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Abstract 
Business incubator plays an important role in cultivating the source enter-
prises of strategic emerging industries, building an innovation-oriented 
country, and forming an entrepreneurial upsurge driven by scientific and 
technological innovation in the whole society. Chinese scholars have con-
ducted abundant academic research in the field of business incubator. Sorting 
out the research and development of business incubator will be beneficial to 
further research. This paper summarizes the literature on incubator research 
from 1999 to 2021 collected in Chinese Social Science Citation Index (CSSCI) 
database, and analyzes the research status of business incubator and the 
problems existing in the process of incubator construction and development. 
It is pointed out that the future construction of business incubator in China 
can be carried out from the construction of innovation environment, marke-
tization and industrialization, and the promotion of talent mechanism and 
enterprise system. 
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1. Introduction 

The world’s first business incubator was born in 1959 in the United States. In-
cubator refers to an economic organization that provides facilities and services 
to selected incubated enterprises at a cost they can afford, adding value to them 
and helping them grow. It is one of the important consensuses in the post-war 
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economic construction of various countries to strengthen the connection be-
tween industry, university and research by establishing science and technology 
incubators. The mission of incubators is to build and improve the service system 
of scientific and technological innovation and entrepreneurship, and improve 
the incubation capacity of regional scientific and technological enterprises. We 
will foster enterprises that are the source of strategic emerging industries, culti-
vate high-level and high-quality entrepreneurial teams, so as to create a favorable 
environment for scientific and technological innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Form an entrepreneurial climax driven by scientific and technological innova-
tion in the whole society, and lay a solid foundation for transforming China’s 
economic development mode and building an innovative country [1]. 

In 1987, China’s first incubator—Wuhan East Lake New Technology Entre-
preneur Center was born in Wuhan. In August 1988, The State Council included 
the construction of Chinese science and technology business incubator in the 
torch plan of the national science and technology industry development plan. 
After 30 years of development, China’s science and technology business incuba-
tors have gradually expanded to Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin and other parts of the 
country, ranking among the world’s largest. Business incubators play an impor-
tant role in helping start-ups survive, grow and develop, and are an important 
force in promoting regional innovation, entrepreneurship and economic devel-
opment. With the rapid development of business incubator in practice, the role 
of fostering the growth of new enterprises has become increasingly prominent, 
and the theoretical circle has accumulated many valuable research results. 
Through literature review, Wang Xiaoqing et al. concluded that relevant re-
searches mainly focused on service value and operation mode of business incu-
bator, performance evaluation of incubators and incubators, incubation envi-
ronment and incubation network, influencing factors, operation efficiency and 
development framework, etc. [2]. In the past, scholars mainly used the method 
of literature reading and induction to sort out the relevant research on business 
incubator, resulting in the overall grasp of business incubator research being still 
insufficient. To carry out comprehensive research, we should not only know the 
specific research content, but also grasp the research status, development trend 
and other information. Therefore, based on the Chinese Social Science Citation 
Index (CSSCI) database as the retrieval platform, and using word “incubator” as 
the term, this paper conducts a literature analysis on the identification and re-
search priorities of business incubators in CSSCI database from 1999 to 2021. 
Conclusion and enlightenment are drawn from the study, which can be used for 
reference by researchers. 

2. Research Status  
2.1. Overall Trend Analysis of Business Incubator Research  

The characteristics of business incubator research in different stages are closely 
related to China’s economic development and policy environment. As shown in 
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Figure 1, the overall number of business incubator research publications shows 
a trend of first increasing and then decreasing, which can be divided into four 
stages as a whole. The period from 1999 to 2005 belongs to the initial stage of 
research. Due to the lack of relevant theories and foundations, the number of 
papers published is relatively low, and the research in this field is in the prelimi-
nary discussion stage. From 2006 to 2009, influenced by the rapid economic de-
velopment and guided by the national entrepreneurship policy, the number of 
scholars and institutions engaged in research in this field increased rapidly, and 
the growth rate was relatively fast, indicating that business incubator received 
the attention and attention of scholars, and the peak reached 40 papers in 2009. 
After 2009, the number of posts remained tepid for 5 years, and then gradually 
decreased. In 2016, the economic growth rate dropped to 6.7%. In order to real-
ize the transformation and upgrading of national economic development and 
accelerate the improvement of technological innovation level, the government 
encouraged mass entrepreneurship and innovation, and the number of research 
papers increased again in 2018 and 2019. 

2.2. Hot Spot of Business Incubator Research 

Based on the retrieved CSSCI research literature, literature induction method is 
adopted to sort out the following three research hotspots. 

