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Governments and non-governmental organisations commit substantial resources to a range of business support interventions for small firms and entrepreneurs. A substantive body of research has investigated such support interventions over recent decades. While important progress has been made, the literature remains fragmented, and critical questions and long-standing concerns remain unaddressed. Utilising an access, design and effectiveness framework to structure the fragmented literature, this paper develops a research agenda that advances a more holistic understanding of business support. We also bring attention to novel themes around start-up mobility, artificial intelligence, and risk aversion, which we believe have important implications across the domains of business support research. In doing so, we advance ongoing business support debates and invite new inquiry that can inform the development of more effective and accessible business support interventions. 
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1.0. Introduction
The creation, development and growth of small and entrepreneurial firms is a key driver of innovation, job creation and economic development (van Praag and Versloot, 2007; Haltiwanger et al., 2013; Block et al., 2017). Yet, liabilities of newness and smallness mean entrepreneurs and small firms often face significant financial and non-financial challenges that hinder their development, innovation and growth, and contribute to the high rates of failure and stagnation observed amongst newer and smaller ventures (Terpstra and Olson, 1993; Freel, 2000; Doern, 2009; Kindström et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2026). 
Aiming to help entrepreneurs and small firms overcome these challenges, governments around the world extensively design and fund a wide range of business support interventions (Robson et al., 2009; Acs et al., 2016; Cravo and Piza, 2019; Mallett and Wapshott, 2020). These include subsidies, loans and grants (Caloffi et al., 2018; Cowling and Dvouletý, 2023; Chapman and Hottenrott, 2024), innovation and growth vouchers (Chapman and Hewitt-Dundas, 2018; Coletti and Landoni, 2025), training and development initiatives (Henry et al., 2004), and business advice services (Antcliff et al., 2021; Arshed et al., 2021; Bennett and Robson, 1999), among others. Non-governmental actors (e.g. business support organisations) also offer business support interventions, on both a state-funded and a commercial basis, and this has come to be seen as constituting an ‘entrepreneurship industry’ (‘a large, fast-growing sector comprised of firms and organizations that are heavily invested in promulgating the “entrepreneurial dream”’; Hunt and Kiefer, 2017: 251). 
The range of actors providing support, alongside the wide range of interventions, means the business support landscape is often highly complex. Such complexity is furthered by different interventions often adopting conditionalities (e.g. minimum R&D thresholds; Dai and Chapman, 2022), targeting different small and entrepreneurial firms (e.g. innovative start-ups (Audretsch et al., 2020), new-technology based firms (Rojas and Huergo, 2016) and academic start-ups (Chapman and Treanor, 2025; Thys et al., 2025)), and being delivered through varying delivery mechanisms (e.g. intermediaries (Rijnsoever, 2022), venture studios (Coelsch-Foisner et al., 2026) and incubators (Hewitt-Dundas et al., 2016; Rosado-Cubero et al., 2023)). Moreover, the business support landscape faces an ongoing evolution as new actors and interventions enter, and policymakers and business support organisations frequently withdraw, change or re-design existing offerings (Greene, 2002; Robson et al., 2009). This complexity adds to the challenges that many time- and resource-constrained entrepreneurs and small business owners face in accessing business support and complicates government efforts to design effective support environments. Research has responded to these problems by exploring the accessibility and design of support interventions (Smallbone et al., 2002; Mallett et al., 2024; Chapman and Treanor, 2025), but while significant progress has been made, important unanswered questions and long-standing issues remain.   
Examining the effectiveness and value of business support interventions has been another important focus of research (Henry et al., 2004; Mole et al., 2009; Shane, 2009; Acs et al., 2016; Cravo and Piza, 2019). Through providing support (e.g. finance, training, advice) to alleviate the (non-) financial barriers hindering entrepreneurs and small firms, interventions typically aim to stimulate positive behavioural changes, increased growth, innovation, productivity, performance, and favourable conditions for new venture creation (Robson et al., 2009; Chapman and Hewitt-Dundas, 2018; Hottenrott and Richstein, 2020; Dvouletý et al., 2021). Despite these positive aims, we lack clear answers on whether interventions are effective, with significant questions persisting about the value of business support generally (Curran, 2000; Shane, 2009; Acs et al., 2016; Cravo and Piza, 2019; Fotopoulos and Storey, 2019). The fragmentation of evidence across different types of support interventions, with limited integration amongst these areas of focus, has complicated conclusions about effectiveness. As has the recognition that treatment effects from interventions are heterogeneous across firms (Hottenrott and Lopez-Bento, 2014; Dai and Chapman, 2022), which calls for attention to more nuanced considerations of effectiveness around which entrepreneurs and small firms are (not) benefitting. Given the significant public and private resources committed to business support, it is critical, both theoretically and practically, to make progress and develop clearer understandings of its effectiveness and value. 
