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Abstract: 

This study examined the factors influencing the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office (EAO) 

in advancing entrepreneurship programmes within a rural higher education institution in South Africa. 

Grounded in entrepreneurial university theory, the triple helix model, and the resource-based view, the 

study adopted a qualitative exploratory design within an interpretivist paradigm. Data was collected 

through semi-structured interviews with fourteen purposively selected participants, including Economic 

Activation Office personnel, university staff involved in entrepreneurship initiatives, and student 

entrepreneurs. Thematic analysis revealed that institutional leadership and strategic alignment, 

resource availability, human capital capacity, stakeholder collaboration, organisational culture, and 

student engagement significantly influence programme effectiveness. While the Economic Activation 

Office demonstrates strategic relevance in promoting entrepreneurship, its overall impact is shaped by 

structural integration, funding capacity, and ecosystem coordination. The study recommends 

strengthening institutional commitment, expanding industry partnerships, improving resource allocation, 

and embedding entrepreneurship across faculties to enhance sustainability and long-term impact. 
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Introduction 

Entrepreneurship has become a strategic priority for higher education institutions (HEIs), particularly in 

developing economies facing persistent youth unemployment and limited formal employment 

opportunities. Universities are increasingly expected to extend beyond traditional teaching and research 

mandates to contribute directly to innovation, enterprise creation, and regional economic 

development(Lv, Zhang, Georgescu, Li, & Zhang, 2022). 

Within this evolving landscape, institutional mechanisms such as Economic Activation Offices (EAOs) 

have been established to coordinate entrepreneurship initiatives, facilitate stakeholder engagement, and 

provide structured support to aspiring student entrepreneurs. While entrepreneurship education has 

received growing scholarly attention, limited empirical research has examined the factors influencing 

the effectiveness of structured entrepreneurship support offices within rural higher education institutions 

(Ismail, Bignotti, Knockaert, Farrington, Vermeire, & Crucke, 2024).  

Rural universities operate within contexts characterised by structural resource limitations, weaker 

industrial ecosystems, and geographical isolation. These contextual realities may significantly shape the 

performance and sustainability of entrepreneurship support mechanisms.  

Despite the growing emphasis on entrepreneurship within higher education, there remains a significant 

gap in understanding how institutional support structures, such as Economic Activation Offices, operate 

and perform within rural university contexts. Existing studies largely focus on entrepreneurship 

education and ecosystems in urban or well-resourced institutions, with limited attention given to 

structurally constrained rural environments. This study then addresses this gap by examining the factors 

influencing the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office at a rural South African university. In 

doing so, it contributes to both theoretical and empirical discussions on entrepreneurship support within 

under-resourced higher education contexts. 

This study investigated the factors influencing the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office in 

advancing entrepreneurship programmes within a rural higher education institution, specifically the 

University of Venda. 

Literature Review 

Entrepreneurial transformation within higher education has been widely conceptualised through 

Entrepreneurial University Theory, which positions universities as proactive institutions integrating 

teaching, research, and economic engagement. According to Pacheco, Ferreira, Simoes, Veiga and 

Caputo (2024), Entrepreneurial universities embed enterprise development, innovation, and stakeholder 
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engagement into their strategic missions. However, institutional transformation requires systemic 

integration rather than peripheral entrepreneurship initiatives. 

A recent study emphasises that entrepreneurship effectiveness depends on governance alignment and 

leadership commitment (Suriyankietkaew, 2023). When there is no strong executive support and 

strategic integration across faculties, entrepreneurship programmes risk fragmentation and limited 

impact (Rakhimova, Topildiev, Nazarov, Kadirova, Sobirova, Rustamova, & Nusratova, 2025). 

The Resource-Based View further explains that institutional effectiveness depends on the strategic 

mobilisation of valuable internal resources (Kero & Bogale, 2023). Financial capital, skilled personnel, 

incubation infrastructure, and mentorship capacity represent key assets shaping entrepreneurship 

programme performance. Rural universities, however, often face structural funding constraints that limit 

their ability to scale support services (Yu, Appiah, Zulu, & Adu-Poku, 2024). 

Collaboration between universities, industry, and government remains central to entrepreneurship 

ecosystems. The Triple Helix Model highlights that innovation emerges from dynamic interactions 

among these spheres (Cai & Amaral, 2021). Strong partnerships enhance access to funding, 

mentorship, experiential learning, and commercialisation opportunities (Aithal & Aithal, 2023). Yet rural 

institutions may experience weaker ecosystem integration due to limited industrial presence. 

