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    Abstract 
This study assesses the efficacy of the Student Entrepreneurship Programme (StEP) at IBSUniversity in 
Papua New Guinea. The main objective of the study is to assess the effectiveness of StEP in fostering 
student entrepreneurship, developing competencies, and identifying actionable recommendations for 
enhancing university support services, particularly for female students. 

The study utilised a qualitative methodology, conducting in-depth interviews with nine students, 
two academics, and one senior manager. Additional data on the programme was collected through 
documentary evidence, including university records and reports. Data were analysed using the thematic 
analysis to identify recurring patterns and insights. The key findings were that StEP provides valuable 
opportunities for student ventures and collaboration. StEP contributes significantly to students' skills 
development, university reputation, and economic growth through entrepreneurship. Female students 
face cultural barriers that hinder their participation in the entrepreneurship programme. Limitations 
were identified in resources, scalability, gender equity, and post-graduation support. The study concludes 
that while StEP plays a crucial role in fostering student entrepreneurship, substantial improvements in 
design, accessibility, and efficacy are needed, particularly for female students. The findings contribute 
to academic discourse on entrepreneurship education and propose actionable recommendations for 
strengthening university-industry collaboration and support mechanisms for student entrepreneurship.

Keywords: student entrepreneurship, university support systems, entrepreneurial ecosystem, 
mentorship, funding opportunities, networking opportunities.



In today's rapidly changing global economy, universities play a critical role in nurturing the next generation of 
entrepreneurs and growing economies (Ahmad et al., 2023). In the context of Papua New Guinea (PNG), the role 
of universities in fostering student entrepreneurship takes on added significance due to the unique challenges and 
opportunities present in the country. In contrast to developed economies, where resources and support systems 
for entrepreneurs are typically more accessible (Fischer et al., 2019), developing economies are often perceived to 
encounter limitations such as inadequate infrastructure, insufficient funding, and restrictive regulatory frameworks 
(Davey et al., 2016; Frese, 2009). As highlighted by a local entrepreneur, James Gore, the scarcity of entrepreneurial 
role models and information within the country hinders the development of a vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem 
(The National, 2024). 

This study aims to bridge this knowledge gap by extending and sharing insights into university student 
entrepreneurship at IBSUniversity (IBSU). The study assesses the impact of the available support systems on 
fostering an entrepreneurial mindset, developing essential skill sets, and ultimately driving the success of student 
ventures at IBSU and beyond. It dissects the strengths and weaknesses of the current university support systems. 
This enables institutions of higher learning in Papua New Guinea and beyond to acquire practical expertise for 
fostering a vibrant on-campus entrepreneurship ecosystem.  

The past few decades have witnessed a pivotal shift towards entrepreneurial universities across the world (Lombardi 
et al., 2017), characterised by innovative strategies, unique cultures, and even organisational restructuring 
(Fayolle & Redford, 2014; Mueller, 2006; Kuratko, 2005). This transformation reflects the growing recognition 
that student entrepreneurs require more than just theoretical knowledge but human capital to participate in the 
broader economy. Hannon (2013) emphasised that it is a key factor in nurturing innovation and navigating the 
complexities of today's world, a perspective corroborated by Etzkowitz (2002). Entrepreneurial universities, as 
Astin (1993) suggested, have the potential to act as significant catalysts for innovation and economic growth, 
particularly in developing economies where they are struggling to create employment and grow their economies. 
By fostering an entrepreneurial culture and providing targeted support for student ventures, universities can 
significantly contribute to the development of new industries, job creation, and overall economic prosperity.

Universities in developing economies increasingly emphasise entrepreneurship education (Lv et al., 2021). This 
focus is likely driven by the need for practical skills and real-world experience in these regions, which often face 
challenges like poverty and underemployment (Ezepue, 2022). Equipping students with these skills allows them 
to create opportunities rather than solely rely on traditional employment paths, which can be limited in most 
developing economies. This approach empowers students to become active participants in their communities. 
Students can not only find solutions to local problems but also drive broader social and economic change. This 
aligns perfectly with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal Number 8 (SDG 8), which aims to 
achieve inclusive and sustainable economic growth, along with full and productive employment and decent work 
for all (UNESCO, 2015), and this is particularly important for PNG as a developing economy.	

Due to limited job opportunities, many people in developing economies turn to entrepreneurship as a way to make 
a living (Gamede & Uleanya, 2020). This trend is also evident in PNG, where a local entrepreneur, James Gore, 
has voiced concerns about the lack of entrepreneurial skills in the country (The National, 2024). Entrepreneurship 
is widely recognised as a vital catalyst for economic growth in developing economies (World Bank, 2016). This 
necessity fuels a unique approach, where entrepreneurs leverage diverse skill sets and a strong interdisciplinary 
understanding to overcome challenges. This trend is further confirmed by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 
2020-2021 Report (Bosma et al., 2021). The report reveals that the Middle East and some parts of Africa lead 
in entrepreneurial activity among 43 surveyed economies, highlighting a strong drive for business creation in 
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these regions. Interestingly, Europe and North America fall behind, with Spain at 5.5 percent of Total Early-Stage 
Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) even falling below the European Union average of 8.1 percent. However, despite 
this high entrepreneurial spirit in developing economies, success remains elusive for many ventures due to limited 
access to technology, supportive legal frameworks, and financing. 

Beyond statistics, research such as Zvavahera et al. (2018) study in Zimbabwe illustrates entrepreneurship as a 
significant driver of economic growth, particularly in developing economies where formal employment is declining 
due to the poor performance of these economies. This aligns with Oganisjana and Koke's (2012) perspective, 
viewing entrepreneurship as a dynamic system driven by individual traits, motivations, and skills. Entrepreneurial 
activity is increasingly recognised as a vital contributor to economic and social progress in developing economies. It 
serves as a means of generating employment, fostering competitiveness, and driving innovation within the market. 
These insights are underscored by the global data gleaned from the latest published study by Sanchez et al. (2022). 
Therefore, universities must rethink developing human capital with the capacity to make a difference through 
entrepreneurship and spur economic growth.