This special issue emerged in response to these challenges and advances these important ongoing debates on business support. The International Small Business Journal has been a leading venue for such debates over recent decades (Curran, 2000; Mole et al., 2009; Robson et al., 2009; Edwards et al., 2010; Högberg et al., 2016; Antcliff et al., 2021; Arshed et al., 2021; Jibril et al., 2023; Cowling et al., 2024; Matikonis and Graham, 2024; Chapman and Treanor, 2025; Peprah et al., 2025). We positioned the special issue call around three important dimensions of business support research; access - which primarily focuses on questions about who accesses different forms of business support, who does not, why, and how accessibility can be improved; design -  which primarily focuses on questions about the structure and design of business support systems and interventions, and how they can become more inclusive, responsive, and effective; and effectiveness – which primarily focuses on questions about whether, how, when, and why different business support systems and interventions are effective. After an open call for papers, social media amplification, and an online paper development workshop, we received over 50 submissions. The work submitted captured a diverse range of empirical approaches, theoretical perspectives and insights on contemporary business support topics. The variety and volume of submissions demonstrated the vibrancy of research in the field. We extend our sincere thanks to everyone who responded to the call. Following the International Small Business Journal peer review process, five papers were ultimately accepted for publication in the special issue. The five papers draw upon diverse theoretical perspectives and empirical approaches to make important contributions to ongoing business support debates, and in doing so, they offer actionable insights for entrepreneurs, small firms, business support organisations, and policymakers. The five papers are introduced and described later in this article. 
This special issue arrives at a timely moment for business support. Governments and business support organisations are facing increasing financial pressures, which may limit the availability, scale, scope, and types of business support interventions available to entrepreneurs and small firms. Such constraints are likely to create greater demands from policymakers and funders for interventions to demonstrate their effectiveness, potentially on a limited range of outcomes (e.g. growth, innovation) linked to government priorities and might result in more conditionalities (e.g. R&D thresholds) on who is eligible for some forms of business support. Simultaneously, entrepreneurs and small firms face a polycrisis of highly challenging and volatile business environments, with the emergence of transformative digital and artificial intelligence technologies, which is likely exacerbating the (non-) financial challenges they typically face as they try to run and grow their businesses. Consequently, they are likely to have greater need and demand for accessible and effective business support going forward. Navigating these testing circumstances is a key challenge and opportunity for business support scholars and providers, which will require new thinking and approaches to its access, design and effectiveness, thereby creating a significant need for robust, novel, and practically-relevant business support research. Alongside the special issue articles, this introductory essay serves to advance such efforts by outlining an agenda for future research that moves us toward a more holistic understanding of the accessibility, design, and effectiveness of business support for entrepreneurs and small firms.
This article proceeds as follows. First, we introduce and discuss the five papers within this special issue and their collective contributions. Subsequently, we outline an agenda for advancing understanding of the accessibility, design and effectiveness of business support, before concluding the article. 
2.0. Special Issue Papers 
Each paper in the special issue sheds new light on an aspect of business support for entrepreneurs and small firms. Here, we outline each special issue paper, before drawing together some of the collective themes apparent in this work.
In their paper presenting An interactional framing approach to the design and delivery of export support for women entrepreneurs, Arshed, Marin-Cadavid & Knox (2026) contribute to the field of women’s enterprise policy. The authors build on recent debates in the field (Ahl and Marlow, 2021; Arshed et al., 2021; Mallett et al., 2024; Yousafzai et al., 2019), particularly as concerns policy formulation processes. In doing so, the authors highlight the importance of micro-level policy processes in shaping business support. Arshed et al. address the question “How do frames become institutionalised in the context of export support for women entrepreneurs?” using an in-depth, qualitative study design, focused on women entrepreneurs’ export support in Scotland. The study is built around interviews with a range of stakeholders with further support coming from analysis of policy documents. Through their findings, the authors show how framing works to shape business support. More broadly, Arshed et al. discuss how institutional tensions serve to influence enterprise policy formulation processes. Concluding their work, Arshed et al. call for further research into the role of micro-level processes in shaping women’s enterprise policies, inviting comparative analyses internationally, embracing different contexts, and through longitudinal studies.
Governments worldwide have increasingly emphasised business support as a central innovation policy tool, particularly in response to rapid digital transformation. A key element of this shift is the growing role of innovation intermediaries; organisations that help firms bridge knowledge gaps, reduce coordination costs, and access advanced technologies (Caloffi et al., 2023). In the paper ‘Which firms receive digital innovation support? Evidence from the European Digital Innovation Hubs Network’ D'Adda, Carpentier and Nepelski (2026) analyse one of the European Union’s flagship initiatives, the European Digital Innovation Hubs (EDIHs), which aim to provide digital innovation support, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The paper conceptualises EDIHs as hybrid intermediaries operating at the intersection of innovation system and transition intermediaries. In this capacity, they facilitate coordination within regional innovation ecosystems while also supporting broader socio-technical transitions toward digitalization. The study examines which firms EDIHs reach and engage. By comparing EDIH users with the general population of European firms, the authors find that participating firms tend to be larger, more active in high-tech, knowledge-intensive, and ICT sectors, and exhibit higher levels of innovativeness and faster growth. This indicates that EDIHs are effectively serving firms with relatively advanced digital capabilities. The findings also reveal a potential mismatch between policy objectives and actual outcomes. Although EDIHs are designed to promote inclusive digital transformation, they appear less successful in reaching smaller, less digitally mature firms, the businesses that may benefit most from such support. This raises concerns about unequal access to public innovation resources and the inclusiveness of policy implementation. Overall, D'Adda et al.’s paper contributes to ongoing discussions about the design and targeting of support interventions. It highlights the importance of aligning policy delivery with intended beneficiaries and underscores the need to better understand how innovation intermediaries can engage a broader and more diverse range of firms.