Furthermore, experiential training, incubation, and mentorship have been identified as critical 

determinants of entrepreneurial success (Habiburrahman, Prasetyo, Raharjo, Rinawati, Trisnani, Eko, 

Wahyudiyono, Wulandari, Fahlevi, & Aljuaid, 2022). Without structured post-training support 

mechanisms, awareness and skills development initiatives may not translate into sustainable venture 

creation. 

While these theoretical perspectives are well established, empirical evidence examining the specific 

factors influencing the effectiveness of entrepreneurship support offices in rural South African 

universities remains limited. This contextual gap informs the present study. 

Methodology 

This study used a qualitative exploratory research design within an interpretivist framework to examine 

the factors affecting the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office (EAO) in promoting 

entrepreneurship at a rural higher education institution. The qualitative approach was chosen because 

it allows the researcher to gain detailed insights into participants’ experiences, perceptions, and 

institutional processes that influence how the EAO functions. Since there is limited empirical research 

on the operational effectiveness of Economic Activation Offices at rural universities, the exploratory 

design helped the researcher investigate underlying institutional dynamics and identify factors that 

impact the implementation of entrepreneurial initiatives. 
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Research Design and Approach 

The qualitative approach was adopted because it allows researchers to explore lived experiences and 

meanings attached to organisational practices (Alhazmi & Kaufmann, 2022). In the context of this study, 

the interpretivist paradigm provided a framework for understanding how individuals involved with the 

EAO perceive its role, effectiveness, and the challenges it faces in fostering entrepreneurship. This 

approach enabled the researcher to capture detailed narratives from participants regarding institutional 

support, leadership commitment, organisational culture, and the availability of resources that influence 

entrepreneurship development within the university environment. The study focused on participants’ 

experiences rather than numerical measurements. The study was able to generate rich contextual 

insights into how the EAO operates and the factors that shape its effectiveness. 

Population and Scope of the Study 

The study was conducted at a Rural University in Thohoyandou, Vhembe District, Limpopo Province, 

South Africa. The institution was selected because it represents a rural university that has established 

an Economic Activation Office to promote entrepreneurship, innovation, and student enterprise 

development. The population of the study comprised individuals who were directly involved in or had 

interacted with the activities and programmes coordinated by the EAO. These included staff members 

working within the Economic Activation Office, university personnel responsible for entrepreneurship-

related initiatives, and student entrepreneurs who had participated in EAO programmes. 

Sampling Procedure and Sample Size 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants who possessed relevant knowledge and experience 

regarding the operations of the Economic Activation Office. This sampling technique allowed the 

researcher to deliberately select individuals who could provide detailed and meaningful insights into the 

effectiveness of the EAO (DePoy, 2024). A total of fourteen participants were interviewed for the study. 

The sample included EAO staff members responsible for implementing entrepreneurship initiatives, 

university personnel involved in supporting entrepreneurial programmes, and student entrepreneurs 

who had benefited from EAO activities. These include participants from different categories ensured that 

the study captured multiple perspectives on the functioning and impact of the Economic Activation 

Office. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed the researcher to maintain 

consistency across participants while also providing flexibility to explore emerging issues in greater 

depth. An interview guide was developed to cover key themes relevant to the study, including institutional 

support for entrepreneurship, leadership commitment, resource allocation, stakeholder collaboration, 
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organisational culture, and student engagement in entrepreneurial activities. Each interview lasted 

between 45 and 60 minutes and was conducted in a conversational format that encouraged participants 

to share detailed experiences and reflections. Participants provided informed consent for the interviews 

to be audio-recorded to ensure the accuracy of the data collected, while additional field notes were taken 

to capture important observations during the interview process. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using Thematic Content Analysis (TCA). The process began with the 

transcription of all recorded interviews, after which the transcripts were carefully reviewed multiple times 

to develop familiarity with the data. Initial codes were then generated to identify recurring ideas and 

patterns related to the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office. These codes were subsequently 

grouped into broader themes such as institutional support, leadership commitment, resource 

constraints, stakeholder collaboration, organisational culture, and student participation. Through 

continuous comparison and refinement of codes, the themes were organised to reflect the major factors 

influencing the effectiveness of the EAO in promoting entrepreneurship within the university. 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, several strategies were employed. 

