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Abstract

Purpose - The potential for small businesses in the distribution sector to contribute to socio-economic development remains
largely inert due to a litany of challenges that they face. Incubators have emerged as the ‘silver bullet’ for most of the
problems but the extent to which they are effectively helping small business overcome their challenges remains debatable.
This study seeks to determine the core reasons why respondents enrolled in an incubator, the essence of the incubator and
the extent to which the incubator performance is satisfactory.

Research design, data, and methodology — A positivist philosophical approach was adopted for the study. This quantitative
study used a survey method to collect data from incubatees in a cross-sectional manner. The data were subsequently
analysed to generate necessary insights.

Results - Results reveal that the gender composition of incubatees is severely skewed in favour of males. Also, most
incubatees enrolled in the incubators with a hope that it would ease their pathway to big businesses, financiers and
business registration institutions, and it is not.

Conclusion — Incubators are mostly inward-looking and are adept at offering training interventions. To improve the
effectiveness of incubators, it is necessary to invest efforts in attracting more females and building networks with key
external stakeholders that could possibly assist the incubatees establish and grow their businesses.

Keywords: Incubator, Small Business, Start-up, Entrepreneurship, Distribution, South Africa.

JEL Classifications: L26, L53, M13.

1. Introduction

The growth of the internet marketplace that has led to
many businesses trading online, has opened the doors for
the emergence of small businesses involved in distribution.
Primarily, these small businesses serve as the bridge
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between ‘selling companies’ and ‘buying customers’. The
distribution business corridor has expanded because many
selling businesses prefer to focus on their core
competencies, which invariably means that the task of
delivery of purchased goods is outsourced. This paves the
way for the emergence of small distribution-businesses. This
type of businesses holds some appeal for emerging
entrepreneurs, given the low entry requirements and low
start-up capital typically required to acquire means of
transportation such as scooters, bikes, cars and vans.
Consequently, there has been an upsurge in the emergence
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of small businesses focused on distribution. The situation
bodes well for the South African economy as Engel (2015)
opines that small businesses generally play an important
role in the socioeconomic development of nations globally.
This assertion is driven by the conviction that small
businesses have the potential to create employment
opportunities, improve overall productivity and ultimately
contribute to the fortunes of a country. It would appear
though, that this promise of a catalytic role in economic
development remains unfulfilled, for the most part, in South
Africa. This deduction stems from the reality that according
to James (2015), small businesses are beleaguered with a
litany of challenges.

Dugguh (2017) identifies some of these challenges as
including but unlimited to inaccessibility to finance, poor
managerial skills, crime, financial illiteracy, difficulties in
developing administrative and operational procedures as well
as sales and marketing problems. It is rational to contend
that these issues could be affecting the total early-stage of
entrepreneurial activity in South Africa which according to
Littlewood and Holt (2018) is low, relative to other countries.
Not only do the challenges discourage entrepreneurial
venturing, they also arguably perforate the ability of small
businesses to perform satisfactorily. This has to be a
concern for the South African state and its citizenry.
Juxtaposed with the situation of a high level of
unemployment (Oluwajodu, Greyling, Blaauw, & Kleynhans,
2015) and crime (Goga, 2014) in the social milieu, this
concern is inevitably heightened.

Cognisant of the problems faced by small businesses and
the concomitant unpalatable effects they generate, perhaps
the only way to get small businesses to attain their full
potential (or at least a substantial part of it), would be to
create necessary mechanisms that would enable these small
businesses to overcome the challenges. Indeed, this has
become necessary as small businesses, due to their
vulnerability are often affected by the liability of newness
(Storey, 2016). Consequently, business incubators have
emerged as a possible antidote to some of the challenges
that threaten the survival of small businesses.

Dubihlela and Van Schaikwayk (2014, p.264) describe
business incubators as dynamic hybrid-type economic
development  facilities that combine  features  of
entrepreneurship, business facilitation and business support
mechanisms for economic growth. Incubators are expected
to strengthen small businesses so as to enable them to
overcome the liability of newness and transit from start-ups
into established businesses. This is why Albort-Morant and
Ribeiro-Soriano (2016) aver that incubators can stimulate
entrepreneurship in a country while  Mas-Verdd,
Ribeiro-Soriano, and Roig-Tierno (2015) recognize them as
drivers of economic growth. Incubators could assist in
opportunity-identification which Lu and Wang (2018, p.69)
declare, contributes to the creation of entrepreneurial
intention. Whether incubators are adequately fulfilling these

roles in South Africa remains largely a matter of opinion,
especially in the absence of indisputable empirical evidence.

