onboarding practice, the community catalyst stresses 
that there is much GG can offer to new members, 
including interesting events and valuable connections, 
but that they need members’ active participation in 
making connections and reaching out for help as well.

The onboarding practice continues with a spatial 
tour of GG, starting at the community room, which 
includes a shared kitchen area (see Fig.  1). In the 
kitchen area, the community catalyst not only positions 
her body and movement to show how the different 
kitchen tools can and should be used, but also stresses 
“you can have the mindset that everything here in the 
space is our space so also your space. …really feel that 
ownership.” Apart from having the symbolic func-
tion of doing things collectively instead of individu-
ally, it also serves the practical function of building 

Table 4  Gathering practice analysis

Coding framework First order code Second order code

Sequence & practical 
understandings

Inviting members for gathering by email Inviting active members to join session, email, and 
verballyVerbally asking for participation/ being asked to join

Welcoming participants Welcoming participants and checking in
Entrepreneur: “I’m here today to listen and to 

learn.”
Explaining the agenda of the meeting Explaining agenda and purpose of the meeting
Explaining the purpose of the meeting
Defining responsibilities Defining responsibilities and stressing the importance 

of co-creationStressing the importance of co-creation
Brainstorming about topics to discuss during the 

large community gathering
Determining topics to discuss

Voting to determine most important issues Voting and counting votes of main issues
Counting votes
Members choose topics to work on Forming small work groups to work have discussions 

and work on solutionsDiscussing various topics: the use of the community 
app, co-work space, products and services offered 
by the incubator, diversity and inclusion, living 
culture, resource sharing/member perks

Sharing ideas to tackle issues being raised
Expressing appreciation for input/effort Closing the session

Teleology Community catalyst: “That’s also one of the things 
you really need to realize as a community catalyst, 
that you never have the right recipe. Don’t make 
up your own mind, but ask people ‘is this what 
you want?’ Is this what you need?”

Community catalyst: “That negotiation of what is 
the right decision that has to be done collectively.”

Purpose of the event: collective decision-making, co-
creating, self-organizing, receiving feedback

Material arrangements Food and drinks to bring comfort to the table Using flipchart, Post-it Notes to organize ideas and 
develop prototype solutionsWriting notes on post-its/flip charts

Prototyping solutions using flipchart
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connections: “You just have different kinds of chat at 
the dishwasher or coffee machine. … How often do I 
see people having a chat at the coffee machine or peo-
ple introducing each other, I see that a lot.”

The tour moves on to include an overview of the 
material arrangements of the event board (see Fig. 2) 
and calendar board (see Fig. 3). The community cata-
lyst explains that this is another opportunity to con-
nect with outside stakeholders, stating, “If there are 
names on here, or a company name that you think, 
‘Hey, I really want to connect with these people’, we 
can always connect you with them.” In doing so, the 
community catalyst draws attention to the importance 
of the event and calendar boards as material objects 
that visibly and instrumentally signify the normative 
importance of participating in community events as 
well as facilitate information-sharing regarding future 
opportunities for networking.

The onboarding practice closes at the cowork-
ing space with a request to take a headshot of new 

members to add their photos to the member wall 
(see Fig.  4). The member wall is, as explained by 
the community catalyst, “a photo with cards under-
neath it with your name, your company name, and the 
SDG you’re working on,” which helps entrepreneurs 
identify others with similar interests. In short, the 
onboarding practice enables a normative understand-
ing and opportunities for participation, a key part in 
ensuring GG is an adaptive incubation context.