Credibility was strengthened through triangulation by collecting data from different categories of 

participants, including EAO staff, university personnel, and student entrepreneurs. This allowed the 

researcher to compare perspectives across groups and validate emerging themes. Dependability was 

enhanced by maintaining a clear audit trail of the data collection and analysis procedures, ensuring 

transparency in the research process. Confirmability was ensured by grounding the findings in 

participants’ responses rather than the researcher’s personal interpretations. These measures 

contributed to the overall reliability and rigor of the qualitative research process. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the University of Venda before the commencement of 

data collection. All participants were provided with an information sheet explaining the purpose of the 

research, the voluntary nature of participation, and assurances of confidentiality. Written informed 

consent was obtained from each participant prior to the interviews. To protect participants’ identities, 

pseudonyms were used when reporting the findings. Participants were also informed that they could 

withdraw from the study at any stage without facing any negative consequences. These ethical 

procedures ensured that the research was conducted in accordance with accepted academic and 

institutional ethical standards. 
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Conceptualising Economic Activation in South African Higher Education. 

Economic Activation in South African higher education refers to structured institutional efforts that is 

aimed to promote entrepreneurship, innovation, and enterprise development among students. It aligns 

with the national Entrepreneurship Development in Higher Education (EDHE) programme, which 

positions universities as key drivers of economic participation and job creation (Ismail et al., 2024; 

Ncanywa & Dyantyi, 2022). In this framework, universities are expected to extend their traditional roles 

by actively supporting entrepreneurial development (Audretsch & Belitski, 2022). 

The Economic Activation Office serves as a strategic mechanism for implementing this agenda at the 

institutional level. It coordinates entrepreneurship initiatives, facilitates access to funding, incubation, 

and mentorship, and promotes collaboration with industry and government stakeholders (Leal, Leal, & 

Silva, 2023). As an intermediary structure, the EAO integrates entrepreneurship into the university’s core 

mission and contributes to the development of an institutional entrepreneurial ecosystem (Cai & Amaral, 

2021). 

The effectiveness of the EAO depends on its integration within university structures, governance 

systems, and strategic priorities, which influence its ability to mobilise resources and deliver impactful 

programmes (Pacheco et al., 2024; Suriyankietkaew, 2023). This role is particularly significant in rural 

universities, where limited industry networks, weak innovation ecosystems, and resource constraints 

necessitate stronger institutional support mechanisms (Yu et al., 2024). In such contexts, the EAO acts 

as a catalyst for economic development by linking students to external opportunities and fostering 

entrepreneurial participation (Dal Bello, Marques, Sacramento, & Galvão, 2022). 

This study therefore conceptualises Economic Activation as an institutionally embedded process that 

promotes entrepreneurship through coordinated support structures such as the EAO, particularly within 

resource-constrained rural higher education environments. 

Results and Discussion 

The study revealed several interconnected outcomes regarding the factors influencing the effectiveness 

of the Economic Activation Office in advancing entrepreneurship within a rural higher education 

institution, namely the University of Venda. The findings reveal that the effectiveness of the EAO is 

shaped by structural, financial, institutional, and behavioural determinants. The most prominent factors 

identified include access to funding, staff capacity, stakeholder collaboration, institutional support and 

resource mobilisation, and student engagement. These elements collectively determine the 

sustainability, reach, and overall impact of entrepreneurship initiatives within the university context. 
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Access to Funding 

Access to funding emerged as one of the most critical factors influencing the effectiveness of the EAO. 

Participants consistently indicated that limited financial resources constrain programme expansion, 

incubation capacity, and sustained support for student enterprises. Although the EAO does not provide 

direct start-up capital to students, it plays a facilitative role in linking aspiring entrepreneurs to external 

funding bodies and enterprise development initiatives. 

One participant indicated that, “Although the office does not offer direct funding, it plays a key role in 

connecting individuals to existing initiatives and funding opportunities” (Participant 1, 2025). Another 

respondent emphasised, “They help us participate in pitching competitions and connect us with 

organisations such as NYDA and SEDA for funding support” (Participant 6, 2025). 

These findings show that the EAO functions as an intermediary between students and funding agencies, 

including the National Youth Development Agency and the Small Enterprise Development Agency. While 

this facilitation role enhances access to external financial opportunities, the absence of a dedicated 

internal funding stream limits the office’s autonomy and ability to scale initiatives. 

