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ABSTRACT

Objective — Start-up support has not received enough research attention although it is an integral element of the start-up
ecosystem that provides resources and services in the form of various support to start-ups. There is a need to explore the
effectiveness of various start-up support because the question as to whether such supports contribute to start-up success
remains unanswered.

Methodology/Technique — While human capital and social capital has been linked to entrepreneurial success, little is
known about how these capitals moderate the effect of start-up access to support.

Findings — This paper contributes to start-up literature by presenting a conceptual framework appropriate to investigate
the effect of a start-up’s access to support on start-up success as well as how this effect is accentuated by the human and
social capital of start-up entrepreneurs.

Novelty — Further understanding of how human capital and social capital could strengthen the contribution of support to
start-up success represents an important direction for future entrepreneurship research. This paper also discusses the
limitations of relevant previous research and offers suggestions for future research.
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1. Introduction

Previous literature on entrepreneurship has witnessed the importance of the entrepreneurial ecosystem to
the success of a start-up. Every nation needs to create a supportive ecosystem to nurture entrepreneurs and
help them grow a start-up that would fuel the economy and create employment. Entrepreneurial support as
part of the entrepreneurial ecosystem is essential because start-ups require the right mix of capital and
resources to succeed, in the absence of which they often look for external guidance and assistance (Yusof,
2010).
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Isenberg (2011) has identified six domains within the entrepreneurial ecosystem: a conducive culture,
enabling policies and leadership, availability of appropriate finance, quality human capital, venture friendly
markets for products, and a range of institutional supports. Among these six domains, institutional support
has not received deserving attention from academic researchers. In entrepreneurship literature,
entrepreneurial support could be found as institutional support that would enable young entrepreneurs to
develop their business ventures by endowing them with the resources necessary for a successful venture.
Support takes many forms such as mentoring programs, incubation facilities, research support for products or
technology, and financial support such as funding, loans, venture capitals and so on. Many government or
private institutions provide support to start-ups by providing finance-related support, advice in the form of
coaching, mentoring, and training, professional assistance, acceleration programs and sharing sessions by
successful entrepreneurs. Yusof (2014) suggests that an evaluation of the impact of assistance/support
programs is an important contribution to the practice of, and research on, entrepreneurship policy.

Based on the collective findings in the context of 10 countries, Henry and Treanor (2013) point out that
current support for new venture creation continues to be under-utilized, under-evaluated and not entirely
aligned to the needs of aspiring and existing new ventures and calls for academics to be involved in
objectively evaluating the effectiveness of existing initiatives. Hence, this paper heeds that call by providing
on understanding of the contribution of start-up support initiatives to start-up success.

Although a significant body of research has been conducted to understand the factors contributing to the
success of new ventures, the role of entrepreneurial support in start-up success is yet to receive deserving
attention in the research arena of a new venture or start-up success. One of the reasons for this is that
entrepreneurial ecosystems have gained increased focus by authorities of many countries around the world in
recent times. Many countries have begun to establish institutions or agencies to support start-ups that are
believed to boost the economy. Along with increased attention to nascent entrepreneurs and start-ups, the
availability of funding, improved infrastructure and start-up ecosystems, the development of start-ups has
become easier in many countries.

However, start-up entrepreneurs face many challenges in developing successful ventures despite the
availability of support and better ecosystems. Some of them find that it is not easy to access to support or fail
to get support due to limited resources in some countries. They face key challenges and obstacles such as
lack of awareness in terms of resources, lack of information in terms of business opportunities, inadequate
networking, and absence of business support (Aggarwal, 2012; Kee, Effendi, Talib & Rani, 2011). Ng and
Kee (2017) state that most SMEs often struggle to keep on top of new development and encounter problems
in their operation to the point that governments are required to intervene in SME development by providing
infrastructure and financial grants. Kee et. al. (2011) found that most SMEs rely on private sponsors or self-
funding to obtain financial support, penetrate new markets and search for customers as they did not receive
the full range of assistance due to the complicated procedure of finance applications.

In some cases, support in terms of training or advisory services does not seem to be effective or
mismatched with the needs of its users. There are still many other reasons for not making the most of
available support, and the contribution of accessible support to the performance of start-ups is still
underexplored. This prompts the research question: “To what extent does start-up support contribute to start-
up success?” It is essential to understand the real impact of supporting institutions because authorities need to
ensure that all start-up entrepreneurs have equal access to, and make the best use of, available support and
resources so as not to waste the effort of building up the supportive start-up ecosystem. Therefore, this study
presents a conceptual framework which to ascertain the effect of start-up support on start-up success.