Given the heterogeneous nature of individuals, it is fairly
obvious that people are motivated by different reasons to
take particular actions. In the specific case of incubators
therefore, the incubatees may have elected to join the
incubator for different reasons. Besides that, there is no
gainsaying the fact that such reasons may be subject to
contextual variations and so reasons documented in prior
studies may not necessarily provide a reliable basis of
inference for what might be the case in the context of
South Africa’s distribution sector.

It would therefore be beneficial to explore these reasons
and identify the pre-eminent ones, so that on the back of
this knowledge, existing or emerging incubators can design
incubation programmes focused on addressing such reasons.
The significance of this is that to some extent, the provision
of satisfactory incubator service is inextricably linked to the
addressing of the issues that encouraged incubatees to join
the incubator. This is the backdrop against which this study
sets out to examine incubators from the perspective of the
incubatees in a bid to unveil the specific reasons motivating
incubatees to enrol in incubators, establish the extent to
which incubators play a catalytic role in small business
development and determine incubatees’ perception of the
performance of incubators.

2. Literature Review

The high rate of unemployment in developing countries
has become a major setback to the quest for poverty
reduction (Minford & Mahambane, 2005) amongst citizens.
The South African case is not different. Amongst other
reasons that could be exacerbating the situation, in South
Africa, the over-dependence on the formal sector for
employment creation (Woodward, Rolfe, Ligthelm, &
Guimaraes, 2011; Ligthelm, 2012) and low skill levels are
predominant. According to Statistics South Africa (2018), the
unemployment rate in the first quarter of the 2018 year
stood at 26.7 percent. This is disturbingly high and the
emergence of small businesses, albeit, in the distribution
sector may help ameliorate the unemployment problem.
Indeed, there seems to be a conviction amongst scholars
that the solution for unemployment lies with small
businesses rather than big businesses. Testimony to this,
can be found in the assertion of Cant and Wiid (2013) that
small businesses are responsible for the employment of
approximately 63% of South Africa’s workforce.

Unfortunately, small business survival and growth seems
a dim prospect as the small business sector is beset by a
variety of challenges. Jeong (2018, p.26) argues that
challenges of poor sales, low profitability and economic
depression faced by small businesses can be so dire that
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they lead to business liquidation. Cant and Wiid (2013,
p.714) opine that challenges faced by small businesses are
typically external or internal. Problematic exogenous factors,
as identified by Seeletse (2012, p.10996) include
socio-economic  and  political instability, technological
challenges and a turbulent international environment. More
specifically, Mbonyane and Ladzani (2011, p.553) identified
crime as a primary challenge facing small businesses, given
that they are wvulnerable to robberies, break-ins and
vandalism because of their locations or inability to install
adequate security systems.

Other external challenges facing small businesses include
non-supportive micro and macro policy frameworks and
inaccessibility to finance (Dockel & Ligthelm, 2005) to
start-up or grow the business. According to Brixiova, Ncube,
and Bicada (2015, p.2), access to finance in Southern Africa
is one of the major barriers to venture creation and growth.
It is instructive to note that this issue is more related to
formal financial institutions as Smit and Watkins (2012,
p.6326) contend that banks are skeptical to lend money to
small business because they do not have collateral security
and are therefore flagged as risky prospects. Even when
small businesses obtain the much-needed finance from the
formal lenders, Cant and Wiid (2013, p.708) assert that the
associated interest rates can be unfavourable for small
businesses. These thoughts lend credence to Olawale and
Garwe’s (2010) observation that in South Africa, the inability
to access finance is a prime contributor to small business
failure.