A recent study supports the argument that financial constraints remain a major barrier to entrepreneurial 

transformation in rural universities (Onyekwelu, Ibe, Monyei, Attamah, & Ukpere, 2023). Limited access 

to stable funding reduces the sustainability of entrepreneurship programmes and restricts the number 

of beneficiaries who can participate in entrepreneurial support initiatives, as institutions often struggle to 

maintain programme activities, mentorship structures, and incubation services due to financial 

constraints (Audretsch & Belitski, 2022; Nhleko, 2023). Similarly, another study emphasises that rural 

institutions often operate within constrained economic ecosystems, which affects the availability of 

venture capital and industry sponsorship (Dal Bello et al., 2022). 

The findings therefore suggest that funding availability directly influences programme continuity, 

incubation depth, and measurable entrepreneurial outcomes. Without consistent financial investment, 

entrepreneurship support structures remain dependent on short-term partnerships and external 

goodwill. 

Staff Capacity and Human Capital 

Staff capacity was identified as another significant determinant of effectiveness. Participants reported 

that the EAO operates with limited permanent personnel and relies partially on volunteers and student 

assistants. While efforts to increase staffing are underway, current human resource limitations affect 

programme coordination, mentorship provision, and monitoring of student ventures. 
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One participant explained, “The office is still new and has few staff members, but there are plans to 

increase posts through HR” (Participant 7, 2025). Another noted, “More staff allocation would improve 

programme delivery and allow the office to operate independently” (Participant 2, 2025). 

These findings suggest that adequate staffing enhances operational efficiency, strengthens the quality 

of mentorship, and improves follow-up support for student entrepreneurs. Based on an entrepreneurial 

university perspective, institutional transformation requires specialised personnel capable of 

coordinating innovation programmes and managing stakeholder relationships (Onyekwelu et al., 2023). 

The literature argues that insufficient human capital remains one of the primary constraints facing 

entrepreneurship initiatives in developing and rural universities (Ghouse, Barber III, & Alipour, 2024). 

The present findings align with this perspective, indicating that while institutional commitment exists, the 

effectiveness of the EAO is partly limited by staffing shortages. Thus, strengthening human capital 

capacity is essential for improving service delivery, programme expansion, and long-term sustainability. 

Stakeholder Collaboration and Ecosystem Coordination 

Consistent with the Triple Helix framework, the study found that stakeholder collaboration significantly 

influences the effectiveness of the EAO. Participants highlighted partnerships with local businesses, 

government representatives, alumni entrepreneurs, and community stakeholders as critical sources of 

mentorship, networking opportunities, and funding exposure. 

One participant stated, “The Office connects us with local businesses and sometimes government 

representatives who provide information on funding opportunities” (Participant 5, 2025). Another 

respondent noted, “Through the EAO, we were introduced to external stakeholders who mentor student 

entrepreneurs” (Participant 8, 2025). 

These findings suggest that the EAO acts as a coordinating mechanism linking university resources with 

external entrepreneurial ecosystems. Jonathan, Israfal, Saleh and Makalalag (2025) assert that 

innovation and entrepreneurship thrive when universities operate within collaborative networks involving 

industry and government actors. In this context, the EAO enhances ecosystem integration by facilitating 

networking events, pitching platforms, and mentorship engagements. 

However, participants also indicated that some partnerships remain informal and project-based rather 

than institutionalised. Yordanova and Shotarov (2025) argue that sustained competitive advantage 

requires systematic mobilisation of strategic partnerships rather than ad hoc collaborations. Without 

formalised agreements and long-term collaboration frameworks, ecosystem support may become 

inconsistent and unpredictable. 
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Institutional Support and Resource Mobilisation 

Institutional support and internal resource mobilisation were identified as additional determinants of 

effectiveness. Participants acknowledged that the university provides office space, administrative 

guidance, and limited infrastructural support for entrepreneurship initiatives. 

One respondent indicated, “The Office provides guidance and administrative support that makes it 

easier for us to formalise our businesses” (Participant 2, 2025). Another stated, “There is institutional 

backing for workshops and training programmes, which shows commitment to entrepreneurship” 

(Participant 4, 2025). 

From a resource-based view perspective, institutions derive effectiveness not merely from resource 

possession but from strategic deployment of those resources (Helfat, Kaul, Ketchen Jr, Barney, Chatain, 

& Singh, 2023). In the case of the rural university under study, internal assets such as academic 

expertise, administrative systems, and training infrastructure contribute to the functioning of the EAO. 