	The paper ‘Is Informality a Better ‘Fit’ in Small and Micro Businesses?’ by Latreille, Saundry, Urwin, Saundry, Kameshwara and Bowyer (2026) examines business support in the form of improving people management and dispute resolution practices. Specifically, the authors present evaluations of training interventions to promote proactive and collaborative approaches to resolving problems in the workplace. Latreille et al., build their research at the intersection of tensions concerning business support and small firms. There is a long-recognised need to enhance management and leadership skills in small firms, with implications for economic productivity (Mallett and Wapshott, 2020). Yet efforts to deliver improvements often result in the promotion of formal management systems for frequently informal work environments (Ram, 1999; Ram et al., 2001). Interventions to support small firms, attuned to how small firms generally operate, are required, but what do they look like? With a focus on workplace conflict, Latreille et al., develop a framework to explain how management capability can be developed through the informal processes characteristic of small firms. The study is organised around three research questions, explored through two linked evaluations of a training intervention. From their findings, the authors discuss the importance of ensuring that support interventions are aligned with the nature of the small firms they aim to support. This alignment needs to be considered in the design of support interventions. Rather than treating informal management practices as deficient, the authors argue, informality when supported appropriately can enhance performance. 
Lynch, Mac an Bhaird and O’Reilly’s (2026) paper “An evaluation of the impact of a government-supported investment scheme on recipient firms” studies the firm-level impacts of Ireland’s Employment Investment Incentive Scheme (EIIS), a tax relief programme designed to mobilise private capital for SME growth. The EIIS goal is to provide SMEs with a flexible form of equity capital that differs from bank lending or venture capital. In their study, Lynch et al., examine how publicly incentivized private investment affects firm performance by linking tax-based incentives to firms ability to acquire and deploy resources strategically, highlighting that financial inputs alone are insufficient without organizational capacity to absorb and leverage them. The study assesses the impact of EIIS funding on multiple dimensions of firm performance, including employment, labour productivity, and survival. The results show that EIIS recipients experience gains in employment and revenue, indicating that the scheme successfully stimulates these areas. However, the impact on long-term sustainability and broader performance impacts may be more limited, pointing to a “growth–survival tension” in policy-supported equity finance. The study contributes to the design of (innovation) support interventions by demonstrating that tax-based investment incentives can mobilize private capital and stimulate growth, but their effectiveness depends critically on firm capabilities. This implies that financial incentives alone may be insufficient and complementary capability-building supports are necessary to ensure long-term impacts. These findings have direct implications for intervention design and evaluation, particularly those aiming to bridge early-stage financing gaps for high-potential startups.
	The paper “Beyond The Silver Bullet: How Entrepreneurial Legacy Catalyses Formal Business Support Benefits for Female Entrepreneurs” by Nabisaalu, Bokhari and Park (2026) challenges the assumption that public innovation and start-up support programmes have uniform, positive effects across all entrepreneurial groups. It contributes to a critical re-evaluation of such policies by investigating the effectiveness of formal business support in reducing the gender-based performance gap in entrepreneurship, with a particular focus on the moderating role of entrepreneurial legacy, defined as having a family business background. The study responds to calls for more nuanced, heterogeneity-sensitive research that moves beyond treating entrepreneurs - especially women - as a monolithic group. Drawing on a large sample of U.S.-based entrepreneurs, the study assesses how venture performance, as proxied by revenue, varies by gender, access to formal support, and familial entrepreneurial exposure. The findings suggest that the success of formal assistance is contingent on entrepreneurs’ prior experiential endowments and reveal that while such support does not, on its own, reduce the gender performance gap, it can be highly effective when aligned with entrepreneurial legacy - particularly in high-barrier contexts. The study also aligns with policy debates around equity versus equality in innovation policy. While many governments promote “equal access” to support, this paper highlights that equal access does not lead to equal outcomes when recipients start from different baseline positions. Nabisaalu et al.’s findings caution against one-size-fits-all approaches and emphasize the need for targeted, contextually grounded interventions that recognize the diverse backgrounds of entrepreneurs.