4.2  Gathering practice

The second practice through which GG’s manage-
ment and entrepreneurs socially construct an adap-
tive incubation context is called “gathering.” GG 
management and entrepreneurs are keenly aware that 
engaging with a community of more than 400 entre-
preneurs requires a flexible and participatory archi-
tecture that promotes co-creation and accounts for 
the uncertainty of entrepreneurs’ evolving needs. GG 

Table 5  Lunching practice analysis

Coding framework First order code Second order code

Sequence & practical 
understandings

Subscribing for the lunch Subscribing for the lunch
Organizing food delivery Organizing food delivery
Setting lunch table in common area Setting lunch table in common area
Use bells to announce the start of a session Use bells to announce the start of a session
Members self-serve and find a place to sit Members self-serve and find a place to sit
Informal chit chat Informal chit chat
Disperse randomly at the end of the meal Disperse randomly at the end of the meal

Teleology Community catalyst says: “If you are a connect 
member you’re only here on Friday, it is a little bit 
more difficult to connect with people. So over lunch 
is the best way.”)

Purpose of the event: finding connections, convivi-
ality, creating an open atmosphere, addressing 
large member size issue

Community host: “The community lunch just leads to 
conviviality.”)

Member: “by lunching here with people, you get to 
know people quickly.”)

Director: “So I’d say that that’s probably the chal-
lenge as we grow to keep the intimacy of commu-
nity.”)

Member: “yeah the lunch, just the open atmosphere is 
just nice. You can just chitchat with everybody.”)

Material arrangements Using chalkboard and chalk to indicate one will join 
community lunch

Using chalkboard, bell, utensils, food, and seating 
arrangement

Using bells to announce the lunch
Setting utensils and plates near food for self-service
Moving table to accommodate 14 people, no seating 

arrangement
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management sees the risk of over-structuring the con-
text, as explained by one of the community catalysts: 
“So actually I think one of the biggest mistakes peo-
ple make in creating, maintaining, hosting and grow-
ing community is over engineering, actually doing too 
much. I mean it’s like planting a garden. How do you 
do that? Well, you make sure that the conditions are 
right. … If every single day you’re watering, or exper-
imenting, or doing different things and constantly 
tampering with the garden you’re getting in the way 
of a living system that actually has a lot of its own 
intelligence and wisdom.” GG routinely organizes a 

large community gathering event twice a year for all 
of its members, using some smaller “gatherings” to 
determine which topics will be the focus in each large 
event. This ensures that the context remains receptive 
and adaptive to entrepreneurs’ needs. We detail the 
gathering practice below.

Community catalysts and entrepreneurs carry out 
the smaller gatherings in a joint effort. After invita-
tions are distributed among entrepreneurs and accept-
ances are received, the smaller gathering is scheduled 
and takes place in a breakout room separate from the 
community area. In terms of material arrangements, 

Table 6  Feedbacking practice analysis

Coding framework First order code Second order code

Sequence & practical 
understandings

Community catalyst introducing member who 
receives feedback

Introducing the focal presenter

Focal member introducing oneself
Focal member explaining/pitching the business 

(idea)
"So the question is if I should find a cofounder and 

if that is possible."
Determining, clarifying the topic/question up for 

feedback
Asking (clarifying) questions about business idea/

topic for feedback
Focal member answering questions
Providing advice/feedback Providing advice, constructive feedback, commenting 

on others input, elaborating ideas, clarifyingResponding
Explaining/clarifying suggestions
Focal member asking (clarifying) questions
Focal member expressing understanding
Sharing connections
Responding positively to suggestions
Sharing contact details Sharing contact details
Announcing the next feedback session Closing the feedback session
Thanking members for participating

Teleology Community catalyst: “Feedback is as important 
intervention in community building”

Purpose of the session: feel supported, share ideas, 
helping others out, reciprocity

Entrepreneur: “because I also feel that people help 
me with feedback and take the time for that, I also 
really like to see what other people get into and 
help them with feedback”

Management tries to ensure that everybody’s voice 
is heard

Ensuring all voices are heard

Material arrangements Table with food, drinks, post-its, and pens Using table with food and drinks, PowerPoint, Post-it 
Notes, pens, flipchartUsing Post-it Notes to note down feedback (and 

contact details)
Using PowerPoint presentation to introduce business 

and feedback question
Summarizing feedback on flip charts
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participants sit around a round table with pens, Post-
it Notes, drinks, and cake. These objects are not only 
practical tools for capturing ideas and feedback but 
also symbolic of an informal atmosphere. One of the 
community catalysts stands in front of a flipchart and 
begins by expressing gratitude for the entrepreneurs’ 
involvement and stresses the importance of their 
active participation in the planning stages of the large 
community gathering. Before reviewing the agenda 
of the meeting, everyone introduces themselves. 
Introduction rounds are part of the sequence of most 
practices in GG, since it provides a practical opportu-
nity for entrepreneurs to get to know each other and 
potentially find valuable connections.

