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ABSTRACT

Objective: University-based knowledge startups are recognized as key drivers in the transition from
resource-based to knowledge-based economies. These entities not only foster job creation and technological
advancement but also enhance national competitiveness. However, their high failure rates and limited
scalability, particularly in developing countries like Iran, point to persistent structural, managerial, and
institutional barriers. Existing literature largely treats these barriers as static, discrete categories (e.g.,
financial, legal, technological, institutional) and overlooks the dynamic, interactive, and non-linear processes
entrepreneurs navigate when confronting them. This theoretical gap is especially pronounced in unstable and
complex institutional contexts such as Iran, characterized by macroeconomic policy volatility, international
sanctions, capital market inefficiencies, and weak intellectual property protection. Accordingly, the primary
objective of this research is to investigate the process by which Iranian academic entrepreneurs confront
growth barriers. This study addresses three questions: Main question: How do entrepreneurs confront and
interact with these barriers, and what strategies do they employ in response? Sub-question 1: At what levels
do growth barriers exist in knowledge-based startups, and how are they perceived by entrepreneurs? Sub-
guestion 2: What are the characteristics and components of the theoretical model derived from this study that
explain the process of managing growth barriers?

Method: Due to its exploratory nature and the objective of deriving an integrated theoretical model from
data, this research employed a qualitative approach using classic Glaserian grounded theory. The study
population comprised managers and founders of knowledge-based companies active in Isfahan province
who were directly involved in the phenomenon under study. Expert selection criteria included at least five
years of practical experience in managing or founding a knowledge-based business, relevant university
education, and willingness to share experiences. Through purposive and snowball sampling, fifteen in-
depth semi-structured interviews were conducted, and the data were analyzed using ATLAS.ti software
(version 9). The analysis involved two stages: open coding (segmenting data into meaningful units and
labeling) and selective coding (grouping concepts into subcategories and main categories, and identifying
the core category). Theoretical saturation was reached at the twelfth interview, but interviews continued
through the fifteenth for greater assurance. To ensure validity and reliability, Lincoln and Guba's four
criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability) were applied, along with strategies
such as triangulation, participant review, thorough documentation, and calculation of inter-coder
agreement (97%).

Results: Data analysis identified over 500 propositions (quotes), 134 concepts, 21 subcategories, and 6 main
categories: individual barriers, organizational-management barriers, institutional-governance barriers,
economic—social barriers, educational—cultural barriers, and lack of institutional and network support. The
findings indicate that growth barriers fall into three interconnected macro levels: individual (including
psychological characteristics such as fear of failure, risk-averse attitudes, lack of managerial skills, and
inflexibility); organizational-management (including weak financial resources, poor strategic planning and
decision-making, human resource management challenges, inability to attract and retain specialized
personnel, and lack of intra-organizational coordination); and institutional-governance (including complex
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administrative bureaucracy, instability of laws and regulations, weak transparency and enforcement,
sanctions, monopolization, and inappropriate competition). Among these categories, "management and
organizational barriers" was identified as the central category. This category stands out not only due to the
high frequency of open codes, but also because of its key mediating role in the causal chain of barriers and
its continuous presence across various levels of analysis. Management and organizational barriers act as a
central link, intensifying the impact of institutional pressures (e.g., regulatory instability) on individual
barriers (e.g., reduced motivation). Entrepreneurs' process of confronting these barriers was shaped into a
five-stage cyclical and non-linear model: (1) barrier perception (identifying and attributing meaning to the
challenge); (2) strategy selection (a combination of influence, bricolage, and entrepreneurial resilience); (3)
action and implementation of change; (4) feedback evaluation; and (5) learning and organizational
adaptation. This process shows that entrepreneurs are not merely reactive but "active learners" who transform
obstacles into opportunities for learning and growth. Theoretically, the extracted model highlights the pivotal
role of managerial empowerment, indicating that strengthening decision-making and planning capacities at
the founding-team level has ripple effects in reducing barriers at other levels. Moreover, the findings
demonstrate that Iranian entrepreneurs intelligently employ a synthesized, localized combination of three
theoretical frameworks: effectuation (decision-making under uncertainty with a focus on controllable
resources), bricolage (creative use and recombination of existing resources under constraints), and
entrepreneurial resilience (coping with environmental pressures, recovering from crises, and learning from
failure). Ultimately, the outcomes of this process include increased organizational resilience, improved
innovation performance, enhanced organizational learning, and consequently sustainable growth and
survival for knowledge-based startups.

Conclusion: This research reveals that growth barriers for Iranian university-based knowledge-intensive
startups interact within a complex, dynamic system across individual, organizational-managerial, and
institutional-governance levels. "Managerial and organizational barriers" play a pivotal mediating role in
this system. The process of confronting these barriers is an adaptive, non-linear cycle in which
entrepreneurs, using combined strategies of influencing, bricolage, and entrepreneurial resilience,
transform obstacles into learning opportunities. Theoretical contributions of this study include presenting
a systematic, context-specific model that clarifies the complexity of barrier interactions in developing
economies. Practically, identifying "managerial and organizational barriers™ as a strategic focal point is
crucial for policymakers and entrepreneurs. This implies that strengthening internal capacities (e.g.,
strategic planning, financial management, and human resources) is the most effective lever for addressing
external challenges. Accordingly, policymakers should design intelligent, targeted support programs, such
as "innovation vouchers," that directly enhance startups' managerial and organizational capacities.
Entrepreneurs are encouraged to continuously develop managerial skills, build strategic networks, and
institutionalize a culture of learning from failures. Future research could quantitatively test the model,
conduct comparative studies across different regions of Iran and other developing countries, perform
longitudinal studies to track the evolution of the confrontation process through business lifecycle stages,
and investigate the mediating role of specific factors like "strategic patience" and "informal networks" in
the bricolage process.
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Figure 1. A Process-Oriented Model for Confronting Growth Barriers in University-Based
Knowledge-Based Startups
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