The breadth of research represented by the papers featured in this special issue highlights the diversity and vibrancy of the field. Taken together, the works collectively reveal important insights for the field of business support and highlight the need for a more integrated understanding of how business support is designed, who it reaches, and when it generates meaningful outcomes. They demonstrate how questions of access, design and effectiveness are being examined at different levels of analysis, from the individual and the firm through to wider systems of support. Moreover, there is a wide range of research approaches available to those seeking to provide insights to the topic. In these ways, research in the business support field attends to the contemporary questions of accounting for context (Welter, 2011) being pursued across the entrepreneurship and innovation field more widely. Finally, the research findings and implications have the potential to reach beyond their academic audiences to inform policy and practice in valuable ways. Building on the lead taken by the articles within this special issue, we now turn our attention to developing an agenda for future research in this field.
3.0. Going Forward  
We begin by discussing research opportunities within each of the domains of access, design and effectiveness separately, before moving to discuss novel cross-cutting contemporary developments and themes that we believe offer significant opportunities for future research.

3.1. Access
Despite being widely available, engagement by small firms and entrepreneurs with business support varies markedly. Research has sought to explore why through examining how different characteristics (e.g. firm size, age, founder characteristics) may influence entrepreneurs and small firms engagement with business support (Atherton et al., 2010; Mole et al., 2017; Antcliff et al., 2021; Chapman and Hottenrott, 2024; Lanahan et al., 2025). Yet, this research has largely evolved in a disparate manner, focused on examining access to individual types of intervention (e.g. subsidy). This has hindered the development of a cumulative evidence base on the drivers of access to business support and suggests the need to more explicitly consider the ecosystem of business support available to entrepreneurs and small firms. This approach would help to deepen understanding of whether some characteristics act as ‘general’ drivers or inhibitors of access to business support, and how and why the importance of some characteristics may vary across types of intervention. For example, we may expect entrepreneurial risk preferences (Chapman and Hottenrott, 2024) to be more important in shaping access to loan-based types of support than grant-based ones due to the greater risks associated with loan repayment. 
	Given the multitude of characteristics influencing entrepreneurial behaviour, broadening consideration of the characteristics influencing access to business support would be a fruitful avenue for future research. Particularly, exploration of how certain entrepreneur/founder traits (e.g. risk aversion, overconfidence, entrepreneurial orientation, baseline personality, fear of failure), experiences (e.g. industry experience, innovation experience, entrepreneurial experience), and characteristics (e.g. gender, age, education), as well as geographic locations (e.g. highly innovative areas, rural locations) and firm characteristics (e.g. growth orientation, resource constraints, human capital, external financing, collaborative networks, absorptive capacity) may influence access to different types of business support would permit a more comprehensive understanding of the profile of typical business support clients, and which entrepreneurs and small firms are being omitted. We encourage work to consider the potentially complex and non-linear influences such characteristics may have. For example, while growth orientation may encourage small firms to seek business support to gain needed help and resources, growth itself consumes limited resources, potentially restricting the time available to engage with the complex business support system. Additionally, considering how different characteristics may interact to shape business support engagement would be valuable. For example, small firms facing both financial and non-financial growth barriers may be more likely to engage with support to manage their greater challenges, yet, at the same time, their greater challenges may overwhelm founder resources and hinder their engagement. Such explorations will permit more nuanced understandings of the factors shaping and restricting engagement with support. 
Additional avenues for future work include examining how access to business support may vary for different types of small firm, such as social enterprises (Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021), family businesses (Hu et al., 2023), university spinouts (Chapman and Treanor, 2025; Thys et al. 2025), rural firms (Phillipson et al., 2019), new technology-based firms (Colombo et al., 2016) and green start-ups (Chapman and Hottenrott, 2022). As engagement with business support is a process typically containing several stages of selection and access (Chapman et al., 2018; Hottenrott and Richstein, 2020; Mina et al., 2021), including self-selecting (or being approached) to engage with support, applying, and often, being competitively selected to receive support, taking more process-oriented perspectives to examine when in the process of engagement different characteristics matter is also important. 
Studies typically consider engagement in a binary fashion (i.e. access or not). Yet, this overlooks important variation in the nature and dynamics of how entrepreneurs and small firms engage with business support. We believe this is a highly fruitful area for future research. For starters, small firms may engage with multiple types of support simultaneously to address their different challenges (Caloffi et al., 2022). What factors constrain or enable entrepreneurs and small firms to engage with multiple support mechanisms at once, and does this vary across different combinations of support interventions, such as more related (e.g. advice and training) and unrelated (e.g. advice and grants) combinations. Additionally, entrepreneurs and small firms face significant challenges in their early years, yet we know little about the timing of small firms and entrepreneurs engagement with business support (Chapman and Treanor, 2025; Lanahan et al., 2025). What factors influence the speed at which entrepreneurs and small firms access (multiple forms of) business support, and what enables and constrains them from accessing support at earlier stages of development? 