The internal factors that lend themselves to small
business failure include poor managerial expertise (Abor &
Quartey, 2010, p.224) possibly because those that establish
these businesses do not necessarily have management
knowledge or prior managerial experience. Similarly, Smit
and Watkins (2012, p.6326) recognize the lack of
management skills as a major hindrance to the success of
the business. This challenge is complicated by the fact that,
according to Fatoki (2014, p.925), the managerial skill sets
required for starting and growing a business may not
necessarily be the same. The implication of this is that, in
order to effectively steer the ship of small businesses as
they grow through phases, it is imperative that owners
acquire and deploy different managerial skills contingent
upon the life-cycle phase of the business.

Another obstacle to business profitability and sustainability
in South Africa is lack of marketing skills. Van Scheers
(2011, p.5050) identified marketing skills as one of the
important skills that determine the success of a small
business. Typically, such skills help to increase business
sales, increase customer base and build relations with
customers. The absence of marketing skills could allow for
the emergence of unhappy customers whose unwillingness
to patronize the business would negatively affect profitability
and survival of the business. This is why Cant (2012,
p.1109) suggests that small businesses should acquire

relevant marketing skills and make use of them.

The rate of technology changes is unprecedented, and
many small businesses fail to adapt to information
communication technology (ICT) advancement (Olawale &
Garwe, 2010, p.731). The internet and other related
technologies have been cited as efficient enablers of
operational cost reduction while increasing productivity. This
has somewhat contributed to the growth of e-businesses and
that of small businesses involved in physical distribution.
However, most businesses find it difficult to purchase the
necessary technologies, which might hinder their ability to
remain competitive. This may be why a study by Yi, Han,
and Cha (2018) emphasized the need for small businesses
to strive for high levels of competitiveness through
appropriate utilization of technological resources. Abor and
Quartey (2010, p.224) contend that in South Africa, most
SMEs find it difficult to acquire ICT technologies they require
for their operations. This observation does not exclude
businesses in the distribution sector. It is also noteworthy
that accessing the required skilled personnel and retaining
them remains a challenge that most SMEs face (Olawale &
Garwe, 2010, p.732). As a remedy for this, Seeletse (2012,
p.10996) opines that where possible, small businesses
should seek the assistance of helpful partners. The import of
this opinion is that networking ability may be crucial in the
drive to find suitable partners who can help with ideas and
share solutions to existing challenges. This is a case that is
arguably applicable to budding entrepreneurs hoping to
operate successful distribution businesses.

Due to the cocktail of these challenges that act
collectively to deflate the potential of small businesses,
including those operating in the distribution sector, it has
become necessary to institute different initiatives to assist
small businesses. One of such prominent initiatives is the
business incubator. The concept of business incubation first
emerged in the United States in 1959, the United Kingdom
in the 1970s and China in the 1990s (Dubihlela & Van
Schaikwyk, 2014, p.265). Since then, the establishment of
incubators has become a worldwide practice (Al-Mubaraki &
Busler, 2010, p.2). Instructively though, the concept of
business incubation is relatively new in South Africa (Lose &
Tengeh, 2015, p.14347).

So, while incubators have for decades been used to prop
start-ups in other parts of the world such as the United
Kingdom, United States of America, Germany and China,
this has only recently been the case in South Africa
(Dubihlela & Van Schaikwyk, 2014). According to Masutha
and Rogerson (2014), South Africa’s first recorded incubation
effort - Hives of industry - was launched in 1995 by the
Small Business Development Corporation (SBDC) and its
central purpose was to assist small businesses with
infrastructure to SMEs, by offering them office spaces at
highly subsidized rates.

Largely therefore, business incubators concern themselves
with nurturing and developing emergent business ventures
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so that they can survive and grow during their most
vulnerable start-up period (Al-Mubaraki & Busler, 2010). This
is an opinion shared by Mas-Verdu et al. (2015) as well as
Albort-Morant and  Ribeiro-Soriano  (2016) who  view
incubators as catalysts for business creation and growth that
can stimulate entrepreneurship in a country. These views
mean that incubators in the distribution sector basically exist
to support emerging entrepreneurs’ intent on starting up
distribution businesses, so that they can self-manage
sustainably.

Against the background of the high failure rates of small
businesses in South Africa (Worku, 2014), the importance of
incubators cannot be over-emphasized. Incubators are
possibly well-positioned to provide the necessary life-support
that small businesses require to transit from start-ups to
established businesses; after all, Dubihlela and Van
Schaikwyk (2014) aver that business that are supported by
incubators at their start-up phase have a higher chance of
survival. This justifies why efforts geared towards boosting
entrepreneurship and creating an enabling environment for
small businesses, through the use of incubators, appear well
intended.