First, the operation mode and innovation of business incubator. As a new or-
ganizational form to help new enterprises grow, business incubator has devel-
oped its own characteristics and began to take on various forms. Jin Jialin et al. 
[3] put forward the development model of China’s high-tech industry incubator 
according to the different stages and needs of the development cycle of high-tech 
enterprises and the characteristics and laws of China’s high-tech industry devel-
opment. Luo Feng [4] analyzed the unique business model of incubator in China 
from different positioning functions, and explored the logical structure and val-
ue creation mechanism of incubator business model. Zhang Yu et al. [5] studied 
the new generation of science and technology business incubators from the 
perspective of strategic alliance, and sorted out the evolution path of the devel-
opment mode of China’s science and technology business incubators. Lu Gang 
et al. [6] proposed the 4.0 mode of incubator development based on practical 
cases, discussed its new definition, new trend, new mode and new source, and 
put forward relevant suggestions to promote the 4.0 mode. 

The second is the performance evaluation of business incubators and incu-
bating enterprises. Yang Zhenning et al. [7] adopted exploratory factor analysis 
method to extract six factors to evaluate the performance of science parks: tech-
nological environment, cultural atmosphere, regional attraction, local govern-
ment policy support, capital channels and market docking, and put forward a 
conceptual model to evaluate the performance of Science parks in China. Shao 
Jungang et al. [8] established the growth performance model of incubating en-
terprises based on contact, and analyzed the impact of frequent contact between 
the management of business incubator and employees of incubating enterprises  
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Figure 1. Temporal distribution of business incubator Publications (1999-2021). 

 
on the growth performance of incubating enterprises. Xu Ke et al. [9] con-
structed a structural equation model of “entrepreneurial-innovation-driven en-
terprise performance” based on the research data of 256 incubated enterprises 
based on organizational strategy and value chain theory, and proposed the con-
structs of enterprise performance. These researches are of great significance for 
improving the operation effect of business incubator, promoting the develop-
ment of incubated enterprises and promoting the growth performance of incu-
bated enterprises. 

Third, enterprise incubation environment and incubation network. Liu 
Xiaoying [10] defined the concept of virtual science and technology incubation 
network, and put forward the structural model of virtual science and technology 
incubation network and the expansion model from physical incubator to virtual 
science and technology incubation network. Su Jingqin et al. [11] analyzed the 
generation mode of high-tech incubation network from the perspective of dy-
namic evolution and proposed three-generation modes of high-tech incubation 
network: research institute derivative network, group enterprise derivative net-
work and multi-agent joint network. Wang Zhaoqun et al. [12] explored the 
conceptual model of contract and trust in the incubation network, and verified 
the influence path of contracts of different dimensions on trust of different di-
mensions in the incubation network, as well as the moderating role of technolo-
gical overlap in its process. 

3. Problems Existing in the Construction of Business  
Incubator 

According to previous research findings, although China’s business incubator 
has made great progress, there are still many problems in the development 
process. For example, the development between regions is unbalanced, the in-
cubation function is not perfect, the financing platform is lacking and the quality 
of personnel is low. There is still a lack of cooperation between incubators on 
resource sharing and complementary advantages. And the connections between 
incubators and incubators and between different enterprises within incubators 
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are not close enough. These problems restrict the further development of incu-
bators, but also have a negative impact on incubating enterprises, the system and 
mechanism innovation still need to be further explored.  

3.1. Regional Development Is Unbalanced 

Despite the rapid development of science and technology business incubators in 
China, the number of incubators varies greatly among different regions, differ-
ent provinces and different cities. As shown in Table 1, in the list of national 
science and technology business incubators to be determined in 2020, Guang-
dong province, Jiangsu Province and Zhejiang province have the largest number 
of incubators, with 21, 19 and 12 respectively. In the central provinces, hubei 
and Henan have more incubators. Among the southwest provinces, Sichuan and 
Chongqing have 6 and 3 incubators respectively. Most of the science and tech-
nology business incubators in China are concentrated in the eastern region and a 
few central cities, which has not formed a radiation effect facing the whole 
country, which greatly restricts the overall coordinated development of the in-
cubator business in China. 
 
Table 1. Distribution of newly added national science and technology business incuba-
tors in 2020. 

Province Amount Province Amount 

Guangdong 21 Heilongjiang 2 

Jiangsu 19 Hunan 2 

Zhejiang 12 Tianjin 2 

Hubei 9 Yunnan 2 

Hebei 7 Guizhou 1 

Anhui 6 Hainan 1 

Henan 6 Jilin 1 

Shanghai 6 Jiangxi 1 

Sichuan 6 Liaoning 1 

Beijing 4 Neimenggu 1 

Guangxi 4 Ningxia 1 

Shaanxi 4 Qinghai 1 

Fujian 3 Shanxi 1 

Shandong 3 Tibet 1 

Chongqing 3 Xinjiang 1 

Gansu 2   

(Data source: Ministry of Science and Technology Torch Center). 
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3.2. The Financing Function Is Not Sound 

The existing business incubators in China are specially built by the government 
directly or indirectly with a large amount of funds. They have complete hard-
ware facilities and low fees, and provide good basic service support for incubat-
ing enterprises. However, most business incubators are not able to provide 
comprehensive management services, except that very few business incubators 
provide comprehensive support for the specific operation of enterprises. The 
function of incubation period needs to be enhanced. In terms of creditor’s rights 
financing, small and medium-sized enterprises are generally unable to provide 
tangible assets that can be pledged and guaranteed, the credit system has not 
been established and perfected, and banks need to avoid risks, etc., which makes 
it difficult for them to obtain creditor’s rights financing from banks and other 
financial institutions. Most incubators in China are operated by the government, 
and the funds are financed by the finance. In addition, the development of ven-
ture capital lags behind, resulting in the development of China’s incubator itself, 
causing a negative impact on incubating enterprises [13]. 