In this study, student entrepreneurship refers to the process whereby students initiate, manage, and expand their 
ventures while pursuing studies at a university (Oganisjana &  Koke, 2012). This encompasses a wide range of 
businesses, from small-scale online enterprises to physical storefronts. Student entrepreneurs frequently benefit from 
unique advantages, including access to university resources and support systems such as incubators, accelerators, 
and mentorship programmes.

This study assesses the effectiveness of support systems at IBSU in PNG in fostering student entrepreneurship. 
It also explores how the university can further develop these systems and processes to better nurture and support 
student-led entrepreneurial initiatives. To achieve its goals the study sought to address the following objectives:

a.	 To assess the effectiveness of existing university support systems for student entrepreneurs;
b.	 To identify the challenges and opportunities within the existing support systems; and
c.	 To provide recommendations for enhancing the university support systems.

This study goes beyond academic theory, aiming to influence the entire entrepreneurial ecosystem. Universities, 
policymakers, and collaborators can leverage the findings to improve support structures for student entrepreneurs. 
This will create a more nurturing environment, fostering innovation and economic growth. By examining the 
impact of university support systems, the study tackles a critical role of higher education: equipping students with 
the skills and mindset to become successful entrepreneurs who can drive socio-economic development. 

The subsequent sections delineate the study's theoretical framework, review pertinent literature, overview of the 
employed methodology, findings, discussion, conclusions derived from the findings, and analysis of the implications 
stemming from the study.
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Literature indicates that entrepreneurial universities adopt innovative teaching methods, create entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, and foster employability through startup incubation and multidisciplinary training (Schimperna et al., 
2022). Research highlights funding and infrastructure deficits as significant barriers in developing economies like 
PNG (Ismail et al., 2024; Astuty et al., 2022). Global findings reveal that some students fail to leverage university 
support due to low awareness or confidence (Astuty et al., 2022). Combining mentorship, financial support, and 
academic guidance has proven effective globally (Ismail et al., 2024). IBSU could replicate this by integrating 
mentorship schemes with financial incentives such as microgrants.

The state of student entrepreneurship in developing economies is multifaceted, with both positive trends and 
challenges. There is a rising interest in student entrepreneurship, fuelled by factors like increased exposure to 
technology, access to resources, and a growing emphasis on innovation (Georgeson et al., 2020).  Universities are 
increasingly offering support systems like incubators, accelerators, mentorship programmes, and entrepreneurship 
courses, fostering a more conducive environment (Soetanto & van Geenhuize, 2018). The availability of funding 
avenues like grants, angel investors, and venture capital firms is growing, providing student entrepreneurs with 
crucial resources to launch and scale their ventures (Fischer et al., 2019 ). High profile student-founded companies 
like Facebook, Dell, and YouTube act as inspiration for aspiring student entrepreneurs (Frese , 2009).

However, some challenges affect student entrepreneurs, particularly in developing economies. Students may lack 
the practical business experience needed to navigate challenges and ensure venture sustainability (Bae et al., 2014). 
While there is much money available for student business ventures, getting enough funding is still a challenge for 
many. Securing funding is a particularly significant challenge for student entrepreneurs in developing economies 
such as PNG (Gutterman, 2022; Acs et al., 2014). Balancing studies with the demand of running a business can 
be a significant challenge for student entrepreneurs (Kuratko, 2007). Some students might be hesitant to pursue 
entrepreneurship due to the inherent risks involved, especially when compared to traditional career paths (Zhao 
et al., 2005).

Student entrepreneurship is a growing phenomenon, presenting both exciting opportunities and significant 
challenges. Student entrepreneurs are well positioned to identify and address local challenges due to their familiarity 
with the social and economic context (Baporikar, 2022). This can lead to ventures that create positive social 
and economic impact and contribute to sustainable development goals. Participation in student entrepreneurship 
initiatives can equip students with valuable skills like innovation, problem-solving, and leadership (Ferreras-Garcia 
et al., 2019). This can empower them to become future business leaders and drive economic growth. Successful 
student ventures can create job opportunities, not only for the founders but also for others in the community (Acs et 
al., 2014). Many developing economies recognise the potential of student entrepreneurship and are implementing 
policies and programmes to provide support (Ayyagari & Demirguc-Kunt, 2015).

Limited access to resources like funding, technology, and infrastructure hinders the growth and sustainability 
of student ventures in developing economies. Developing economies lack established business ecosystems with 
mentors, investors, and networks that can support student entrepreneurs (Frese, 2009), and this is no exception for 
PNG. Traditional educational systems in developing economies do not adequately equip students with the skills 
and knowledge needed for entrepreneurship (Baporikar, 2022).

Cultural norms in some developing economies discourage risk-taking associated with entrepreneurship, which 
results in students prioritising stable employment at the expense of entrepreneurship (Zhao et al., 2005). Women 
often face cultural disadvantages due to their subordinate roles in society, which persist even in higher education 
institutions, hindering their ability to fully realise their potential (Zvavahera, 2023).

Literature Review 
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The practice of student entrepreneurship yields manifold advantages for both students and universities. For students, 
it offers invaluable exposure to the business world, facilitates the development of critical skills like creativity, 
problem-solving, and leadership, and provides a platform to actualise their ideas (Gibb & Ritchie, 2019; Gibb, 
2011). Concurrently, universities stand to gain a more dynamic and innovative campus environment, enhanced 
student attraction, and local economic growth.

PNG, despite its resource wealth, struggles with socio-economic development and lacks in the area of 
entrepreneurship development (Kavan, 2024). A weak entrepreneurial sector hinders economic growth, despite 
the rise of rural businesses (Schaper, 2002). The high failure rate of these ventures suggests an unconducive 
environment due to a lack of an effective entrepreneurial ecosystem (Mtonya et al., 2021). Limited access to credit 
from financial institutions is a major obstacle. Political instability, poor infrastructure, and a lack of skilled labour 
further impede progress in this area (Asian Development Bank, 2012). Despite these challenges, opportunities 
exist in tourism, fishing, and agriculture. Initiatives like the Education Partnerships programme to train educators 
in entrepreneurship have the potential to equip future generations and could go a long way in addressing some of 
the challenges highlighted in this study (Mtonya et al., 2021). Addressing financial limitations, as highlighted is 
crucial to success.