In addition to the contribution of start-up support to success, little is known about whether this
contribution is subject to other factors such as human capital and social capital of start-up entrepreneurs.
From both a management and policy perspective, it is necessary to study human capital, as this is a crucial
factor in the relationship between individual capabilities and new venture outcomes (Cleyn, Braet &
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Klofsten, 2015). Due to the lack of available research on human capital and social capital in the context of
support and start-up success, it is still questionable whether human capital and social capital could strengthen
the contribution of support on start-up success. This paves the way for the second research question in this
paper —“Does the effect of start-up support and start-up success depend on start-up entrepreneurs’ human and
social capital?”

Unger, Rauch, Frese, and Rosenbusch (2011) suggest that human capital increases an owners’ capabilities
of discovering and exploiting business opportunities and helps them acquire other resources such as financial
and physical capital, whilst assisting in the accumulation of new knowledge and skills. It is possible that the
entrepreneur’s human capital, such as their skills, knowledge, and experience, enable them to make the best
use of available support. For example, an entrepreneur with prior experience in commercializing similar
products that he is venturing into may have a better idea of what kind of support they need to develop the
product and how to go about it. Moreover, if the entrepreneur has education and knowledge to develop that
product, it is easier for him to obtain assistance from, or collaborate with, relevant research institutions that
assist with product development and commercialization. Those relevant skills would also enable them to
make the best use of available resources and support in developing their business. Therefore, it is important
to examine the moderating effect of human capital on the relationship between start-up support and start-up
success to understand whether human capital could accentuate the effect of start-up support on start-up
success.

Apart from entrepreneurs’ human capital, entrepreneurs’ social capital, which is the network of
relationship with friends, family, other entrepreneurs and stakeholders is also essential for their success as it
provides the relationships through which an entrepreneur receives opportunities for business support and
resources such as information, advice, and even financial help. To date, the research interest in social capital
is growing, and most of the studies in entrepreneurship conclude that social capital is related to success (e.qg.,
Stam et. al., 2014; Ding & Abetti, 2003). However, there is some inconsistency in the research findings with
respect to which dimensions of social capital are relevant and whether they directly or indirectly impact
success. Moreover, most previous studies have tested the direct relationship of social capital and human
capital with venture success, leaving a gap in the literature to examine its indirect effect on success,
particularly in the context of start-up firms. Therefore, there is a critical need to investigate the indirect effect
of human and social capital on start-up success, such as the moderating effect, to understand whether human
capital and social capital could enhance the contribution of supporting services to start-up success.

The main objective of this paper is to advance a new conceptual framework that is appropriate for future
researchers to investigate the effect of entrepreneurs’ access to start-up support on their success, and the
moderating effect of human capital and social capital on the relationship between start-up support and start-
up success. Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature by proposing a conceptual framework that
could potentially contribute to the development of a new research agenda geared towards assessing the
contribution of start-up support through the lens of the human and social capital factors of entrepreneurs.
Practically, this study contributes to start-up entrepreneurs by highlighting the need to gain access to start-up
support and to take account of their human and social capitals in an endeavor to develop a successful start-up.
In addition, the proposed framework may draw the attention of policy makers and authorities to the start-up
ecosystem towards developing human and social capital of young entrepreneurs while implementing
initiatives for supporting and nurturing start-ups.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Start-up Support and Start-up Success

Research considering start-up support and its impact on start-up success is in its infancy. There is still a
need for more research that recognizes the importance of entrepreneurial support to new venture success. To
date, a few studies were found to have investigated the impact of start-up supports in relation to venture
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success (e.g. Yusuf, 2014; Deakins et. al, 1998; Delanoe, 2013; Briderl & Preisendérfer, 1998), while some
studies have examined the impact of effectiveness of entrepreneurial assistance programs (e.g. Chrisman et.
al., 2005; Chrisman & McMullan, 2000; Nahavandi & Chesteen, 1988). A study by Delanoe (2013) reveals a
positive link between professional support and start-up outcomes. Likewise, Jansen and Weber (2004) cite
evidence from Germany that public advice and training programs for entrepreneurs have, in general, had a
positive effect on the success of new firms. Among the various supports available, more research attention is
given to specific supports such as financial support, training support, technological support, mentoring
support, and business support. Therefore, there is still room for researchers to look at all aspects of support
that start-up needs. This study aims to fill this gap by conceptualizing four areas of support: marketing,
technology, finance and education, which are the key areas of support that the government provides based on
research by Heydebreck et. al. (2002).