With the hope of understanding business incubators in
New York, Al-Mubaraki, Muhammad, and Busler (2015)
found that the priorities for incubators, among others, include
the need for incubatees to remain sustainable after
incubation and generate jobs. In another study that aimed to
identify what they consider business incubators’ best
practices in developed and developing countries,
Al-Mubaraki, Busler, Al-Ajmei, and Aruna (2013) found that
they exist to provide guidance, expertise and resources that
emerging businesses need to grow into successful ventures.
Essentially, they concluded that business incubators, through
the range of services they provide, can advance both local
and regional economic development. But as Al-Mubaraki and
Busler's (2010) comparative study of incubators’ landscapes
in Europe and the Middle East indicated, the performance of
an incubatee’s business is only sustained, if sufficient
follow-ups are made to determine the health of the business
after incubation in order to guard against the common
drawbacks that most small businesses encounter as they
grow.

By and large, incubators have become quite popular and
their services are well sought-after (Rahman & Lim, 2017;
Minhas, 2018; Rossiter, Smith, Pautz, & McDonald-Junor,
2018). To service the demand, there are public sector and
private sector driven initiatives that have led to the
emergence of many incubators that dot the South African
landscape. There are incubators focused on a kaleidoscope
of areas which according to Burger (2014) include small
scale manufacturing, distribution, real estate, mining
beneficiation, jewellery-making, arts and crafts, agro-business,
construction, technology-driven initiatives, bio-technology,
chemical processing and others.

While this may be the case, it remains doubtful that the

rise in the number of incubators in South Africa is matched
by a collateral increase in the survival rate of small
businesses. This doubt is fertilized by the paucity of
empirical evidence that demonstrates what the situation
really is. While this study does not set out to address this,
it nevertheless aims to contribute to the incubator efficacy
discourse by focusing specifically on the distribution sector.
The study would solicit the opinions of incubatees as it
relates to the reasons for participating in incubators, the
fundamental role of these incubators in extending businesses
longevity and whether the performance of the incubators can
be considered as satisfactory. Given that incubatees are the
primary beneficiaries of incubation schemes, the importance
and relevance of their views on these issues cannot be
over-emphasized. This is all the more the case, if the
assertion of Al-Mubaraki and Busler (2010) that incubators
help to create jobs, revive entrepreneurship and stimulate
business growth, is to become a reality in South Africa.

3. Research Methodology

The study is a primary research of an applied nature.
Eresia-Eke and Gunda (2015, p.59) argue that such studies
attempt to generate insight to chosen intellectual puzzles
with practical implications. The study has been executed
from the philosophical stance of positivism. This stance
allows for the researchers to be independent from the study
and simply rely on observations in search of the objective
truth about the situation of interest. Consequently, there was
minimal interaction with the study’s respondents and indeed
the role of the researchers was limited to that of data
collection, analyses and interpretation. In terms of a
reasoning approach, the deductive route has been followed,
reliant upon the works of other scholars in the small
business environment as well as empirical data gathered
from the study’s respondents.

The target population of the study comprised individuals
who had participated in incubators in the Western Cape
Province of South Africa. In order to access members of the
target population, the study adopted a survey strategy based
on a non-experimental research design. The survey strategy
allows for respondents to volunteer information that is relied
upon for the measurement of the variables of interest to the
study, usually through self-reports.

The study is a quantitative research and data was
collected by the administration of a structured questionnaire.
Quantitative research attempts to achieve an exact
measurement of a phenomenon by relying on answers that
are coded in numeric terms (Cooper & Schindler, 2006,
p.198). The key-informant technique was followed and so
eighty questionnaires were distributed to a sample of
incubatees at the selected incubator. To encourage the
respondents to provide truthful answers, the questionnaire
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made no provisions for the respondents to disclose any
personal details, so anonymity was assured.