Recognising these challenges, the Center for International Private Enterprise (CIPE) launched a programme in 
2013 with funding from Australia and the United States of America to empower women entrepreneurs in PNG. 
This is so because it was found that cultural norms and values often disadvantage women socially and economically. 
Therefore, CIPE emphasises the need for institutions that address these gender-based barriers and promote equal 
opportunities for all entrepreneurs in the country. A significant challenge lies in the limited research available on 
entrepreneurship in PNG. This scarcity of data might also be present in other developing economies. 

Theoretical framework: Human capital theory
This research adopts the human capital theory as its basis, especially pertinent to emerging economies. Developed 
by Becker in 1964, this theory underscores the substantial impact of education and training on an individual's 
economic productivity and success. Human capital theory provides a significant perspective for student entrepreneurs 
in emerging economies to analyse how university support systems might empower them. Educational programmes, 
skills development initiatives, and experiential opportunities enhance a student's human capital. This subsequently 
drives them towards entrepreneurial success and fosters broader socio-economic growth. This approach is especially 
pertinent to PNG and other developing countries, where constrained human capital, financing, and infrastructure 
pose hurdles for student entrepreneurs (The National, 2024; Fischer et al., 2019). The subsequent sections examine 
the critical elements of human capital theory that are relevant to developing economies. 

Education and skills development
University entrepreneurship programmes in developing economies can play a crucial role in building students' 
human capital. These programmes equip students with the knowledge, skills, and competencies essential for 
navigating the unique challenges and opportunities presented by starting ventures in these regions (Pittaway & 
Cope, 2007). This includes core areas like market analysis, financial management, marketing strategies, and a 
diverse set of business-related skills that are often more critical in resource-constrained environments. This study 
suggests that such programmes can have a significant positive impact on students' entrepreneurial intentions and 
self-efficacy, empowering them to become the future drivers of socio-economic growth in their economies.

Experiential learning
While theoretical knowledge is a necessary foundation, universities in developing economies must go beyond the 
textbook to equip students for entrepreneurial success. Practical experiences such as internships, startup incubators, 
university-industry collaborations, and hands-on projects play a vital role in honing the essential skills needed to 
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navigate the realities of starting a business in developing economies (Kirby & Man, 2009). The human capital 
theory posits that learning by doing is particularly crucial in developing economies where resources and employment 
opportunities are limited. This approach enhances individual capabilities, translating into greater effectiveness as 
entrepreneurs (McMullen & Shepherd, 2004). The literature demonstrates that experiential learning opportunities 
are especially effective in fostering key entrepreneurial competencies such as problem-solving, creativity, and 
decision-making, all of which are critical for success in the dynamic and often unpredictable environments faced 
by entrepreneurs in developing economies (Bae et al., 2014).

Networking and mentorship
While formal education plays a vital role in human capital development, universities in developing economies 
can create a more holistic impact by fostering social capital alongside entrepreneurial skills. Universities can act as 
facilitators, connecting students with experienced entrepreneurs, industry professionals, sources of financing and 
potential mentors. These interactions contribute to the development of valuable networks, a crucial aspect of human 
capital in resource-constrained environments like PNG (Akerlof et al., 1997). Jansen et al. (2019) highlighted the 
positive impact of mentorship on entrepreneurial success, particularly relevant in developing economies where 
access to resources, navigating challenges, and building confidence are even more critical. By fostering strong social 
capital, universities can empower student entrepreneurs to bridge these gaps and thrive in their ventures.

Adaptability and lifelong learning 

The rapidly evolving business landscape in developing economies demands a unique approach to human capital 
development for student entrepreneurs. University support systems must go beyond simply equipping students 
with skills; they need to foster a culture of lifelong learning. This includes nurturing an entrepreneurial mindset 
that embraces innovation, continuous learning, and adaptation to change (Gibb & Ritchie, 2019). This is directly 
linked to an individual's ability to adapt, learn, and navigate the uncertainties inherent in developing economies 
(Morris et al., 2019). By fostering this mindset, universities can empower student entrepreneurs to thrive in a 
dynamic and ever-changing environment.

Credibility and signalling
While formal qualifications are valuable everywhere, a degree or certification from a reputable university can hold 
particular weight for student entrepreneurs in developing economies. In developing economies, where access to 
information and established business networks may be limited, such credentials serve as a credible signal of an 
individual's human capital (Marginson & van der Weijen, 2007). The institutional credibility associated with a 
university degree can positively influence the perceptions of stakeholders like investors, partners, and collaborators. 
This trust can be crucial for student entrepreneurs seeking funding, resources, and partnerships to get their ventures 
off the ground (Gupta & Goyal, 2009). In developing economies, a university degree can play a vital role in 
bridging the gap between a student's innovative idea and the resources needed to bring it to life. The next section 
discusses the methodology for the study.
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IBSUniversity is Papua New Guinea's only private university and comprises of four schools: Business and 
Management, Economics and Development Studies, Accounting and Finance, and Information Technology. 
In 2020, the School of Business and Management launched the StEP. This programme, designed to instil an 
entrepreneurial mindset and abilities in students, underscores the university's belief in the transformative 
power of entrepreneurship. It is an initiative to foster an entrepreneurial spirit among all students, recognising 
entrepreneurship as a key driver of the nation's future. The StEP receives financial support from CIPE. 

This study employed a qualitative case study approach assessing the effectiveness of IBSU's support systems (StEP) 
in promoting student entrepreneurship in PNG. The student interview guide included 21 questions, while the 
interview guide for academics and management had 17 questions with some variations. Participants were provided 
with informed consent forms and briefed on the study's objectives, methodologies, potential risks, and benefits. 
They were further given the freedom to withdraw from the study at any point without giving reasons. Data was 
securely stored in cloud storage with restricted access controls and retention policies. To protect participants’ privacy, 
the study employed pseudonyms when presenting and analysing the data. Students were assigned pseudonyms P1-
P9, while academic staff received codes A1 and A2 respectively.