After the introduction round, community catalysts 
move on to communicate the purpose of the gather-
ing. Janita, one community catalyst, described it dur-
ing the large community gathering in the following 
way: “In the community gathering there is a mutual 
relationship. One side of the coin is how do you want 
GG to support you in reaching your goals? And the 
other side of the coin is what are you willing to do 
to shape this community?” However, during the gath-
ering practices, the performance of the practice is 
sometimes contested. For example, after the explana-
tion by the community catalyst, an entrepreneur asks: 
“What is the goal? So, after the community gather-
ing, the things we are discussing with each other on 
that hour, you as management want to do something 
with that and make changes?” The community cata-
lyst replies: “Not we as GG, but we as a community.” 
One of the community catalysts explains why they 
consider it so important to organize activities bottom-
up and to ensure the involvement of the entrepre-
neurs: “Because when members are willing to actu-
ally do the work themselves and co-create, you know 
you have traction. Instead, when you put on an event, 
you go to the meeting about it and you as a catalyst 
walk away with loads of work to do, that should be 
the sign that the event isn’t wanted or needed.”

After the purpose of the large community gather-
ing is made clear, community catalysts show a list 
of some suggested topics, created by the catalysts 
on a flip chart, to help get entrepreneurs thinking of 
their own possibilities. Then, entrepreneurs pair up 
to freely brainstorm about topics, which they write 
down on Post-it Notes. After everyone has voiced 
their ideas, some topics are merged and votes are 
counted to determine the four topics with the most Ta
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votes that will be discussed during the large commu-
nity gathering with all community members.

Overall, facilitating this type of collective deci-
sion-making allows for receiving and integrating 
feedback from multiple entrepreneurs. One discus-
sion, for example, led to the insight that much of 
what the entrepreneurs expressed they needed was 
already being available at GG, but was just not visible 
enough. Increasing the visibility of GG’s offerings 
was consequently picked up at the large community 
gathering, during which time groups were formed 
around creating a “check in—check out” member 
wall. On this wall, members can communicate what 
kind of expertise they can offer, what they need for 
that day, and if they do not want to be disturbed. The 
results of these routine small and large gatherings 
highlight an important explanation for why gathering 
practice is such an important practice to practition-
ers—it constructs a flexible and participatory archi-
tecture in which decisions and actions are made col-
lectively, which ultimately enables GG to better adapt 
their services to the needs of their members.

4.3  Lunching practice

The third practice through which GG’s management 
and entrepreneurs socially construct an adaptive incu-
bation context is called “lunching.” A major chal-
lenge that both management and entrepreneurs recog-
nize is developing and maintaining a desirable level 

Fig. 1  Image of commu-
nity room

Fig. 2  Image of event board
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of trust among entrepreneurs (and management). 
This is especially true as GG has grown to such a 
large size. For example, one of the older members 
expresses that because of the growth of GG, it feels 
less like a community: “Community means like eve-
ryone knows each other and hangs out with each 
other at a minimum. That’s like the minimum require-
ment for a community. Otherwise, we’re a bunch of 
people sitting together. … It now has become much 
bigger. When it becomes bigger you lose some of 
that intimacy, right?” To build trust, entrepreneurs 
and management conduct multiple practices to cre-
ate opportunities for spontaneous socializing, such 
as playing football, having community drinks, and a 
daily community lunch. Especially lunching practice 
is viewed by management and entrepreneurs alike as 
a major positive force in creating and maintaining 

trust. Among entrepreneurs, it is the most frequently 
named occasion when asked how they have gotten to 
know one another. Hence, lunching practice is a key 
component of an adaptive incubation context. We 
detail the lunching practice below.