Entrepreneurs and small firms may also follow distinct trajectories of engagement (Lanahan et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2026). For example, firms may access different types of support at different stages of their development, may engage with different types of support in different orders, or may choose to pursue repeated engagements with the same type of support. We believe examining how distinct trajectories of engagement unfold, what factors influence the patterns of engagement (e.g. the order, the length of time between engagements, repeated engagements), and how the importance of characteristics shaping access may vary across different trajectories, and between the initial and subsequent stages of access to business support, are important avenues for future research. Finally, growing research recognises that some small and entrepreneurial firms access very high levels of support (Feldman et al., 2022; Swann, 2026), but the implications and consequences of them doing so remain generally unknown. It is important to better understand which entrepreneurs and small firms are doing so, the characteristics influencing high levels of access, and as support is finite, whether some firms accessing high levels may restrict others access to the business support system, or whether this is in fact a desirable pattern directing support to those making most use out of it.
3.2. Design 
Business support interventions vary in their rationales, targets, instruments, delivery arrangements and approaches to learning. Mole and Bramley (2006), for example, show that although OECD countries often address similar policy issues and objectives, they make very different choices in how support is designed. This reinforces the importance of understanding design in terms of ‘good practice’ rather than ‘best practice’, since what works is shaped by context, institutional arrangements and policy objectives. Yet the policymaking processes through which business support interventions are designed remain relatively underexplored (Arshed et al., 2014). Consequently, we lack a cumulative understanding of how design choices are made, adapted, delivered and institutionalised across different policy contexts.
The rationales for business support interventions typically reflect different theories of change about how support is expected to improve firm behaviour, capabilities or performance (Laranja et al., 2008). These rationales need to be translated into clear policy objectives and evaluable targets if they are to inform effective design and learning (OECD, 2023). The rationales often draw on claims about market failure, system failure, unmet need or gaps in existing provision, although the evidential basis for such claims may be uneven, contested, or unknowable (Mole and Bramley, 2006; Bennett, 2008; Blackburn and Schaper, 2012; Bleda and Del Rio, 2013; Hewitt-Dundas et al., 2016). As business support systems continue to evolve, future research should examine how these rationales are developed, justified and translated into specific design choices. This includes understanding how policymakers and support organisations identify where intervention is needed, how they interpret existing provision, and how different theories of change shape decisions about the form, scale and purpose of business support.  
Targeting remains a central design challenge for business support. There are unresolved questions about how, when and where support should be directed, and how policymakers can identify firms for which intervention is both justified and likely to make a meaningful difference. High-growth firms provide a clear illustration. Although they are often seen as offering the clearest economic benefits, Mason and Brown (2013) argue that many OECD countries do not effectively target these firms. Further, Smallbone et al. (2002) show that many high-growth start-ups operate outside the mainstream business support system, with the best performing firms displaying ‘the lowest propensity to make use of the system’ (p. 201). More innovative businesses may also perceive support agencies and banks as insufficiently attuned to their needs (Smallbone et al., 2002). Recent evidence similarly points to disconnects between the support offered and the needs of high-growth firms (Brown and Rees-Jones, 2025). Future research should therefore examine how targeting decisions are made and how business support can be designed to engage firms with the potential to contribute to policy objectives, including those underserved by existing systems.
A further key design issue concerns the choice and configuration of policy instruments. This includes the type of instrument offered (Borrás and Edquist, 2013), such as subsidies, grants, loans, innovation vouchers and business advice (Caloffi et al., 2018; Chapman and Hewitt-Dundas, 2018; Arshed et al., 2021; Chapman and Hottenrott, 2024), as well as more specific design choices concerning delivery mode, value, duration, eligibility criteria and intensity of support. For example, interventions may differ in whether advice is delivered online or in person (Mole et al., 2014), or whether financial support is provided in larger or smaller amounts (Dai and Chapman, 2022). These choices can shape both access and outcomes, yet we still know too little about how instrument choices are made and with what consequences. Future research should therefore examine how fiscal constraints, administrative capacity and policy priorities influence the selection and configuration of support instruments, including whether pressures to reduce costs lead to smaller grant values, shorter support durations, greater reliance on online delivery, and/or more standardised or concentrated provision of support.
Delivery is another crucial dimension of design. Delivery is not simply the implementation of a completed design, but a process through which policy intentions are interpreted, adapted and sometimes reshaped (Mole, 2002; Mallett et al., 2024). Research on public sector workers, commonly understood through Lipsky’s (1971) notion of ‘street-level bureaucrats’, highlights the discretion exercised by those on the frontline of service delivery. This discretion can shape how support is targeted, how eligibility rules are applied, how advice is framed, and how interventions are experienced by entrepreneurs and small firms. Knox and Arshed (2024) show that such discretion is influenced by the interplay between personal motives, such as compassion, and social frames of reference, such as locality or the delivery organisation. Future research should therefore examine how delivery contexts can create demands for those implementing support, how frontline actors respond to these demands, and how their decisions feed back into the ongoing design and adaptation of interventions.