Initially, 71 students submitted 36 business ideas, resulting in the successful 10 students receiving training and 
seed capital. Nine students involved in the StEP programme participated in in-depth interviews, accompanied 
by two academics with experience in managing the university support systems and one senior manager handling 
the entrepreneurship programme. Semi-structured interviews were utilised, providing the freedom to thoroughly 
assess participants' viewpoints. Each interview session lasted around 45 to 60 minutes and was performed in 
person, with agreement acquired to record the sessions for accuracy and reference.

Policy documents regarding university entrepreneurship activities, performance reports on the programme and 
student involvement, committee meeting minutes, and promotional materials such as brochures were examined. 
These sources supplied essential data regarding the StEP programme and were utilised to corroborate findings from 
the interviews. They also assisted in identifying discrepancies between established policies and the lived experiences 
of the interviewees.

The thematic analysis was utilised to examine the data, facilitating a systematic method for recognising patterns 
and insights. The initial phase entailed coding, during which key themes and phrases from the interviews and 
documentary evidence were methodically assigned codes. Open coding was employed to discern emergent themes 
from the data, whereas deductive coding concentrated on pre-established areas corresponding to the research 
objectives, including resource availability, mentorship programme efficacy, and the perceived influence of university 
support systems.

After coding, the data was categorised into broader classifications to facilitate analysis and improve clarity. Codes 
were classified into areas including support accessibility, barriers to implementation, and perceived impact on 
students. This classification facilitated the comprehension of persistent challenges and opportunities inside the 
university's entrepreneurial assistance system.

Ultimately, triangulation was conducted to corroborate the findings and augment their credibility. The interview 
data was compared with the documentary evidence to discover consistencies and inconsistencies. This process 
enhanced the validity of the results by incorporating many perspectives and minimising potential biases, thus 
yielding more believable conclusions regarding the university's initiatives to foster student entrepreneurship.

Methodology  
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The findings will be presented using the thematic approach. We identified and explored key themes that emerged 
during data analysis. These themes, which include limited resources, time management challenges, perceived lack 
of support, and gender-related issues, will provide an understanding and experience of student entrepreneurs, 
faculty, and management involved in the StEP programme.

Description of student entrepreneurial ventures
Table 1 highlights the context of the study, focusing on the participants' businesses and their operating information. 
Firstly, it shows that all participants indicated their businesses had been operating between one and five years. 
This indicates that the businesses are relatively young, as they have not been operating for an extended period. 
Additionally, the university records show that each startup received K3500 as seed capital from the Center for 
International Private Enterprise (CIPE) through the university. This suggests that these businesses are at an early 
stage of development, as they had received initial funding to kick-start their operations. The table further reveals a 
concerning trend: seven out of nine businesses are currently struggling. Without additional funding and support, 
their long-term viability may be at risk.

The majority of the students (7 out of 9) who enrolled in the StEP explicitly cited intrinsic motivators like passion, 
personal interest, independence, creativity, financial potential, and a desire to make a positive impact on their 
communities. Notably, all the interviewed students emphasised the driving force of passion and personal interest. 

Table 1: An overview of the student entrepreneurial ventures 

Name of 
Business

Type of Business No. of 
business 
partners if any 

Number of 
employees

The average 
income per 
month in Kina

Monthly 
Savings in Kina 

Year 
established 

A Security services 3 44 Confidential Confidential 2020

B
Fitness, Self-defence 
training, Karate

1 3 1200 1200 2021

C
Sewing and fabric screen 
printing 

0 3 1000-2000 0 2021

D Sewing 0 2 2000-3000 1000 2021

E Logo design 0 5 1000-10000 1000 2021

F
Events decoration and set 
up

0 Part-time +/- 2000 0 2022

G
Product packaging and 
labels 

0 0 0 0 2022

H Baking scones 0 0 0 0 2023

K Screen printing designs 2 0 K200 K100 2022

Data source: Data from the StEP documents

Findings  



8

One participant (P1) expressed this sentiment: 

"I have always wanted to be an entrepreneur, but funding and infrastructure have been limited. I am 
excited to have this opportunity and I am grateful to the university and CIPE for assisting me to realise 
my dream."

The focus on personal aspirations aligns with the observations of academics and management. University 
management echoed the same sentiments, stating that: the academics and the senior manager concurred that the 
respondents were motivated and enthusiastic to do more for their communities and the country at large.

Limited resources
An interesting finding emerged when assessing the effectiveness of existing university support systems for the 
StEP. All nine students expressed a potential disconnect between the support offered and the resources they felt 
were needed to succeed. This sentiment is reflected in the quote from P6: "The funding of K3500 as seed capital I 
received from the University considering the operating environment, where there is stiff competition is not adequate.”  P4 
highlighted the challenges of securing funding: "I do not have information on how to secure funding. I do not have 
collateral because I am just a student." All the participants felt the lack of capital hampered their ability to compete 
with established businesses. Interviews with university management confirmed this sentiment. Interestingly, 
two successful startups were identified: one with strong family financial backing and another where the student 
entrepreneur held a job and secured loans. These contrasting cases suggest that limited seed capital, coupled with 
limited university financial support and restricted access to external funding, were the key challenges faced by the 
respondents.

Regarding the use of university-affiliated incubators or co-working spaces, all interviewees utilised lecture halls for 
training programmes, discussions, and group activities. Management representative had this to say: 

"When we started the StEP, we used lecture halls for all the activities. However, we have now established 
an entrepreneurship and innovation hub to cater to staff and students and have yet to see its benefits. Using 
lecture halls has its own set of challenges including competing needs for the same facilities to the extent that 
some of the StEP activities were disrupted or had to be rescheduled."

Responses from students and faculty highlighted the university's limited facilities for the StEP, necessitating 
dedicated infrastructure and resources to ensure its effective operation. Academic 1 (A1) had this to say: “Sharing 
infrastructure such as lecture rooms may disrupt teaching and learning and impede those seeking a quiet environment 
in the innovation hub for business creation.” Six students pinpointed a deficiency in infrastructure and facilities as 
a notable challenge. P7 articulated this challenge: "My business is not generating adequate income to pay rentals and 
this has forced me to operate from home." Consequently, some respondents resorted to conducting business from 
sub-optimal locations like backyards, impeding their operations. The remaining two students appeared unaffected 
by this issue.