Each occasion of the lunching practice begins 
in the morning, when entrepreneurs can sign up for 
lunch by writing their name on a small chalkboard 
located in the community area. The presence of the 
chalkboard, a material object in a shared area, reit-
erates and reminds entrepreneurs of a participation 
opportunity by making visible who will join the 
practice public. At 12:30 p.m., the host rings a bell 
to notify entrepreneurs that it is time for lunch. The 
community catalyst explains that this is an important 
part of the practice, as previously, when they offered 
a buffet style lunch “people just came when they 

Fig. 3  Image of calendar 
board
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wanted. So, you saw if no effort was made from our 
side to facilitate to sit at the table with each other, 
that people did not feel that responsibility to do that 
themselves.” Hence, maintaining a lunching practice 
that supports the teleology of fostering trust within 
the community requires the joint effort of both man-
agement and entrepreneurs.

Furthermore, with no assigned seating, lunching 
practice enables entrepreneurs to freely choose where 
to sit, providing them the opportunity to get to know 
other people (see Fig.  5). Materially arranging the 
lunching practice in such a way encourages seren-
dipity, as noticed by Chris (entrepreneur), “You can 
just end up sitting next to someone who can help you 
further.” Our analysis of the many observed instances 
of lunching practice finds that when entrepreneurs 
who have not met before sit next to each other, the 
most commonly asked question is, “What do you 
do?” This fuels a conversation about the projects they 

are working on, the societal issues they are trying to 
solve, and sometimes also the struggles they face. 
Oftentimes, though, conversations during the lunch-
ing practice are more informal, including topics such 
as children, food, holidays, politics, and so on.

Due to it being a daily ritualized practice, lunching 
practice creates an atmosphere in which entrepreneurs 
are invited to interact with each other in an infor-
mal way. On the one hand, the practice is enacted by 
management as a way to structure the entrepreneurs’ 
behavior by setting the location, time, and open seat-
ing arrangement for interaction possibilities. On the 
other hand, entrepreneurs’ participation in the spon-
taneous interactions works to reproduce the everyday 
practice. An important explanation of why lunching 
is an important practice is because it creates a setting 
where there is opportunity for serendipitous convivi-
ality, which plays an integral role in building trust 
that enables an adaptive context.

Fig. 4  Image of member wall
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4.4  Feedbacking practice

The fourth practice through which GG’s manage-
ment and entrepreneurs socially construct an adaptive 
incubation context is called “feedbacking.” The social 
construction of this incubation context not only rests 
on making social connections and establishing mem-
bership as an end in itself, but also is oriented toward 
entrepreneur’s instrumental need of acquiring new 
knowledge related to their venture. A key challenge 
is that entrepreneurs have these instrumental needs, 
but limited resources to fulfil them. And yet, while 
each entrepreneur has their own individual needs, we 
observed it is also common for entrepreneurs to par-
ticipate in open sessions, which we call feedbacking 
practice, to co-develop ideas and think of solutions 
to problems in a collaborative manner. The egalitar-
ian and collective nature of this learning fulfils not 
only the instrumental need of one entrepreneur, but 
also deepens the relationships among entrepreneurs. 
Furthermore, because the practice is recurrent, entre-
preneurs take turns being the focal point of the feed-
back and then reciprocity results from the continued 

enactment of the feedbacking practice itself. Hence, 
feedbacking practice enables participants to acquire 
new knowledge and reciprocate, ensuring that the 
context remains adaptive.

Occasions to engage in the feedbacking prac-
tice occur once every month. The first step in the 
sequence of the practice is that a community catalyst 
typically opens the practice by welcoming the entre-
preneurs and introducing the entrepreneur who is 
looking to receive feedback. Subsequently, a commu-
nity catalyst will describe the agenda of the practice, 
including asking participants to use Post-it Notes to 
write down feedback and contact details. In one ses-
sion, the community catalyst directs attention to the 
material arrangement of the practice by sharing that 
the Post-it Notes are important “so she [Joyce, entre-
preneur] also has a way to reflect on the feedback 
that she heard at the session. … if you want to give 
your contact for a chat later, feel free to do that.” The 
use of Post-it Notes facilitates the building of connec-
tions and accommodates a flow of knowledge shar-
ing in the session, allowing as many entrepreneurs as 
possible to have the opportunity to share their experi-
ences or provide their feedback.

