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Abstract

Intrapreneurship is becoming a key factor in the growth of a company in a highly dynamic and progressively more competitive 

business environment. The idea of intrapreneurship is to encourage greater employee involvement within the organisation in which 

they work, giving them the freedom to innovate and experiment in a proactive, creative, and innovative way. In the startups, the role 

of intrapreneurship is of great relevance knowing that startups are designed to scale and grow exponentially in a short time and 

with few resources. Innovation is at the core of a startup and intrapreneurship initiatives allow leveraging this capacity in startups. 

Accordingly, this study seeks to explore the phenomenon of intrapreneurship in startups, seeking to understand how formal and 

informal intrapreneurship initiatives are taken on by startups, and also exploring the role played by existing resources to support these 

initiatives. The results of the study allow us to conclude that startups value intrapreneurship initiatives despite financial constraints 

that overlap with time constraints that affect what can be allocated to these activities. Finally, medium-sized startups and those 

with more qualified human capital tend to value and support intrapreneur initiatives more intensely. In contrast, startups with less 

academically qualified human capital offer worse conditions and support to intrapreneur activities.
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1 Introduction
Startups have become the focus of public policies since 
they present a high potential for growth in the short term, 
besides being innovative (Gulati and DeSantola, 2016; 
Spender et al., 2017). Knowing and debating the impor-
tance of startups is fundamental to understanding today's 
forms of work, innovation, and economy. A startup is 
more than a mere company. It can be seen as a state of 
mind or a vision, which is supported by its founder and 
acts to create a business opportunity in an unexplored or 
unstable market. It does not have a fixed business model 
but explores the possibilities according to the opportuni-
ties (Salamzadeh and Kawamorita Kesim, 2015). 

There is no consensus on the definition of a startup. 
However, several characteristics can be observed in 
startups. One of the generally agreed characteristics is 
that a  startup is a company in its initial phase of activ-
ity. Besides this being the stage in the life of an organisa-
tion, Gundolf et al. (2017) argue that what defines a startup 
is innovation in the construction of its products and ser-
vices. Fiorentino et al. (2021) combine these two visions 

by indicating that a startup is an innovative company in its 
initial phase and with great growth potential. The startup 
concept also includes the component of the business 
model which, according to Slávik (2019) should be inno-
vative, repeatable, and scalable. In this sense, a startup 
finds new and creative solutions to solve a problem or need 
and can grow quickly without proportionally increasing 
expenses. Since a startup operates with a limited amount 
of resources in a scenario of great uncertainty, it is neces-
sary to develop a product or service that can reach a large 
number of customers and generate profit quickly. 

Delivering an innovative product or service is the main 
goal of a startup (Colombelli et al., 2016). Accordingly, 
initiatives that only seek to improve production processes 
or internal procedures are not framed in the concept of 
a startup. Another characteristic of startups is that they oper-
ate in environments of extreme uncertainty. Consequently, 
the response of the public when using the product or ser-
vice is not known. Therefore, if there is no doubt in the 
execution process, and all the elements are known a priori, 
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the company cannot be considered a startup. According to 
Burton et al. (2019), immaturity is not only visible in the 
processes but also in the whole organisation. 

Besides presenting new concepts and solutions in the 
market, one of the main roles of startups is to challenge 
existing models and to incorporate technology and inno-
vation in products and services that improve people's lives. 
Therefore, and as Gavet (2020) states, the starting point 
of the startups should be the creation of innovative and 
technological solutions to problems and demands that still 
have no answers. A paradigm shift is thus a requirement 
for these companies, which is generally seen as a chal-
lenge for large companies already established in the mar-
ket. This shift is also accompanied by a change of mental-
ity in the operating model of start-ups These companies 
anchor their operations in processes based on agility, little 
fear of making mistakes, many proofs of concept, strong 
collaboration capabilities and strong presence of tech-
nology (Berg et al., 2020; Lopez Hernandez et al., 2018; 
Klotz et al., 2014).