Sixty-nine of the questionnaires distributed were returned.
The returned questionnaires were then examined for missing
values cases. Care was also taken to interrogate whether a
respondent meaningfully engaged with questionnaire and did
not just select a particular option especially for the 10-item
incubator-role scale that was part of the questionnaire. The
examination led to the disqualification of seventeen of the
completed questionnaires. Therefore, the study relied on
fifty-two of the distributed questionnaires, which equates to a
response rate of 65 percent, for its analysis. The collected
data was subjected to descriptive, reliability and factor
statistical analyses.

4. Presentation of Findings

There was no attempt to try and ensure
representativeness in terms of gender or age as the study
did not use the quota-sampling technique. The decision was
based upon a conviction that gender or age may not
significantly affect the opinions of incubatees as it relates to
questionnaire items. The composition of the valid respondent
cohort of the study according to gender and age is
presented in <Table 1>. The table shows that those that are
participating in incubators are mostly of the male gender. Of
the 52 respondents that partook in the study 76.9% are
male and only 23.1% are female. These figures imply that
females are not participating sufficiently in incubators and
this perhaps can be attributed to the entrenched patriarchal
culture in the society.

Table 1: Demographic Analysis of Participants

Gender
Age Male Female Total
18-25 8 0 8
26-35 20 8 28
36+ 12 4 16
Total 40 12 52

In the studied population, the most represented age group
is that of people in the 26-35 bracket who make up slightly
more than half of the respondents in the study. The
dominance of this age-group of respondents is also evident
in the male and female groups, when they are considered
separately. People in the 18-25 age bracket are the least
represented among the incubatees as they make up 15.38%
of the respondents. Curiously, in this age-bracket, none of
the participants was female, perhaps an indication that
younger females are not being sufficiently pulled into
incubators operating in the distribution sector.

The study sought to determine at what stage the

incubatee enrolled in the incubator. The aim was to
ascertain the nature of the incubators’ predominant target
group. Results show that participants are at different stages
as it pertains to business establishment. These results are
depicted in <Figure 1>.

301
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Figure 1: Age of business at the point of joining an incubator

The study revealed that 30.8 percent of the participants in
incubators have been in business for less than a year, while
154 percent of the participants have operated their
businesses for over a year before they elected to join an
incubator. The dominant group of incubatees is however
those that are yet to start a business and simply nurse
intentions to do so. This group accounts for 53.8 percent of
the cohort of incubatees that participated in this study. This
dispersion of respondents shows that the incubators are
servicing more of those who have entrepreneurial intentions
and are yet to actualize them. This reality should be a
consideration for the determination of the thrust of incubator
programmes. As a matter of necessity, interventions targeted
at the three groups of incubatees (as categorized in Figure
1) have to be different and tailor-made for the group, if they
are to be effective. For instance, for the dominant group of
incubatees who are yet to start a distribution business,
creativity, opportunity-seeking and business planning skills
are critical and this should inform all interventions aimed at
this specific group, by incubators.

Respondents were required to indicate the main reason
why they decided to be part of the incubator. Findings (as
shown in <Figure 2>) indicate that majority of those in the
incubator (53.8 percent) were driven by a desire to acquire
business planning skills that would enable them to establish
a proper business. This revelation synchronizes with the
finding that most of those in the studied distribution-focused
incubators are individuals who were yet to start a business
but had intentions to establish one.
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Figure 2: Reasons for enrolling at the incubator

About 30.8 percent of the incubatees volunteered that
their reason for being in an incubator was the belief that
they would get assistance that would enable them secure
finance from formal lenders, venture capitalists or any other
fund-providers. Interestingly, of the remaining 15.4 percent of
the respondents, half of them claimed that they enrolled in
the incubator with the intent to access training for purposes
of business skills development. The other half was inspired
to join the incubator because of the quest for professional
advice that would guide them as they navigate the
distribution business terrain.

With respect to perceptions of the role of incubators, the
study relied on a 10-tem scale with statements that were
aligned with 5-point Likert type options of ‘strongly agree’,
‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly

disagree’. As part of the statistical analysis, the scale was
assessed for reliability. The reliability test returned a
Cronbach Alpha value of 0.626 which according to Hinton,
Brownlow, McMurray, and Cozens (2004) is an indication of
moderate reliability and so the scale can be utilized. Though
the value is less than the commonly accepted standard of
0.7, Di lorio (2005), argues that the value of 0.7 should not
be the only standard used to assess reliability. The
descriptive statistics associated with the scale for the
perceptions of the role of incubators is presented in <Table 2>.