The focal entrepreneur receiving the feedback typi-
cally explains what their business entails and how it 
aims to address a specific social issue. Usually, when 
the concern raised by the entrepreneur is clear, a con-
versation in which multiple pieces of advice are being 
shared naturally follows. Community catalysts mean-
while guide the conversation by making sure that it 
continues to focus on answering the question raised 
by the focal entrepreneur, that all present entrepre-
neurs have an equal voice so that participation is not 
dominated by any particular person and sometimes 
summarizing important parts of the conversation on 
a flip chart. The flip chart consequently plays a useful 
role in keeping a visual account of the key feedback 
that could be useful for the focal entrepreneur.

This is not to say that feedbacking practice is enacted 
without disagreement. For example, during one instance 
in which the focal entrepreneur Menno asked for advise 
on finding a co-founder, one entrepreneur in the feed-
back session gave the feedback that Menno can better 
quit with his social venture, because he has not gener-
ated revenue yet. According to the entrepreneur provid-
ing the feedback “this is a sign of the market that there is 
no real need.” Other entrepreneurs in the session tried to 
be more constructive by providing other perspectives on 

Fig. 5  Image of community lunch
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how to solve the issue with generating revenue. When 
the entrepreneur continued to provide arguments why 
it would be better to quit, also the community catalyst 
intervened by stating: “I also suggest to respect Menno’s 
question, because he would like to receive feedback on 
the question about a co-founder.” After that, the conver-
sation continued in which multiple types of advice are 
shared about how to attract the right people to make the 
business a success. Typically, after the community cata-
lyst has officially closed the session, some participants 
still hang around to chit-chat, continue the conversation, 
or exchange contact information. Overall, the feedback-
ing practice enables entrepreneurs and management to 
co-create ideas that has also the effect of ensuring the 
context remains adaptive to emergent needs.

5  Discussion

Our study reveals that GG is both a highly ordered 
as well as carefully orchestrated adaptive context 
for supporting nascent entrepreneurial firms. Sur-
prisingly, past research has prioritized analyses of 
standardized rules or principles of incubation, yet 
only minimally examined the actual social practices 
which sustain these adaptive contexts (see Berg-
man & McMullen, 2021). Whereas, techno-material 
perspectives on incubation—a focus on constitu-
ent parts—have prevailed in existing studies, in this 
study, we show through an in-depth ethnographic 
analysis how an incubation context is adaptively (re)
constructed through the efforts of incubator manage-
ment and entrepreneurs, each of whom strategically 
asserts their agency through practices that constitute 
the context for action (see Fig.  6). In particular, we 
find these practices create a shared understanding of 
the normss, values, and practicalities of participation 
in the incubation process; allow incubator manage-
ment to remain flexible to emergent needs; develop 
and maintain a desirable level of trust among entre-
preneurs; and foster reciprocity among entrepreneurs. 
Furthermore, our findings offer a new insight into the 
fluctuating salience of structure and agency through 
different incubation practices. These findings demon-
strate the ways in which management and entrepre-
neurs work collaboratively to maintain a degree of 
structural adaptivity in the context of business incu-
bation. In the following section, we will explore the 
theoretical implications of our research.

5.1  Theoretical implications

While a focus on social practices may bring to mind 
unimportant everyday activity, we demonstrate that 
social practices serve a range of purposes and have 
implications far beyond their surface meaning (e.g., 
eating lunch). Rather, it is through the layering and 
temporal enactment of these practices that they facili-
tate the co-creation of an adaptive context. Our find-
ings show that the sequencing of practices plays a 
crucial role in socializing newcomers into an adap-
tive incubation context, while also giving them some 
scope for agency to reshape elements of the con-
text. Specifically, we find that structure salience was 
higher during the initial practices (onboarding) as 
management attempted to imprint core norms and 
values onto entrepreneurs. This was followed by prac-
tices that afforded more salience to entrepreneurs’ 
agency (gathering), and by practices that were more 
finely balanced (lunching, feedbacking). This sug-
gests that entrepreneurs are successfully embedded in 
the incubator when they begin to draw on elements of 
context as a resource (e.g., asking for advice, access-
ing networks, using technologies).