It becomes evident that innovation belongs to the essence 
of a startup. Startups are designed to scale and grow expo-
nentially in a short period of time and with little resources. 
According to Keir (2019), these companies offer a com-
pletely different learning curve from a traditional company, 
allowing their employees to undertake new projects within 
the organisational environment and encouraging employ-
ees to promote ideas for new projects through intrapreneur-
ship. However, to foster this kind of culture it is necessary 
to have a team engaged with this purpose and receptive to 
taking risks and learning from the daily challenges that are 
proposed. In this sense, this study seeks to explore this phe-
nomenon by conducting a quantitative empirical study with 
Portuguese startups and in which it is explored how start-
ups promote intrapreneurship, particularly through the allo-
cation of time and financial resources. This study becomes 
relevant to understand strategically the role of intrapreneur-
ship in the development and growth of start-ups. 

The manuscript is organised as follows. First, the exist-
ing literature on the intrapreneurship phenomenon is 
reviewed and the relevant research questions that guide the 
development of this study are also defined. Next, the meth-
odology of the study is presented. After that, the results of 
the study are presented considering the outcomes of the 
descriptive statistical analysis and ANOVA analysis. After 
that, the results are discussed, taking into account the rele-
vance and added value provided by this study. Finally, the 
conclusions are addressed, the limitations of the study are 
explored and suggestions for future work are indicated. 

2 Literature review
Several authors like Nakara et al. (2020), Olugbola (2017), 
and Tiago et al. (2015) have dedicated themselves to the 
study of entrepreneurship for a better understanding of this 
phenomenon and to serve as a help to those who are attracted 
to this innovative path. The study of entrepreneurship has 
been gaining in intensity in recent years and therefore both 
people and organisations must adapt to this reality. In the 
current studies on entrepreneurship various types of entre-
preneurship stand out. As Mulgan (2019) notes, entrepre-
neurship is expressed in multiple facets of human life and 
not only in entrepreneurial activity. It is present in several 
areas such as politics, education, architecture, or social ser-
vice. However, in the context of this study, we focus on 
the role of intrapreneurship as a way to promote innovation 
and the development of new companies. 

The concept of intrapreneurship represents the entre-
preneurial initiatives that are promoted by the collaborator 
within an organisation, at any time and anywhere in the 
company (Antoncic and Hisrich, 2003). Intrapreneurship 
is related to the individual who works in an organisation 
and manifests all his/her creativity and initiative to gener-
ate innovative products, services, and organisational pro-
cesses. This is intended to arouse the interest of the organ-
isation in the search for better results and quality services, 
generating positive results and increasing the competitive-
ness of the organisation. Ñeessen et al. (2019) stress that 
the intrapreneur takes on the role of stimulating the cre-
ation of ideas within an organisation. This type of employ-
ees with a high entrepreneurial capacity are highly sought 
after by companies (Selig and Baltes, 2017; Tseng and 
Tseng, 2019). Nowadays, companies are embedded in an 
unpredictable and fast-changing scenario, which requires 
employees with a high capacity for innovation.

However, the idea is not only to have employees with the 
ability to innovate, but also to open the concept of innova-
tion to promote collaboration among startups in the cre-
ation of new products and services. As Chesbrough (2019) 
states, in the context of open innovation, organisations 
promote open ideas, thoughts, processes and research to 
improve their product development, provide better services 
to their customers, increase efficiency, and enhance added 
value. Open innovation arises as the result of combining 
internal and external ideas, as well as internal and external 
paths to one's market to advance the development of new 
technologies in products and processes (Lopez-Vega et al., 
2016). The involvement of open innovation can foster in 
startups the development of internal competencies leverag-
ing collaboration with other players. 
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The knowledge necessary for the intrapreneur activ-
ity resides in people. It is these individuals who identify 
problems and create solutions for them, aiming at gains 
for the organisation. Amo (2010) mentions that in intrapre-
neurs workers identify imperfections that emerge from the 
unbalanced distribution of information and develop actions 
to identify opportunities in these imperfections that can be 
exploited. Learning should be an inherent part of the busi-
ness. Abbas et al. (2020) recommend that to gain the max-
imum advantage over organisational learning there must 
be processes for knowledge and idea management that 
are open, accessible to all and often used and reviewed so 
that learning can be disseminated throughout the organi-
sation. Several approaches and platforms for the manage-
ment of ideas and knowledge emerge within organisations 
and these allow employees to participate in innovation pro-
cesses, giving a voice and power to the company's employ-
ees (Almeida et al., 2019; Raunio et al., 2018).