All respondents were convinced that the entrepreneurial
skills that they were acquiring at incubators would boost the
chances of survival of their distribution businesses. The
standard deviation associated with this item was zero, which
implies that the thoughts of the respondents were perfectly
in harmony as they all selected the ‘strongly agree’ option.
The lowest mean score on the scale was 3.92, associated
with the statement that alludes to the fact that the incubator
assists incubatees’ access to funding from financial
institutions. This score means that the participants generally
neither agree nor disagree with the statement. Quite
interestingly, participants’ views differed the most as it
relates to this statement, given the associated standard
deviation of 1.13. There were respondents who ‘strongly
agree’ that they were receiving assistance to access funds
but there were also others who ‘disagree’ with the
statement. This discordance signals the fact that the
challenge of inaccessibility to finance remains and incubators
could perhaps do more, in this regard.

The second-highest standard deviation obtained on the scale
was 0.83 which is related to the statement which suggests

Table 2: Descriptive statistics associated with the role of incubators scale

. Standard

ltem N Min. Max. Mean Deviation
Involvement in a busmgss mcuba@or at early stages provides a good 48 4.00 5.00 4.92 28
entrepreneurial foundation for business success
Entrepreneursh|p training provided by the incubator would equip me to manage my 48 400 5.00 450 51
business
Thg mlcubator assists businesses like mine to obtain funding from financial 48 200 5.00 302 113
institutions
With the help of the incubator, the process of registering a business is easy 48 3.00 5.00 4.00 .83
The.entrepreneurla! skills | acquire at the incubator would boost the chances of 48 5.00 5.00 5.00 00
survival of the business
An incubator gra}dgate who. owns a busmes§ owner would manage it better than 52 300 5.00 469 61
someone of a similar standing who was not in an incubator
With the he!p o_f the |ncubator,_| can prolect_that the_demand for my 52 4.00 5.00 477 43
product/service in the market is likely to exist even in the future
With the incubator experience, a business like mine has a better potential to 52 4.00 5.00 4.85 36
employ more people
Incubators play a critical role in entrepreneurship development 52 4.00 5.00 4.77 43
The_ incubator has helped me rea_llze th_at_ owning a busnness_ would allow me to 52 3.00 5.00 454 75
achieve more meaningful economic participation compared being an employee
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that incubators ease the process of business registration.
Though the mean score of 4 indicates that respondents
‘agree’ with the statement, it is the second lowest mean
score in Table 2. The fact that the standard deviation and
mean score associated with this item are second only to
those linked to the ‘access to finance’ statement is curious.
Taken together, the low item-mean and high standard
deviation scores linked to the statements that address
access to finance and ease of registration, reveal that
incubators should do more to link incubatees to important
external role players. While it is acknowledged that
incubators are performing creditably with respect to
equipping incubatees with relevant entrepreneurial, business
and marketing skills, they seem to be lacking when it comes
to connecting incubatees to external organizations, like big
businesses, financiers and regulators, whose support may
prove critical for business success.

The mean score of 4.85 obtained for the statement: ‘With
the incubator experience, a business like mine has a better
potential to employ more people’ augurs well and provides a
basis for optimism that emerging small businesses in the
distribution sector would be job-creators in the future. This is
particularly important in South Africa given the high levels of
unemployment highlighted earlier in this study. To some
extent, at least in the context of small businesses, the
thoughts of the respondents as it concerns employing more
people possibly allays fears that the fourth industrial
revoluton and the wave of artificial intelligence would
significantly affect job creation, adversely.

Judging by the item mean score of 4.92, the study’s
finding is that the respondents affirmed that involvement with
incubators at the embryonic stages of a business would
provide a solid foundation for the business to succeed.
When this assertion is considered alongside the finding that
most of the incubatees are yet to start a business or in
their first year of business operations, it becomes reasonable
to project that the chances of business success, in the
distribution space, for the current incubatees are good.