We propose that this purposeful varying of struc-
ture-agency salience serves the function of prevent-
ing incubation from being perceived as too brittle 
(i.e., overly top-down or prescriptive), which would 
alienate the high-status, creative, and heterogenous 
cohort of entrepreneurs that are typical of our case 
study incubator. Unlike other institutionalized con-
texts, where there is some form of coercion or sanc-
tion for people to behave or act a certain way (e.g., a 
prison environment (Giallombardo, 1966) or a legal 
setting (Siebert et  al., 2017), social purpose incuba-
tors require purposive and ongoing buy-in from entre-
preneurs, and this in turn requires greater adaptivity 
from incubator management as they orchestrate ele-
ments of the context through social practices.

These findings, therefore, extend prior research that 
examines the inner workings of ESOs in a number of 
ways. While past research has considered how exter-
nal factors such as market disruption can spur changes 
to an incubation context (Friesl et al., 2019), our find-
ings show how these changes can occur endogenously 
through changes in enacting social practices. This is a 
departure from mainstream understanding of incuba-
tion, which has emphasized the “significant structural 
robustness” of incubation contexts (for example, see 
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Ahmad & Thornberry, 2018, p. 1191). While prior 
research has shown the significance of individual 
incubator management going “off script” when deliv-
ering incubator services (Nair & Blomquist, 2021), 
our systematic and longitudinal analysis of incubation 
reveals a set of more strategic and routinized practices 
that are enacted to provide adaptability. Thus, we the-
orize that the extent to which an incubation context 
can be considered a form of adaptive context is linked 
to the capacity to strategically endow agency to stake-
holders (e.g., entrepreneurs, management, and staff) 
to ensure ongoing alignment with their unfolding 
needs and expectations. This view of incubation fur-
ther extends our understanding of the ways in which 
incubator stakeholders diverge from the standardiza-
tion which characterizes the incubation context by 
showing the specific practices involved in subverting 
“architectural rigidities” (Busch & Barkema, 2020; 
Nair & Blomquist, 2018; Nicolopoulou et al., 2017).

Furthermore, our study contributes to a broader 
conversation on the interplay of context and 

entrepreneurship. Specifically, we use social prac-
tices as a window to view the influence of both 
structural and agentic factors on the overall func-
tioning of an ESO context. This framing reinvig-
orates the theorization of adaptive contexts by 
conceptually equating them to unfolding social 
practices enacted by collectives of practitioners. In 
other words, we propose that social practices are the 
medium and means through which entrepreneurship 
contexts are collectively constructed (Anderson & 
Ronteau, 2017; Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017), and 
thus minimize some of methodological issues asso-
ciated with imposing a top-down notion of “context” 
in theory elaboration. While a focus on social prac-
tices in entrepreneurship studies is already under-
way, Champenois et  al. (2020) recently found in 
their review that existing studies have primarily been 
concerned with either conceptually demarcating the 
difference from traditional ontologies, epistemolo-
gies, and methodologies. As a result, there are still 
few studies that empirically deploy a social practice 

Fig. 6  Endogenous construction of an adaptive incubator context
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perspective to examine the collective “doing” of 
entrepreneurship contexts. We contribute to this 
literature by showing how an analytical considera-
tion of social practices provides researchers a more 
concrete unit of analysis for unpacking the dynamic 
and socially constructed nature of entrepreneurship 
contexts. Accordingly, future research now has the 
means to embrace the explanatory power of “every-
dayness” (Welter et al., 2017) by theorizing the ways 
in which quotidian social practices are the medium 
and means through which entrepreneurs and stake-
holders “do context.”