As a result, they had to run their businesses from less-than-ideal locations, such as backyards, which hindered 
their operations. This situation underscores the importance of adequate infrastructure and facilities for thriving 
businesses, especially in developing economies. For those like P7, who faced constraints due to insufficient resources, 
it is crucial to explore solutions that can help alleviate these challenges and create an environment conducive to 
business growth. 

Limited compliance with legal requirements
Regarding contracts, licensing, and compliance with business regulations, a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 was 
employed, with 5 indicating the highest level and 1 representing the lowest (see Figure 1 ). The Likert scale was 
used to clearly show the levels of compliance. The survey results indicate that five interviewees fell into categories 
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2 and 3. Two of the interviews fell into category 1, the lowest, while another two were categorised as 4 or 5, the 
highest. What is encouraging is that all the businesses were registered even though some were still operating from 
backyard premises, lacking adequate facilities and infrastructure. 

Figure 1: Responses on the legal aspects of the businesses 

Source: Date from interviewers 

Time management
The majority of the students (7 out of 9) attributed the underperformance of their businesses to time constraints. 
This was particularly evident as all respondents were concurrently enrolled as full-time students at IBSU, juggling 
numerous responsibilities. They highlighted the difficulty of managing both academic commitments and the 
demands of running a business. P1 expressed this challenge, stating:

"I am a mother, and balancing family obligations, academic workload, and the needs of my business is tough. This 
is the primary factor affecting my business's performance. Additionally, the insufficient income generated from my 
business makes it impractical to hire additional help."

Gender disparities
The research revealed several gender challenges. P2 for example, indicated that: "My business struggles because I often 
have to prioritise family responsibilities." The majority of the participants (7) pointed out that women encounter 
difficulties in accessing equal financial support, mentorship, and training opportunities compared to men, often 
due to gender biases and entrenched traditional roles. P9 said:

"Accessing male-dominated business networks is challenging for me. Gender stereotypes hinder our ability to 
establish professional connections. In our culture, women are relegated to secondary roles, leading to disparities 
in both higher education and the workplace. This is the major reason why we continue to struggle."

Lack of post-graduation support
Given the existing limited support, management expressed concerns regarding the feasibility of scaling up operations 
post-graduation and had this to say: 

"Expanding mentorship programmes, funding opportunities, and other supportive services to accommodate 
growing demands while upholding quality standards can pose notable challenges." 

The students lamented the same challenges indicating a dearth of mentorship, insufficient funding, and a lack of 
physical space for innovation and industrialisation. 
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"While the university currently offers assistance during students' tenure, there is a concern among us that 
such support may diminish once we graduate. It seems the university has limited capacity to continue with 
the support,” indicated P3. 

Academic 2 (A2) indicated that: 

"This transition from the sheltered environment of university to the broader and more demanding business 
world can be overwhelming. This is when students need more support and attention to graduate to be 
successful entrepreneurs. The absence of ongoing support and guidance post-graduation poses a significant 
obstacle, potentially impeding the sustainability and enduring success of student ventures."

Looking beyond immediate challenges, an academic participant (A1) raised a critical point: "Without sustained 
support and a clear trajectory for post-graduation success, the long-term viability of student ventures may be at risk." 
All participants concurred that existing challenges could limit the university’s ability to provide comprehensive 
support to student entrepreneurs after graduation. 

Limited performance measurement
All parties involved - students, academics, and management - expressed concern about the lack of a system to assesse 
students' businesses' performance. Management acknowledged this gap, stating, "Unfortunately, due to resource 
constraints and insufficient backing from key stakeholders, this support gap appears unlikely to be addressed shortly." 
Student entrepreneurs echoed the same concern, highlighting the absence of systematic university evaluations to 
assess their ventures' progress. As one student entrepreneur pointed out, "There's no clear system to understand how 
we are doing.”

Enhancing students' entrepreneurial capabilities
The study findings suggest that the StEP provides notable benefits for students. The consensus among student 
participants indicates that the programme offers benefits such as mentorship, training programmes, and resources, 
playing a crucial role in enhancing students' entrepreneurial skills and comprehension. This suggests that the StEP 
effectively supports students in developing the necessary capabilities and knowledge for entrepreneurship. Both 
management and academics contend that cultivating an entrepreneurial mindset and offering experiential learning 
equips students with valuable skills transferable to diverse career trajectories. A1 highlighted that: "A proficient 
workforce contributes to the nation's economic development through tax contributions." 

Encouraging creativity and innovation in students
Management emphasised the programme's role in supporting and encouraging creative and innovative thinking 
in students. This fosters the development of new products, services, and solutions. Students and academics echoed 
this sentiment. “A culture of innovation can drive economic growth and competitiveness by creating entrepreneurial 
ventures that address societal needs and challenges,” said A2.

The elevation of the University’s reputation
Management underscored the university's commitment to preparing students for the future through practical 
skills. They emphasised this approach with the statement: "Our students are going through experiential learning, and 
this places our university on the world map. We are collaborating with our former students to publicise the university 
and its offerings." This demonstrates the value the university places on practical skills and experiential learning. The 
academics’ agreement with this remark highlights a shared vision for the university's entrepreneurship programme.

Industry-academia collaboration
Management revealed that the university allocated K6,000 for networking events, which exposed students to real-
world business settings and potential future partnerships. All the participants valued the networking opportunities 



11

provided by the StEP. Participant 5 had this to say: "I attended a session hosted by Papua New Guinea Women’s 
Business Research Center (PNGWBRC), and this boosted my motivation and confidence." The majority of the students 
(7) reported collaborating with other students on similar ventures. These connections provided a valuable support 
network for their entrepreneurial journeys. Records for the programme show that the university invited alumni, 
captains of the industry, and other key stakeholders.
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The discussion centres on restricted funding access, low compliance with legal requirements, time management, gender 
disparities, insufficient post-graduation support, limited performance evaluation, strengthening students' entrepreneurial 
skills, fostering creativity and innovation, enhancing the university's reputation, and promoting collaboration between 
industry and academia.		