Howlett (2012) highlights the importance of effective utilisation of evidence and learning to improve future policy design, as well as the value of learning from failures. However, in policies to support entrepreneurs and small firms, it has long been remarked that there is a lack of effective learning from experience and limited use of existing evidence (Blackburn and Schaper, 2012). Further, even when interventions are unsuccessful, there is a tendency to recycle them (Greene et al., 2008). There have been challenges in building capacity and in developing and retaining skills and experiences across interventions, leading to a lack of institutional memory (Mallett et al., 2024). For example, locally-focused design-delivery partnerships can be relatively short-lived, losing the learning that could be taken forward (Holman, 2013). Future research could therefore examine the structural impediments to learning, the conditions under which evidence and experience are retained or lost, and the ways in which institutional memory can be developed, maintained and used across interventions, delivery organisations and government departments to inform subsequent policy design efforts.
Finally, we believe there is significant value in research moving beyond evaluating individual programmes toward understanding the relationships between policy design, delivery and learning within complex systems. Such an approach offers potential to explain not only whether interventions work, but how and why they succeed or fail in practice. A greater focus on rationales, targeting, instruments, delivery and learning can help show how business support is shaped over time through policymaking processes, organisational constraints, frontline discretion, and accumulated experience. This requires accounting for the messy, iterative and interactive nature of designing and delivering business support in practice. In this way, design should be understood not as a blank page on which an intervention is developed, but as part of a longer-term process of adaptation, implementation, evaluation and redesign. 
3.3. Effectiveness
An important challenge in the business support literature concerns understanding the effectiveness and value of interventions directed at entrepreneurs and small firms. The evidence remains mixed, fragmented across types of intervention, and often difficult to compare across contexts (Curran, 2000; Cravo and Piza, 2019; Fotopoulos and Storey, 2019). One important reason for this is that business support rarely has uniform effects. Rather, its impacts are heterogeneous across firms, sectors, institutional environments, and outcome measures (Dimos and Pugh, 2016; Dvouletý et al., 2021; Dai and Chapman, 2022). This suggests that research needs to move beyond the question of whether business support works in general, and focus more explicitly on when it works, for whom, and through which mechanisms. We believe understanding the nature and drivers of such heterogeneity is critical, with direct implications for how support should be designed, targeted, and evaluated, and thus, outline several interconnected directions that future research could pursue. 
A first and important direction concerns the mechanisms through which support interventions generate change. Business support rarely affects firm performance directly. Instead, it operates through a range of intermediate processes, including the development of managerial capabilities, the strengthening of networks, access to knowledge and resources, organisational learning, and changes in strategic behaviour (Georghiou and Clarysse, 2006; Caloffi et al., 2018; Chapman et al., 2018). Nonetheless, many evaluations continue to focus primarily on final outcomes such as employment, turnover, productivity, or survival. Greater attention to causal mechanisms would help explain not only whether support works, but how firms absorb, interpret, and deploy the resources provided through support programmes. We encourage future research to invest in process-oriented and theory-based evaluations that can illuminate these intermediate pathways (Mole et al., 2009). For example, how do different types of support (e.g. financial, advisory, network-based) generate distinct patterns of organisational change, and under what conditions do these changes translate into sustained performance improvements? Greater engagement with the behavioural additionality literature, which has explored the learning, attitudinal and behavioural impacts of innovation policy (Buisseret et al., 1995; Georghiou and Clarysse, 2006; Chapman and Hewitt-Dundas, 2018; Mennens et al., 2022; Steinmo et al., 2022) would support such research efforts. 
A related direction concerns the role of firm capabilities in shaping programme effectiveness. Research suggests that outcomes depend not only on the characteristics of the intervention itself but also on firms’ ability to recognise, absorb, and exploit the opportunities it creates (Storey, 2005; Shane, 2009; Hottenrott and Lopez-Bento, 2014; Dai and Chapman, 2022). Capabilities, such as managerial competence, prior innovation experience, absorptive capacity, digital readiness, and access to complementary resources can influence both the benefits firms derive from support and their ability to access it in the first place. As a result, programme effectiveness may reflect not only the quality of the intervention itself, but also the characteristics of the firms that are able to qualify for, engage with, and make productive use of support (Lerner, 2009; Dimos and Pugh, 2016). We believe it is important to examine how these capability-related moderators vary across firm types (e.g. innovative start-ups, family businesses, firms in lagging regions, university spinouts) and across types of support, given that the capabilities required to benefit from a grant scheme may differ considerably from those needed to make effective use of advisory services or training. 
This has important implications for how evaluation evidence is interpreted and used. Under tighter public budgets and stronger demands for accountability, policymakers may become more inclined to direct support towards firms, sectors, or projects that appear most likely to deliver visible and measurable returns. One consequence is the growing prominence of conditionalities in business support. Access to funding is increasingly tied to requirements such as engaging in innovation, adopting environmentally sustainable practices, collaborating, or formalising organisational routines. For instance, major European funding frameworks such as Horizon Europe and the European Structural and Investment Funds have progressively embedded conditionalities around innovation capacity, green transition, and inter-organisational collaboration as eligibility or selection criteria. In contemporary industrial and innovation policy debates, such conditionalities are often framed as legitimate tools for aligning private behaviour with broader societal objectives and steering economic transformation (Mazzucato and Rodrik, 2026). We encourage future research to examine how different forms of conditionality shape patterns of access and effectiveness across the population of firms, and whether their distributional consequences are adequately considered in programme design and evaluation. 