In addition to focusing on the impact of support on success, some studies examine the differentiating
factors, such as age, in gaining access to support. An interesting study by Pickernell et. al. (2013) reveals that
new and young firms are better able to access beneficial resources in terms of finance and advice from
several sources as well as the government, but less able to access public procurement. In addition to age,
entrepreneurs’ working experience, knowledge, skills, education and their social networks could accentuate
the contribution of start-up support on start-up success. To the best of our knowledge, no study has tested the
moderating effect of human capital and social capital on the effect of support on start-up success. Therefore,
this study fills this research gap by positing that human capital and social capital are moderators of the link
between support and success.

2.2 Human Capital

Human capital was first introduced by Gary Becker (1964). The “capital” is multidimensional in the
economics literature in the 21st century, and it has been extended to include such terms as financial capital,
organizational capital, human capital, intellectual capital, relational capital and social capital (Edvinsson &
Malone, 1997). Human capital such as the skills, knowledge, and experience possessed by an individual has
been empirically proven to have a positive impact on the survival of a new venture, profitability, and growth
(Dobbs & Hamilton, 2007; Jones et. al., 2010). For example, a qualitative study of entrepreneurs in Ghana
carried out by Adom and Asare-Yeboa (2016) reveals that one’s level of education, business training and
knowledge gained during their work were crucial factors for their entrepreneurial success.

The World Bank Group has recently unveiled a new system to rank countries based on their success in
developing human capital. The World Bank Human Capital Index shows that out of 157 economies,
Singapore ranks first in the human capital ranking, followed by South Korea, Japan and Hong Kong (The
Straits Times, 11 October 2018). In an entrepreneurial context, human capital refers to the skills, experience
and education of an entrepreneur (Becker, 1964). Although researchers have agreed that human capital, in
general, has a positive contribution towards the success of a new venture, some researchers have found
empirical evidence of a positive effect of human capital elements such as education, knowledge, or skill but
not all elements in one study. Therefore, the present paper looks at four elements of social capital (education,
knowledge, experience, and skills) to understand how the elements interact with the support-success
relationship.

Although most authors conclude that human capital is related to venture success (e.g., Bosma et. al., 2004;
Van der Sluis et. al., 2005), some authors do not find empirical support. For example, Hitt et. al. (2001)
found no support for their one test of the interaction of human capital and leveraging capabilities on firm
performance. Moreover, Unger et. al. (2011) points out that although a positive relationship between human
capital variables and success is well established, uncertainty remains over the magnitude of this relationship
as well as the circumstances under which human capital is strongly associated with success. They also point
out that it remains unclear what kind of human capital should be related to success and under what
circumstances, commenting that no study has systematically investigated the moderators influencing the
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human capital — success relationship. These literature findings prompt a need to explore whether human
capital could be an important moderator in the support-success relationship. Therefore, the present paper
advances a conceptual framework that can be used to examine the non-static effect of human capital and
social capital as moderators of the start-up support—start-up success relationship.

2.3 Social Capital

Social capital is the ability of actors to secure benefits by membership in social networks or other social
structures (Portes, 1998). When entrepreneurs face resource constraints or need help, they often look to their
friends and family members to gain access to the resources and support they need. Therefore, social capital,
such as personal networks, is a critical factor in gaining accesses to both tangible and intangible resources,
support, and business opportunities that they might not have direct access to. Social capital encompasses
family members, social networks, connections, etc. that may provide useful resources for new business
ventures (Baron & Markman, 2000). Anklam (2002) suggests that social capital encompasses the context,
stock of relationships, interpersonal trust and norms that allow certain behaviors and relationships between
individuals, and that ensure conditions for the development of organizations and knowledge sharing.

Social capital has also been recognized as the source of resources and information. Xie and Lv (2016)
suggest that technology entrepreneurs can access knowledge, information, and funds through social
networks. Neira et. al. (2017) reveal that social networks, as a measure of the individual’s social capital, are
positively and significantly related to the early-stages of entrepreneurship. Likewise, Larson and Starr (1993)
point out that entrepreneurs often use their social capital to gain resources in the beginning stages of a hew
venture, at which point the social capital possessed by their new ventures is virtually identical to that
possessed by the firm’s founder. This means that an entrepreneur’s network becomes their business network
in gaining access to resources that their start-up venture requires.