Limited access to funding
Lack of financial assistance appears to be a significant hurdle, as it frequently emerges as a challenge during data collection. 
This aligns with the findings of Gutterman (2022) and Acs et al. (2014), who highlight that securing funding is a significant 
challenge for student entrepreneurs, particularly in developing economies. This issue was found to be affecting student 
entrepreneurs at IBSU due to the limited availability of funding options. In the context of securing financial assistance, 
the deficiency in knowledge and lack of collateral among student entrepreneurs can be seen as limitations in human capital 
development. Human capital theory posits that those individuals' skills, knowledge, and abilities are valuable assets that 
contribute to their economic success. The deficiency in understanding financial systems and the lack of collateral stemming 
from their student status signify deficits in human capital, obstructing their access to financial resources. This finding aligns 
with Frese (2009) conclusion regarding limited student funding, as evidenced by IBSU. To support student entrepreneurs, 
the University and key stakeholders should provide financial assistance. The other two students, who seem unaffected by this 
challenge, maybe running the more successful ventures. 

Limited compliance with legal requirements
The findings from the interviews on contracts, licensing, and compliance with business regulations reveal several concerning 
trends. Firstly, the distribution of responses highlights that a significant portion of respondents, totalling six, rated their 
level of compliance and adherence to regulations as moderate (categories 2 and 3). This suggests that there may be a 
considerable number of the students’ businesses that are not fully meeting regulatory requirements or are partially compliant. 
Furthermore, the fact that two of the respondents fell into the lowest category (category 1) indicates that there is a notable 
portion of businesses that are struggling significantly with contractual obligations, licensing requirements, and compliance 
with regulations. This may point to various issues such as a lack of awareness and resources, or understanding of regulatory 
frameworks. This confirms the findings by Davey et al. (2016) and Frese (2009) that overly restrictive regulations hinder 
the establishment and growth of entrepreneurial ventures. The conventional university system at IBSU could be failing to 
sufficiently prepare students for entrepreneurship, primarily because of the highlighted challenges (Baporikar, 2022). This 
underscores the challenges faced by developing economies, where limited resources pose a significant obstacle.

Conversely, another two of the respondents fell into the higher categories (categories 4 and 5), suggesting that there are 
businesses that are actively striving to maintain high levels of compliance and adherence to regulations. This is a positive 
indication of a subset of the students that recognise the importance of following proper procedures and regulations. 
However, the most disturbing finding is the revelation that three participants admitted to operating their businesses from 
backyard premises without proper facilities and infrastructure. This highlights a significant gap in regulatory oversight 
and enforcement, as well as potential risks to public safety and consumer protection. It underscores the need for stronger 
regulatory measures and support mechanisms to ensure that all businesses operate within legal frameworks and adhere to 
necessary standards. As mentioned previously, this signifies a deficiency in the infrastructure necessary for running successful 
businesses. This stands in contrast to developing economies, where universities have access to various funding sources such as 
grants, angel investors, and venture capital firms which assist in securing appropriate office space for small business ventures 
(Fischer et al., 2019). Consequently, this grants student entrepreneurs access to vital resources for initiating and expanding 
their ventures.

Time management
The findings highlight a significant issue faced by the participants in their entrepreneurial endeavours – namely, the struggle 
to effectively manage their time due to their status as full-time students at the university. The participants expressed that 

Discussion
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balancing academic responsibilities with the demands of running a business was challenging. One participant, in particular, 
emphasised the additional difficulty of being a mother and trying to juggle family obligations alongside schoolwork and 
business commitments. The participant's statement underscores the immense pressure women feel when attempting to fulfil 
multiple roles simultaneously. The inability to allocate sufficient time and energy to the business due to competing priorities 
contributes to its underperformance. Additionally, the participant mentions the reluctance to hire help due to financial 
constraints, further exacerbating the strain on their resources. This finding is consistent with the studies by Kuratko (2007) 
and Zhao et al. (2005), which highlight that balancing academic responsibilities with the demands of running a business 
poses a significant challenge for student entrepreneurs.

This dilemma sheds light on the complex dynamics involved in entrepreneurial pursuits among students, especially those 
with additional responsibilities such as parenthood. It highlights the need for support mechanisms and resources tailored to 
address the unique challenges faced by student entrepreneurs, including access to mentorship, flexible academic arrangements, 
and financial assistance. Additionally, it underscores the importance of fostering a supportive environment that recognises 
and accommodates the diverse needs of aspiring entrepreneurs within educational institutions.

Gender disparities
The research findings shed light on significant gender challenges that female student entrepreneurs face, particularly 
in the context of balancing business activities with family responsibilities. One recurring theme is the difficulty female 
entrepreneurs experience in accessing equal financial resources, mentorship, and training opportunities compared to 
their male counterparts. This disparity is often attributed to prevailing gender biases and deeply ingrained traditional 
roles that prioritise men's roles in business and leadership. The participants' remarks also highlighted the obstacles female 
entrepreneurs face in networking within male-dominated business environments. Gender stereotypes not only limit their 
access to these networks but also hinder their ability to forge professional relationships essential for business growth and 
success (Zvavahera, 2023). Such stereotypes can perpetuate the perception that women are less competent or committed to 
their businesses, affecting their credibility and opportunities to collaborate or secure investments. This corroborates CIPE's 
2013 assertion that gender disparities in entrepreneurship, particularly in PNG, are deeply rooted in cultural norms and 
values that often marginalise women socially and economically. In recognition of these barriers, the Center for International 
Private Enterprise (CIPE) launched a programme in 2013, with the support of Australia and the United States, specifically 
designed to empower women entrepreneurs. This initiative acknowledges the unique challenges faced by women in PNG, 
such as limited access to education, resources, and financial support, exacerbated by traditional gender roles that constrain 
their economic participation. Programmes like CIPE's are essential for addressing these systemic inequalities by providing 
women with opportunities to overcome these obstacles and achieve greater economic autonomy.