Besides gauging the feelings of the respondents about
the role of incubators, the study also sought to establish if
they found that incubator experiences were beneficial. When
asked if they had benefitted from being part of incubators,
all of the incubatees responded in the affirmative. This
finding resonates with those that resulted from studies
conducted by Al-Mubaraki and Busler (2010) as well as
Lose, Maziriri and Madinga (2016). This position made it
unsurprising that 100 percent of the study participants
perceive that their objectives for joining incubators were
being realized.

5. Conclusion

The study’s results show that more men are enrolled in
the incubators in comparison to women. This signals the

existence of gender inequality in incubators which might
metamorphose into a similarly unequal gender composition
with respect to small business ownership in the distribution
sector. The inequality is an expression of the far-reaching
effects of a patriarchal culture even in the domain of
entrepreneurship. It is therefore necessary for concerned
authorities to recognize this and act to address it with more
incentives aimed at encouraging females to utilize
incubators.

One of the main reasons for enrolling in incubators,
according to incubatees, is the hope that incubators would
assist them in securing finance from formal lending
institutions. Approximately one out of three respondents
claimed that this was their primary reason for getting into
the incubators. The opinions expressed with respect to the
role of incubators reveal that incubatees are not exactly
certain that incubators assist them with securing finance for
the business. In the light of this, the resultant effect might
be that 30 percent of incubatees whose participation in
incubators is driven by access-to-finance expectations, would
be disappointed. The fact that the perceptions of incubatees
reveal that incubators are not assisting much with linking
incubatees to financial institutions is worrisome. In this
regard, it is pertinent for incubators to forge working
alliances with other key stakeholders whose support is
crucial to small business performance. To start with, closer
relationships between incubators and big business as well
as regulatory and finance institutions, would be beneficial to
incubatees.

Incubatees allude to their conviction that the skills being
acquired from the incubator would put them in good stead
to steer their distribution businesses to success. Whether the
skills are entrepreneurial skills, managerial skills or marketing
skills, is really immaterial as they come together in a
cocktail of sorts to sufficiently equip the incubatees with
what it might take to achieve business success. On the
aspect of training and skills development, the incubators are
certainly performing well. Perhaps all that needs to be done
with the skills development initiatives is to ensure that they
are appropriately tailored to the needs of the targeted
population, owing to the seemingly heterogeneous nature of
such needs. Perhaps it is to the credit of the skills that
incubators are empowering incubatees with, that it has been
observed by Meyer and Meyer (2017) that total early-stage
entrepreneurial activity (TEA) has risen to 11 percent from
the 2016 rate of 6.9 percent.

The study acknowledges the limitation of relying
exclusively on quantitative data to derive its conclusions.
This is particularly pertinent in the light of the study’s small
sample size. The study could have been enriched by
supplementary qualitative data which would have illuminated
some of the considerations that underpin incubatees’
opinions. Furthermore, a similar study, but one of a
longitudinal nature, will be better equipped to gauge the
performance of incubatees that have left the incubator and



12 Chukuakadibia ERESIA-EKE, Chux Gervase IWU,Afeez Olalekan JAIYEOLA, Tichaona Buzy MUSIKAVANHU / Journal of Distribution Science 17-6 (2019) 5-13

therefore ascertain factually if the time spent at the incubator
was actually beneficial.

Nonetheless, the fact that incubatees anticipate a future
where they can create employment opportunities is
testament to the job creation potential that small businesses
embody. The projection of the incubatees is consistent with
the optimism that is characteristic of entrepreneurs. In spite
of this, the challenges that encumber the performance of
small businesses are substantial and the extent to which the
optimism expressed crystallizes into reality will depend on
the degree to which incubators empower the incubatees to
overcome them. Consequently, incubators must allow these
challenges to inform the thrust of any interventions that may
be offered to incubatees, so that entrepreneurial performance
is enhanced. Invariably, an increased rate of
entrepreneurship in a country would be met with an increase
in its regional or global competitiveness which would
engender economic growth, employment creation and an
increase in the living standards (Nicolaides, 2011, p.1043;
Sanchez, 2013, p.447) of the people.

Overall, the view of incubatees that they are benefiting
from incubators and that their individual objectives for
enrolling at the incubation faciliies are being met, bodes
well for all parties. Linked to this, is therefore a reasonable
hope that incubators will continuously enhance the
incubatees’ capacity to create jobs, boost entrepreneurship
and stimulate the growth of small businesses in South
Africa.
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