Some studies conceptualized social network and social skills from the perspective of social capital theory
which refers to the ability of individuals to extract benefits from their social structure, interpersonal
relationships and their membership in social organizations (Lin et. al., 1981). Social theory has been used to
explain entrepreneurs’ social networks and social skills to maintain a good relationship with people as key
factors for entrepreneurial growth. Researchers have positively linked social capital to start-up success using
social capital theory. For example, Xie and Lv (2016) report that the social networks of female tech-
entrepreneurs have a significant positive impact on new venture performance. Although numerous studies
have identified the positive impact of social capital on venture success, Afandi et, al. (2016) points out that
there is an absence of unanimously used dimensions of social capital. They use three dimensions: trust,
network and norms. Although social network has been widely used as a determinant of entrepreneurial
success, social skill have not been tested empirically, particularly in the context of start-up success. Baron
and Markman (2000) state that entrepreneurs' social skills — specific competencies that help them interact
effectively with others — may also play a role in their success. Social skill are an important dimension of
social capital in the entrepreneurial context because without it, entrepreneurs cannot develop, sustain, and
increase their business network.

Since social capital is considered an activity with multiple dimensions (Wide n-Wulff & Ginman, 2004),
there is still room for researchers to examine the different effects of its various dimensions. Further, most
previous studies have tested the direct effect of social capital and little research has examined how social
networks of start-up entrepreneurs interact with other factors such as start-up support in start-up success
literature. This literature gap sheds light on the need to explore its moderating effect, particularly in relation
to the entrepreneurial ecosystem and support. Therefore, this study explores the moderating effect of social
capital on the relationship between start-up support and success. Two dimensions of social capital, social
network and social skills, are used to understand how the start-up entrepreneurs’ social network with their
friends and family and their ability to interact effectively with others are best used to optimize the benefits of
accessible support to develop a successful start-up.
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3. Research Methodology

This paper is a conceptual paper based on the review and analysis of research from the literature related to
start-ups in Malaysia. This paper will mainly focus on the practical experiences of start-up owners. The
owners will be asked about the success of their start-up and how the support (finance, technology, market and
soft-related support) helped in their start-up success. They will be asked to provide their opinions regarding
the roles of social capital and human capital. The questionnaire will be used to assess 500 start-ups that are
also the recipients of support/funding from various agencies in Malaysia.

4. Results and Findings

Henry and Treanor (2013) suggest that current support for new venture creation continues to be under-
utilised, under-evaluated and not entirely aligned to the needs of aspiring and existing new ventures.
Therefore, there is a critical need to investigate the impact of entrepreneurial support in relation to start-up
success to understand its effectiveness and whether it meets the needs of a start-up. It is believed that firms
with abundant resources can survive and grow as compared to those having a scarcity of resources and can
pursue their goals more efficiently (Farooq, 2017). Therefore, the following research propositions are
proposed.

1. Proposition 1: Start-up entrepreneurs’ access to finance-related support has a positive effect on
start-up success.

2. Proposition 2: Start-up entrepreneurs’ access to market-related support has a positive effect on
start-up success.

3. Proposition 3: Start-up entrepreneurs’ access to technology-related support has a positive effect on
start-up success.

4. Proposition 4: Start-up entrepreneurs’ access to soft-related support has a positive effect on start-
up success.

5. Proposition 5: The education level of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support
on start-up success.

6. Proposition 6: The experience level of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support
on start-up success.

7. Proposition 7: The knowledge level of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support
on start-up success.

8. Proposition 8: The skill levels of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support on
start-up success.

9. Proposition 9: social networks of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support on
start-up success.

10. Proposition 10: The social skills of start-up entrepreneur enhances the effect of start-up support on
start-up success.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The body of knowledge surrounding start-up success is still evolving with more and more new factors
emerging as antecedents of start-up success. Start-up support is an important factor that calls for more
empirical research. Numerous studies suggest linking entrepreneurial support to start-up success in an
attempt to enhance economic growth. This study expands this idea by proposing that entrepreneurs who have
access to support can develop successful start-ups and that both human capital and social capital can enhance
the contribution of support on start-up success.
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This paper makes several contributions to the existing body of knowledge on start-up success. Firstly, it
adds a new conceptual model of start-up success that links both external factors (start-up support from
institutions) as antecedent and internal factors (human and social capital) as moderators. These moderators
may explain some of the contradictory findings in support-success literature. Secondly, the current study can
be viewed as the first to identify the moderating role of human and social capital on the support-success link.
Furthering the understanding of how human and social capital can be used to strengthen the contribution of
start-up support to start-up success represents an important direction for future entrepreneurship research.

Thirdly, the proposed factors may draw more attention of start-up entrepreneurs to improve the human and
social capital that would enable them to make the best use of available support and resources. Fourthly, the
proposed model can be used as an analytical tool by start-up firms and nascent entrepreneurs to gauge their
success as well as policymakers in selectively funding entrepreneurs with a good level of human and social
capital. Further, the findings will assist governments across the globe to evaluate the programs and initiatives
currently available to start-ups.
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