At the same time, conditionality interacts directly with what might be termed conditional effectiveness, that is, the extent to which the impacts of support depend on the characteristics of recipient firms, rather than operating uniformly across them. If support is more effective for firms that already possess the capabilities required to meet these conditions, then conditionality may do more than guide behaviour: it may also reproduce differences in firms’ ability to qualify for, benefit from, and make productive use of support. This does not imply that targeting is misguided. In many contexts (e.g. mission-oriented initiatives), there are strong arguments for concentrating resources where they can generate most measurable returns (Lerner, 2009; Mazzucato, 2013). However, such choices need to be assessed in relation to the wider economic system, as what is efficient at the programme level, may be insufficient at the system level. Concentrating support on already innovative, already green, or already high-performing firms may generate stronger short-term impacts but may do less to broaden capabilities across the wider population of firms.
We therefore believe it is important for future research to engage more systematically with the distinction between firm-level, programme-level, and system-level effectiveness. Interventions that appear successful when evaluated through firm-level outcomes may look quite different when assessed in terms of capability diffusion, ecosystem development, or regional resilience. What is efficient at the programme level may therefore be insufficient, or even counterproductive, at the system level. How do the distributional consequences of support allocation affect the broader capacity of regional or national economies to innovate and adapt? And how can evaluation frameworks be developed that capture these system-level dynamics alongside firm-level outcomes? 
These questions become particularly important in the context of the major transitions currently reshaping entrepreneurial and business environments. Digitalisation, artificial intelligence, climate change, demographic change, and geopolitical uncertainty are altering the conditions under which firms compete, innovate, and survive. We encourage future research to investigate whether and how support interventions contribute to building adaptive capabilities, strengthening organisational resilience, facilitating experimentation, and enabling firms to respond to uncertain and evolving technological and market conditions. From this perspective, the effectiveness of business support may depend not only on the outcomes it generates today, but also how it contributes to preparing firms and economic systems for future transitions. For example, does participation in publicly supported innovation programmes enhance firms' capacity to respond to subsequent technological disruptions? And how does the sequencing of different types of support affect long-term adaptive capacity? 
Finally, we believe greater attention is needed to the role of policy goals in shaping what effectiveness looks like. Rather than treating variation in outcomes as a limitation, future research should seek to understand how different policy objectives generate distinct forms of effectiveness and heterogeneity. Existing evidence suggests, for instance, that support may stimulate employment and revenue growth without necessarily improving profitability or long-term survival (Grimm and Paffhausen, 2015; Dvouletý et al., 2021), pointing to potential tensions between short-term growth and longer-term resilience. Similarly, interventions designed around equal access do not automatically translate into equal outcomes when recipients differ in their prior capabilities or structural position (Storey, 2005; Dimos and Pugh, 2016). As Lanahan et al. (2021) argue, this requires greater clarity on the goals interventions are intended to achieve and on the trade-offs this implies for design and evaluation. How can we develop richer frameworks for assessing effectiveness that are sensitive to multiple, potentially competing objectives, and that make the trade-offs involved more transparent and amenable to deliberate choice? Addressing these questions will require closer dialogue between the literatures on effectiveness, access, and design, but will be critical to resolving the longstanding concerns about the effectiveness and value of business support. 
4.0. Cross-Cutting Themes 
We now draw attention to three key themes that we believe have important implications across the access, design, and effectiveness domains of business support research, namely; increasing start-up mobility, the use of artificial intelligence, and the role of risk aversion in policy. Our intention is not to be comprehensive in our treatment of these topics, but to draw initial attention to them as important avenues for future research. 
4.1.  Start-up Mobility 

Start-ups are increasingly mobile across localities and regions within countries and across international borders. Typically, a main motive for business support is to foster regional development and to strengthen local ecosystems. The mobility of supported firms to other places, particularly international relocations, may therefore be considered a challenge to the effectiveness of support policies. However, mobility may also be a consequence of successful support. Typically, founders start firms near where they live, rather than choosing a location that would best support the development or growth of their business (Dahl and Sorenson, 2009; Kulchina, 2016). Learning about the specific needs of a developing business in terms of ecosystem or locational characteristics could be considered a beneficial outcome of participation in support programmes (Stam, 2007). There is some evidence that restricting the mobility of supported businesses can indeed reduce the efficacy of start-up support (Conti, 2018) and that policies with a strong focus on local goals may not yield the expected results (Fotopoulos and Storey, 2019). Despite these insights, answering the question of how the mobility of firms should be considered in business support programme design remains unclear and requires in-depth research. Important avenues for investigation may include the extent to which policy focus affects the participation of entrepreneurs and small firms, how previous mobility affects access to business support, and to what extent mobility can explain variation in programme effectiveness in terms of different goals and distinct target groups. It also raises questions related to the coordination of business support measures across localities, regions and countries to understand spillovers and design policies that can better capture mobility dynamics and help avoid unproductive subsidy races.  