Finally, while existing contextualization research 
has long acknowledged that entrepreneurs are 
embedded within social structures (Jack & Ander-
son, 2002), our study further refines this view by 
suggesting entrepreneurial agency is dependent on 
particular agent-structure relations constitutive of a 
given social practice. Whether this is by design or 
chance, certain practices enable agents more space 
for improvisation and freedom in their structural 
components, while others constrain their agency. 
For example, lunching practice in this study pro-
vides entrepreneurs with a loose structure of inter-
action that enables them to improvise and interact 
freely. On the other hand, onboarding practice is a 
highly structured practice in which entrepreneurs 
have less agency to deviate and adapt the practice 
to their will. In relation to a given practice, entre-
preneurs may have more opportunity for agency 
when structures are ambiguous and flexible, such 
as when shared practical knowledge, rules, and tel-
eologies are incomplete or ambiguous. However, 
a lack of or ambiguity of structure also increases 
collective action costs, hindering productive inter-
action by agents. It follows that if entrepreneurship 
contexts are constituted by a multiplicity of social 
practices, then spaces for entrepreneurial agency 
are related to a multiplicity of webs of agent-
structure relations. Accordingly, embeddedness is 
a complex affair in which one may be influenced 
by or involved in multiple practices constitutive of 
social networks, institutions, places, families, com-
munities, social classes, or other contexts (Harima, 
2022; Korsgaard et  al., 2022; Wigren-Kristofersen 
et al., 2019), each with their own unfolding agent-
structure relationships.

5.2  Future research directions

Our study has several limitations, which also pro-
vide several opportunities for future research. First, 
we are aware that ethnography enables us to produce 
findings limited to the observed practices at our field 
site, with all its idiosyncrasies and relational influ-
ences. Nevertheless, our objective is not to produce 
generalizable practices that transcend space and time 
(if that is even possible), but rather to provide a fine-
grained analysis and theoretical explanations of some 
of the ways in which practitioners construct an adap-
tive incubation context. That said, it is important that 
future studies build a larger body of research focused 
on the variety of practices, their origins, transmis-
sion, and transformation, in different settings. Doing 
so will help develop an understanding of the simi-
larities and differences between settings, including 
analyses of practices that fail to ensure an adaptive 
context. Future research, for example, may examine 
incubation contexts of different scales and with dif-
ferent frequencies of practices being performed. Also, 
it would be valuable to examine settings with more 
or other types of material limits for the performance 
of social practices, for example, during a lock-down 
during which it is not be possible to make use of a 
physical space. Finally, this study relies heavily on 
the researcher-as-instrument (ethnography) research 
tool. Using video ethnographic data could be a way 
to further our understanding of practices in incuba-
tion contexts, as it allows analysts to extent their view 
through multiple cameras, develop deeper insights 
into the fast-paced world of practices (Ormiston & 
Thompson, 2021).

5.3  Practitioner implications

Our findings also have implications for practitioners 
involved with incubators and other ESOs. Importantly, 
our research suggests following a recipe approach to 
incubation potentially misses the artful social prac-
tices required to sustain an incubation context. Trying 
to copy incubation contexts can be problematic, which 
is indicated by Samra-Fredericks (2003) as well who 
states that effective performance is relational and situ-
ation bound and thus practices cannot be planned, but 
need to be developed in context and in interaction with 
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the people and the material world that are part of that 
context. Furthermore, the insight that the practices 
described in this study have a very sophisticated struc-
ture-agency balance may provide inspiration for incu-
bator management and entrepreneurs to reconceive, 
for all practical purposes, their current and desired 
balance in structure and agency. For instance, we cau-
tion incubator management against the strict adoption 
and adherence to practices developed elsewhere (e.g., 
Silicon Valley). Our research suggests that a more 
fruitful approach will be to allow for entrepreneurs 
and incubator management to experiment with prac-
tices and their dimensions to collectively construct an 
adaptive context, which accommodates local entrepre-
neurs’ needs and desires.
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