The intrapreneur's activity is carried out in accordance 
with the organisation's objectives, in which the environ-
ment and resources can facilitate or hinder this action. The 
intrapreneur environment is born and expands according 
to the culture of the organisations. Menzel et al. (2007) 
point out that an organisation's power structure and hier-
archical webs can suffocate the freedom of collaborators, 
minimising their capacity to innovate. These inhibiting 
factors are also reported by Yıldırım et al. (2019) when 
highlighting the role of emotional intelligence and creativ-
ity in the entrepreneurial process. However, organisations 
also emerge that have the audacity to maintain flexible 
organisational structures, in which the creative capacity 
of their employees has been decisive for their develop-
ment through cost reduction and increased quality (Jena 
and Memon, 2018). Nowadays, the intrapreneur is one of 
the most important resources possessed by highly compet-
itive companies and the challenge is to increase the num-
ber of employees with these characteristics. According 
to Vargas-Halabí et al. (2017) intrapreneurship should be 
raised through the commitment of managers, encouraging 
teamwork, stimulating open discussion, and the existence 
of a risk-free environment. Ibidunni et al. (2016) add the 
role of talent as a component of the entrepreneurial pro-
cess and with impact in the organisational performance. 
Therefore, developing and retaining talent emerge as rele-
vant factors. Moghaddas et al. (2020) also add that organi-
sational empowerment is a relevant factor for intrapreneur-
ship. It becomes important to realise that intrapreneurship 
is fostered within the startups since their more flexible 

and flat hierarchical structure will tend to facilitate the 
emergence of intrapreneurship initiatives. Consequently, 
two research questions have been established that seek to 
understand how intrapreneurship is promoted in the con-
text of startups:

•	 RQ1: Startups tend to promote intrapreneur activi-
ties in an opportunistic manner.

•	 RQ2: The promotion of intrapreneurship is an inte-
gral part of the startup strategy.

The intrapreneur is in constant competitive activity in 
organisations, always taking risks, putting into practice 
the capacity for innovation. Blanka (2019) points out that 
the intrapreneur is in constant observation in his work-
place, always looking for improvements, and is always 
uncomfortable with the current situation. In this sense, the 
intrapreneur seeks to become more and more capable to 
overcome the challenges presented to him/her. For this to 
happen, Camelo-Ordaz et al. (2012) state that the individ-
ual must be audacious and very creative. Through creative 
ideas, it becomes possible to take advantage of opportu-
nities, see solutions in problems and convert them into a 
business. Therefore, the more the entrepreneur develops 
his creativity, the greater potential he/she will have to deal 
with the adversities that arise along the way.

Intrapreneurs are the employees who have the ability 
to realise their ideas and turn them into action. To achieve 
this, they must strongly align their personal goals with the 
professionals. These individuals also stand out for their 
capacity for leadership and innovation focused on results 
(Moriano et al., 2014). They also have communication and 
persuasion skills with a global vision of the organisation 
(Alam et al., 2020). From this conception, the conclusion 
emerges that an individual to develop as an intra-entre-
preneur must present characteristics in his/her personality 
that are compatible with that of the entrepreneur profile.