Lack of post-graduation support
The transition from a sheltered university environment to the broader and more competitive business world could be viewed 
as a critical phase in the accumulation of human capital. Human capital theory suggests that individuals' skills and knowledge 
are not only acquired through formal education but also through practical experiences and exposure to real-world challenges. 
In this context, the lack of continued support and guidance after graduation represents a significant hurdle that may impede 
the development and application of entrepreneurial skills acquired during university. Furthermore, the absence of dedicated 
support for transitioning from student entrepreneurship to post-graduation startups underscores the importance of ongoing 
skills development and support mechanisms in facilitating the successful transition to the labour market. The situation at 
IBSU contradicts the principles of experiential learning, which aim to cultivate students' full entrepreneurial potential and 
offer post-graduation support (Kirby & Man, 2009). 

The lack of postgraduate support significantly undermines the development and progress of student entrepreneurs, despite 
the emphasis of human capital theory on the importance of learning by doing. According to McMullen and Shepherd 
(2004), ongoing support is critical for sustaining the entrepreneurial journey beyond graduation. However, the absence 
of structured post-graduation support hinders entrepreneurs' ability to navigate challenges, secure funding, and scale their 
ventures.

This finding contrasts with literature, such as Bae et al. (2014), which assumes that comprehensive support systems are in 
place to foster entrepreneurial success. In reality, IBSU is failing to extend its support system beyond graduation, leaving 
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student entrepreneurs to operate in isolation. This gap highlights the need for targeted programmes and policies that provide 
mentorship, funding opportunities, and networking platforms to sustain the momentum of student ventures and ensure 
their long-term viability and sustainability.

Limited performance measurement
This underscores a critical challenge in promoting student entrepreneurship, as there is currently no system in place to 
assess the students’ business performance. The quote from management acknowledges the gap in performance evaluation. 
It emphasises two key challenges: resource constraints and insufficient backing from stakeholders. This suggests that even if 
management recognises the need for evaluation, they could be lacking the resources or support to implement it. Students 
echoed the same concern, highlighting the absence of a system to understand their ventures' progress. This lack of feedback 
makes it difficult for them to identify areas for improvement and track their success.

Limited performance measurement of student entrepreneurship programmes presents a significant challenge, as highlighted 
by Kavan (2024), particularly at IBSUniversity, where resource constraints hinder the evaluation of such initiatives. This 
aligns with Schaper's (2002) assertion that a weak entrepreneurial sector hampers economic growth, even with the emergence 
of student-led businesses. Without proper evaluation mechanisms, it becomes difficult to assess the success, impact, and 
sustainability of these ventures, which in turn reflects an unconducive environment for entrepreneurship. As Mtonya et al. 
(2021) pointed out, the absence of an effective entrepreneurial ecosystem—characterised by supportive policies, resources, 
and infrastructure—further exacerbates this issue, limiting the potential of student businesses to drive meaningful economic 
development.

Enhancing students' entrepreneurial capabilities 

The human capital theory posits that investment in education and training increases an individual's productivity and earning 
potential. The StEP aligns with this theory by providing students with access to mentorship, training programmes, and 
resources. These resources enhance students' entrepreneurial skills and knowledge, making them more valuable assets in the 
job market. Furthermore, fostering an entrepreneurial mindset equips students with valuable transferable skills like problem-
solving, critical thinking, and initiative, applicable to various career paths, regardless of whether they pursue entrepreneurship 
directly. The situation at IBSUniversity mirrors a global trend in universities, where institutions are increasingly offering 
support systems like incubators, accelerators, mentorship programmes, and entrepreneurship courses to foster a supportive 
environment (Soetanto & van Geenhuize, 2018). This aligns with the theory's emphasis on developing well-rounded human 
capital. However, as highlighted by Mtonya et al. (2021), this remains a challenge in PNG due to limited resources and 
capacity, a scenario that could also apply to some other developing economies.

Encouraging creativity and innovation in students
The human capital theory goes beyond technical skills, emphasising the importance of soft skills like creativity and 
innovation. As Zvavahera et al. (2018) pointed out, fostering a culture of innovation within universities translates to a 
more innovative workforce, a key driver for economic growth. Businesses with innovative products and services are more 
competitive, contributing significantly to a country's overall economic well-being. 

However, data from Table 1 suggests that the StEP might not achieve its intended outcomes since most start-ups are on 
the verge of collapsing. The table shows that majority (7) of the startups were struggling even after three to four years of 
operation. This raises questions about the effectiveness of student entrepreneurship programmes in building capacity and 
achieving positive results in PNG and beyond. The lack of support aligns with the Asian Development Bank's (2012) report, 
which highlights that most entrepreneurs fail due to this challenge. This trend could also be reflected in other universities 
across the country, which face similar constraints in essential resources such as funding, facilities, and infrastructure. Further 
research across a wider range of developing universities is needed to determine the generalisability of these findings and the 
overall effectiveness of such programmes in achieving their goals.

The elevation of the University’s reputation
The university's focus on practical skills, demonstrated by the StEP, corresponds with human capital theory. This theory 
promotes investment in skills to enhance worker productivity and economic value. Graduates with practical skills are better 



15

prepared for the workforce or to start their businesses, boosting employability and potential earnings. This, in turn, leads to 
a more skilled and productive population, a key driver of economic growth. The university's global aspirations also recognise 
the value of skilled graduates in attracting investment and partnerships, further stimulating local development. However, a 
significant challenge persists—the effective implementation of student entrepreneurship programmes, as noted by Mtonya 
et al. (2021) and The National (2024), primarily due to resource constraints, as evidenced at IBSU.

Limitations of the study
This study's findings could be difficult to generalise to universities in PNG and beyond due to its focus on a single university. 
The study may not have captured the full range of university support systems available or the diverse experiences of all 
student entrepreneurs and those involved. It also did not fully capture the long-term impact of university support systems 
on student entrepreneurship outcomes.	
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Funding was a recurring theme throughout the study. Despite recognising StEP's potential, participants highlighted the need 
for increased financial resources and capacity building. Primary obstacles included limited infrastructure, time constraints, 
scalability issues, insufficient postgraduate support, gender disparities, and coordination deficiencies.

While StEP offers collaboration opportunities, seven out of nine businesses have struggled to capitalise on them. However, the 
programme's potential to enhance student skills, boost university prestige, promote social impact, foster an entrepreneurial 
environment, and drive innovation remains evident.