Despite this support, participants identified limited incubation facilities and insufficient long-term 

mentorship as key weaknesses. Some respondents indicated that support often ends after initial 

training, with limited structured follow-up. Mukul and Sheeri (2024) argue that rural institutions frequently 

lack advanced incubation infrastructure, which reduces the transition rate from training to sustainable 

venture creation. 

These findings suggest that while institutional commitment exists, resource constraints reduce the 

transformative potential of entrepreneurship support structures. Expanding incubation services and 

structured mentorship programmes would significantly enhance effectiveness. 

Student Engagement and Participation 

Student engagement emerged as a behavioural determinant influencing the overall effectiveness of the 

Economic Activation Office. Although the university has a large student population, participation in 

entrepreneurship initiatives varies across faculties and disciplines. 

One participant explained, “Workshops and training sessions are available, but not all students attend 

or take entrepreneurship seriously” (Participant 6, 2025). Another noted, “Some faculties are more 

involved than others, which affects participation levels” (Participant 3, 2025). 

These findings indicate that programme availability alone does not guarantee impact; student motivation 

and awareness are equally critical. Rodrigues (2023) emphasises that entrepreneurship education must 

be experiential and participatory to influence venture creation intentions. Similarly, Suryawanshi, Singh 

and Khateek (2024), argue that rural students often require sustained exposure and mentorship to shift 

from job-seeking mindsets to opportunity recognition. 
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The study therefore suggests that strengthening cross-faculty integration and embedding 

entrepreneurship within academic curricula may enhance participation and improve measurable 

outcomes. 

Overall Synthesis 

The findings demonstrate that the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office at the Rural University 

is influenced by interconnected structural and behavioural factors. Access to funding determines 

programme expansion and sustainability; staff capacity affects operational efficiency and mentorship 

quality; stakeholder collaboration enhances ecosystem integration; institutional support provides 

foundational resources; and student engagement determines practical outcomes. 

These determinants do not operate independently but interact to shape the overall impact of 

entrepreneurship initiatives within the rural university context. While the EAO demonstrates institutional 

commitment and growing ecosystem integration, structural constraints related to funding, staffing, and 

incubation infrastructure limit its full transformative potential. 

Strengthening financial investment, formalising partnerships, expanding human resource capacity, and 

deepening student engagement are therefore essential strategies for enhancing the long-term 

effectiveness of entrepreneurship support structures in rural higher education institutions. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study concludes that the effectiveness of the Economic Activation Office within a rural higher 

education institution is shaped by interconnected institutional, structural, and contextual factors. 

Leadership commitment, resource allocation, human capital capacity, stakeholder collaboration, 

organisational culture, and student engagement collectively determine programme sustainability and 

impact. 

While the EAO demonstrates strategic importance in advancing entrepreneurship, its effectiveness 

remains contingent upon stronger institutional integration and ecosystem support. 

Contribution of the Study 

This study makes several important contributions to the field of entrepreneurship in higher education. 

Theoretically, it extends the application of Entrepreneurial University Theory, the Triple Helix Model, and 

the Resource-Based View by demonstrating how these frameworks operate within rural and resource-

constrained institutional contexts. It highlights the importance of intermediary structures such as 

Economic Activation Offices in bridging systemic gaps within weak innovation ecosystems. 
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Practically, the study provides actionable insights for university management and policymakers by 

identifying key institutional factors that influence the effectiveness of entrepreneurship support 

structures. It demonstrates the need for stronger institutional integration, increased resource allocation, 

and formalised stakeholder partnerships to enhance the impact of EAOs. 

Based on a policy perspective, the findings contribute to ongoing national discussions on the 

implementation of the Entrepreneurship Development in Higher Education (EDHE) framework. The 

study suggests that rural universities require context-specific support models that address structural 

constraints while leveraging local opportunities for economic development. 

The study recommends: 

1. Strengthening executive-level commitment to entrepreneurship integration. 

2. Increasing financial and infrastructural investment in incubation and mentorship 

programmes. 

3. Formalising long-term university–industry–government partnerships. 

4. Embedding entrepreneurship initiatives across all faculties. 

5. Developing structured post-training support mechanisms for student entrepreneurs. 

Future research may adopt quantitative approaches to measure long-term venture creation outcomes 

and compare entrepreneurship support effectiveness across rural universities nationally. 
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