3.3. The Talent System Is Not Perfect 

Many managers of the existing business incubators in China come from gov-
ernment agencies or public institutions, with insufficient service awareness and 
lack of entrepreneurial experience, operation and management ability, as well as 
high-level technical ability and technical support. Incubators also have a series of 
problems in human resources management, the structure and quality of incuba-
tor managers cannot meet the requirements of cultivating high-tech enterprises, 
the establishment of an effective human capital support platform to promote the 
long-term development of business incubators and technology enterprises in 
China is imperative [14]. This will directly affect the operation efficiency of the 
technology business incubator, and affect the service quality and level of the in-
cubator.  

4. Business Incubator Construction Promotion Strategy 

Only when incubators really operate according to the law of market economy 
can they guide the enterprises to develop better in the market economy. With 
the development of socialist market economy and socialized service industry, 
business incubator will be further marketized and industrialized. In order to 
promote the development of Incubator industrialization in China, the following 
aspects must be improved: 

4.1. Innovate Environment Construction and Strengthen the  
Support of Incubators in Disadvantaged Areas 

Promoting the construction of business incubator is a response to the develop-
ment of society and the trend of The Times. In order to solve the problem of in-
sufficient understanding of business incubator, it is necessary to understand the 
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growth rules and key needs of incubated enterprises in the growth stage. And to 
meet the needs of enterprises is a major problem related to the survival and de-
velopment of enterprises, and is the basic content of the function optimization of 
professional incubator. Increase the support of local government, select appro-
priate incubator development mode, vigorously support and support incubator 
construction, strengthen incubator innovation environment construction. 

4.2. Accelerate the Marketization and Industrialization of  
Incubators, and Form a Self-Benign Development Mechanism 

The income structure of incubators has not fundamentally changed, and the 
profit model needs to be sublimated. Gradually marketization is the basic direc-
tion of incubator development, and the profit model of professional incubator 
should also be transformed into a process of capital operation and market de-
velopment. With the government giving up the leading position, the progress of 
incubator’s marketization operation gradually shows the problems caused by 
insufficient attention to operation efficiency and low income due to the income 
structure relying on property. Business incubators should innovate service mod-
es, introduce social forces to provide services for incubators and incubated en-
terprises, and promote the socialization of incubation services. China’s business 
incubator industry needs to open up upstream and downstream, and form a 
support system to help the development of small and medium-sized enterprises. 
Accelerate the downstream system development of incubator industry and es-
tablish accelerators. 

4.3. Improve the Talent Mechanism, Improve the Overall Service  
Level 

We will strengthen the talent strategy, intellectual property strategy and exten-
sive partnership strategy. With the rapid development of professional incuba-
tors, it is urgent for a large number of high quality, experienced and professional 
talents to participate in the construction and management of incubators. At the 
same time, the cultivation standards and assessment standards of incubator 
management talents also need to be constantly innovated. Business incubators 
should give full play to their own advantages, and introduce professional services 
with the help of social institutions for service projects without their own advan-
tages. It is necessary to explore the ways and methods of paid incubation service, 
and promote the service quality and efficiency of incubators through paid incu-
bation service, so that incubated enterprises can get personalized incubation ser-
vice with constantly improved level and quality. 

5. Conclusions 

China is a country with a vast territory and uneven development. There are great 
differences in economic development between eastern and western regions and 
different provinces. Business incubator originated in the United States, and its 
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development in China must follow the background of China’s social and eco-
nomic development [13]. In the process of its development, there will inevitably 
be problems such as profitability, limited policy radiation, resource docking 
challenges and industry operation. So, the future development of business incu-
bator should adhere to the construction of the distinctive and space, improve the 
business incubation service chain, strengthen policy perfecting and development 
level, reasonable integration of incubator resources, broaden the enterprise in-
vestment and financing channels, strengthen the construction of production 
system, achieve the coordinated development of science and technology incuba-
tors with other ones. In the future, China’s business incubators will continue to 
develop towards the direction of market and government co-leading, industrial 
incubators emerging in batches, incubation mode changing constantly, incuba-
tor enterprise system promoting and so on, and finally form the network, virtua-
lization and internationalization of incubators. 

In addition, this research was supported by relevant research projects, which 
focused on analyzing the impact of team heterogeneity on business incubator 
graduation and the interaction of multi-dimensional heterogeneity. In order to 
reflect the complexity of entrepreneurship, we should study it from the perspec-
tive of overall configuration as much as possible. Enrich the theory of cultivation 
and construction of the incubator.  
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