The university's support system is moving in the right direction by promoting collaboration and networking opportunities. 
To further amplify its influence on student entrepreneurship, overcoming resource constraints and potentially reviewing 
policies and the training programme to encourage broader participation and enhance effectiveness could be beneficial.

The StEP holds promise for nurturing future entrepreneurs, but a robust student entrepreneurial ecosystem is crucial. 
Addressing the identified challenges and strengthening support mechanisms is essential to unlocking the programme's full 
potential.

Implications of the findings for both theory and practice
The study reveals that practical skills are necessary but not sufficient for student entrepreneurship success at IBSU. Additional 
factors like access to resources, mentorship, and post-graduation support are crucial. The findings highlight the limitations 
of applying human capital theory universally. This is because entrepreneurial success in universities might require a broader 
range of considerations beyond just skills development as shown in this study.

For practitioners, the study provides valuable insights for designing targeted university support systems that cater to the 
specific needs of student entrepreneurs. This could include financial assistance, mentorship programmes, access to resources 
and infrastructure, and training in areas like business scalability, gender equality, and post-graduation support. The study 
emphasises the importance of fostering collaboration between universities, established businesses, and government agencies. 
This could create a more supportive ecosystem for student entrepreneurs and facilitate access to resources and mentorship 
opportunities.

The study highlights the need for ongoing evaluation of university support systems to assess their effectiveness and identify 
areas for improvement. This allows for continuous adaptation and refinement of the programme based on real business 
outcomes. The study could explore challenges faced in scaling up successful programmes and offer recommendations for 
overcoming these hurdles. This is crucial for a wider impact on universities.

Potential areas for further research
It is important to conduct research involving more universities in PNG to assess the generalisability of the findings. Exploring 
how factors like cultural context, political environment, and economic development stage influence the efficacy of university 
support systems is equally important. It is important to track student entrepreneurs over time to understand the long-
term impact of university support systems on their ventures' success and career trajectories. Evaluating the effectiveness of 
individual components within university support systems, such as mentorship programmes, business plan competitions, or 
access to funding resources is also important.

Conclusions
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire for students

1.	 Background and experience

a.	 What motivated you to become a student entrepreneur? 

b.	 Can you provide a brief overview of your entrepreneurial venture? 

c.	 How long have you been involved in your entrepreneurial activities?

2.	 University support systems

a.	 What specific resources or programmes has the university provided to support your entrepreneurial journey?  

b.	 Have you received mentorship or guidance from faculty or staff members at your university? If yes, how has it 
influenced your entrepreneurial development? 

c.	 What kind of financial support or funding opportunities are available to student entrepreneurs at IBSUniversity? 

3.	 Incubators and co-working spaces

a.	 Have you utilised any university-affiliated incubators or co-working spaces? If so,   how have they contributed 
to your entrepreneurial progress? 

b.	 What types of facilities or amenities are available to student entrepreneurs in these spaces? 

c.	 How would you rate the overall quality and supportiveness of the incubators or co-working spaces provided by 
the university?

4.	 Networking and collaboration

a.	 Have you had opportunities to network with other student entrepreneurs at your university? How has this 
impacted your entrepreneurial journey? 

b.	 Are there any formal or informal networks or communities within the university that support student 
entrepreneurs? 

c.	 Have you collaborated with other students or faculty members from different disciplines on your entrepreneurial 
projects? If yes, how has this interdisciplinary collaboration influenced your work?

5.	 Educational and training programmes

a.	 Has your university offered any specific courses or programmes focused on entrepreneurship? If yes, how have 
these programmes enhanced your entrepreneurial skills and knowledge?

b.	 Are there any workshops, seminars, or guest lectures on entrepreneurship organised by your university? How 
valuable have these events been for you?

c.	 What kind of practical training or experiential learning opportunities related to entrepreneurship does your 
university provide?

6.	 Support for intellectual property and legal issues

a.	 How well does the university educate student entrepreneurs about legal aspects such as contracts, licensing, or 
business regulations?
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7.	 Success metrics and outcomes

a.	 What key milestones or achievements have you reached with the help of university support systems? 

b.	 Have you been able to secure funding or investment for your venture with the assistance of your university? 

c.	 How do you measure the overall effectiveness of the university's support systems for student entrepreneurs?

d.	 What challenges are you facing as a student entrepreneur?

e.	 How can the challenges cited above be overcome? 
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Appendix 2: Questionnaire for university staff

1.	 General overview

a.	 Can you provide an overview of the university's support systems and initiatives designed for student entrepreneurs?

b.	 How long has the university been offering support to student entrepreneurs?

c.	 How does the university define and identify student entrepreneurs?

2.	 Support programmes and services

a.	 What support programmes and services are available for student entrepreneurs, such as mentorship, funding, or 
co-working spaces?

b.	 How are these programmes and services structured? Are they formalised or more informal?

c.	 Are there specific programmes tailored to different stages of entrepreneurship (e.g., ideation, startup, scaling)?

3.	 Entrepreneurial education

a.	 Are there specialised courses or programmes focused on entrepreneurial skills development?

b.	 Are students from non-business or non-entrepreneurial backgrounds encouraged to participate in entrepreneurial 
activities?

4.	 Funding and resources

a.	 What funding opportunities are available to student entrepreneurs? Are there grants, seed funding, or investment 
networks?

b.	 What resources does the university provide to student entrepreneurs, such as access to labs, equipment, or 
research facilities?

c.	 Are there partnerships with external organisations or industry experts that provide additional resources?

5.	 Alumni and networking

a.	 How does the university facilitate networking opportunities for student entrepreneurs, both within the university 
community and with external stakeholders?

b.	 How does the university support the transition from student entrepreneurship to post-graduation startups?

6.	 Success measurement and impact

a.	 Are there any success stories or notable startups that have emerged from the university's support programmes?

b.	 Are there mechanisms for gathering feedback from student entrepreneurs to continuously improve the support 
systems?

7.	 Challenges and future plans

a.	 What are the main challenges faced by the university in providing support to student entrepreneurs?

b.	 How does the university plan to address these challenges and improve its support systems in the future?
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