4.2. Artificial intelligence (AI)
Technology has facilitated aspects of business support provision, just as it has influenced other areas of business life. Government support, along with other areas of so-called e-government, are now widely accessible online for those looking to start and grow a venture (Mole at al., 2014). Digital provision of commercial advice is also plentiful. Gurus and experts offering ideas can be found all over YouTube and podcast channels (Hunt and Kiefer, 2017). AI systems such as Claude, ChatGPT or Microsoft Copilot can be interrogated to explore ideas and options for entrepreneurs, providing iterative feedback and suggestions. Business support has arrived in the digital age of AI. Nevertheless, research into the role of AI in how support for entrepreneurs and small firms is accessed, designed and its effectiveness remains in its infancy. There are many important questions in relation to AI use in engaging with business support, such as, how readily will users entrust their valuable business ideas to AI systems? If, and when, entrepreneurs are prepared to invest resources based on recommendations from AI systems? There are also challenges for support providers. Highly variable levels of ‘digital maturity’ among SMEs (Bianchini and Lasheras, 2025) raise questions about how AI-led support will be viewed and accessed by those it seeks to help. Deeper analysis and analytical capability, enabled by AI, must still be translated into practical interventions and overcome hurdles constraining changes in business support systems (Mallett et al., 2024). Simply increasing the volume and diversity of support provision, enabled by AI, may not automatically translate into beneficial outcomes (OECD, 2026). Exploring how AI can be productively and ethically used to encourage more accessible, better designed and more effective business support will be a key focus for future work. 
4.2.  Risk aversion
Support for entrepreneurs and small firms is often justified by the need to address uncertainty, experimentation and innovation. Yet those designing and delivering support may operate within systems that discourage risk-taking. Gibb (1993) argued that business support systems need to be entrepreneurial and innovative, but public support infrastructures can tend towards recycling existing ideas and ‘reinventing the wheel’ (Blackburn and Schaper, 2012: 2; Greene et al., 2008). Political visibility, accountability pressures and cultures of blame avoidance may encourage policymakers and providers to favour safer interventions, clearer targets and more measurable outcomes (Borins, 2001; Hood, 2007). Such tendencies may limit experimentation, constrain discretion and reduce opportunities for policy learning. In this way, risk aversion may become a structural feature of business support systems, shaping who is supported, which instruments are selected and how interventions are evaluated. Future research should examine the institutional sources of risk aversion in policy design, how risk aversion shapes targeting and instrument choice, and how frontline actors exercise discretion or experiment within constrained delivery environments (Mole, 2002; Knox and Arshed, 2024). Further work could also explore how monitoring and evaluation systems can support accountability while enabling informed experimentation and learning (Howlett, 2012; Mallett et al., 2024). Such research would help explain how business support systems can move from risk avoidance toward adaptive, innovative and learning-oriented forms of intervention, which is likely to be critical to better supporting entrepreneurs and small firms to overcome the polycrisis of highly challenging and volatile business environments they face. 
5.0. Conclusions and Implications 
Business support has long attracted significant research interest given the substantive public and private resources committed to interventions around the world. Despite important advances in our understanding of how to design and deliver effective and accessible support, research has remained fragmented, with critical questions and longstanding concerns remaining unanswered. The papers contained within this special issue make important progress on some of these questions and concerns. They reveal novel insights about who accesses business support and who may be overlooked, the micro processes underlying policy formation, and the importance of alignment between policy and the needs of small firms, which are central to resolving questions around how to design and deliver accessible and effective support. They also underscore the heterogeneity inherent in the impacts of interventions, which is critical to moving towards a more nuanced understanding of effectiveness and informing the design of more targeted and effective interventions. In so doing, the papers collectively advance a richer, more nuanced understanding of the accessibility, design and effectiveness of business support that can inform more effective policy and practice. 
We believe the special issue papers lay productive foundations for renewed conversations and further research that can make progress on important and unresolved questions and concerns around business support. The access, design and effectiveness framework we utilise within the special issue should advance research on business support by explicating the key dimensions of ongoing debates and potential connections amongst presently fragmented conversations. We further encourage a renewed conversation by developing a novel and impactful research agenda across the different dimensions of ongoing debates. Within access, we encourage further work to broaden examination of the range of determinants of entrepreneurs and small firms access to support, and to move beyond binary conceptualisations to explore the nature, dynamics, trajectories, and complexities of how firms access and engage with business support. For design, we encourage greater focus on the design processes underlying how interventions are selected, deployed, delivered, and in some cases, recycled, and how evidence and experience can be better utilised to support effective policy learning. In effectiveness, we encourage research to move toward richer, more contextualised and nuanced examinations of when interventions are effective, for whom, for what outcomes, and through which mechanisms. We also call attention to important and emerging contemporary issues around start-up mobility, artificial intelligence, and risk aversion, which we believe have important implications across the access, design and effectiveness dimensions of business support debates. We hope this research agenda, and the wider special issue, helps move the field toward a richer, more contextualised and impactful conversation on business support that can inform better policy and practice for entrepreneurs and small firms.
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