The activity of the intrapreneur is conditioned by the 
context in which his or her activity takes place. As Ñeessen 
et al. (2019) point out, the intra-entrepreneur does not have 
all the freedom to develop his ideas and projects because 
he/she needs to respect the rules and norms of the organisa-
tion. However, this factor does not prevent his or her entre-
preneurial actions from being recognised by top manage-
ment when they are aligned with the mission, goals, and 
objectives of the organisation. Therefore, the employee 
who transcends the specific responsibilities of his position 
and performs tasks on his own initiative, and has a vision 
of the company's future, is exercising intrapreneurship.
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Intrapreneurship often arises more from the individ-
ual actions of employees than from previously established 
processes. This finding has led to the classification that 
intrapreneurship can be formal or informal. In the for-
mal dimension, Karimi et al. (2011) point out that organ-
isations try to facilitate the emergence of entrepreneurs 
and their initiatives in various ways. These companies 
are supposed to promote a pleasant working environment, 
seek to eliminate or else minimise the barriers that hinder 
entrepreneurial initiatives, and maintain a broad and open 
structure of communication. Promoting business transpar-
ency is also a key element in intrapreneurship processes 
(Zakutniaia and Hayriyan, 2017). Therefore, it  should be 
clear what the business strategy is, and where the focus is 
for the growth and development of new products. In this 
sense, innovation emerges as a key factor in the future of 
the business. Furthermore, rewards associated with entre-
preneurial activity can also be established (de  Villiers-
Scheepers, 2011). On the other hand, in the case of informal 
intrapreneurship, entrepreneurship emerges in organisa-
tions that do not favour the establishment of a favourable 
climate for innovation. In these situations, the intrapreneur 
will need to have a high level of perseverance to overcome 
bureaucratic obstacles and get their ideas and proposals 
accepted by the organisation (Reuther et al., 2018). A cli-
mate favourable to innovation in startups – as recognised in 
the studies by Choi et al. (2020) and Gundolf et al. (2017) – 
can be complemented with other policies, namely through 
the allocation of time and financial resources for innova-
tion activity. Accordingly, the following research questions 
have been established:

•	 RQ3: Intrapreneurship is promoted by startups 
through the allocation of time for this purpose.

•	 RQ4: Intrapreneurship is promoted by startups through 
the allocation of financial resources for this purpose.

Finally, the startups present several heterogeneous char-
acteristics and whose impact on the perception of intrapre-
neur activity becomes relevant to know. In the first place, 
and as was made explicit in the absence of a consensual 
definition of a startup, the dimension of these organisa-
tions is not a differentiating factor. In this sense, startups 
can be either micro companies, small companies, medi-
um-sized enterprises, or large enterprises. Likewise, the 
number of years of activity of startups can also be quite 
heterogeneous. In line with this, it is relevant to explore 
how the intrapreneurship phenomenon is exploited by 
these organisations. Finally, Gaskell (2019), Jebali and 

Meschitti  (2021) state that human capital is a funda-
mental element in the development of startup activities. 
Academic qualifications emerge as a factor to be explored 
in the intrapreneurship dynamics promoted in the start-
ups. Overall, three research questions were established:

•	 RQ5: The startup dimension is a determining factor 
in the intrapreneurship policies promoted by startups.

•	 RQ6: The number of years of activity is a determin-
ing factor in the intrapreneurship policies promoted 
by startups.

•	 RQ7: The academic qualifications of employees are 
a determining factor in the intrapreneurship policies 
promoted by startups.

3 Methodology
This study employs a quantitative methodology to anal-
yse the phenomenon of intrapreneurship in the context of 
startups. According to Anderson et al. (2016), the quantita-
tive research methodology aims to explain through a sys-
temic investigation of observable phenomena through data 
collection, analysed using methods based on mathemati-
cal, statistical, or computational techniques. Quantitative 
research involves the collection and analysis of quanti-
fiable data. Aidley (2019) stresses that measurement is 
essential because it allows empirical observation and its 
connection with the conceptual dimension of research. 
In this approach, all quantitative data are numerical data 
and allow the application of a diverse set of techniques 
(e.g., descriptive statistics, multivariate statistics, correla-
tional statistics, etc.) obtained through research, question-
naires or by manipulation of pre-existing statistical data.

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was adopted to assess 
the impact of control variables (i.e., dimension, number of 
years of activity, and academic qualification of employees) 
on intrapreneurship policies promoted by startups. This 
procedure is used to compare the distribution of three or 
more groups in independent samples. The analysis of vari-
ance is also a way to summarise a linear regression model 
in which using the F test it is possible to test the hypoth-
esis that any source of variation in the model is equal to 
zero. The basic difference between the hypothesis tests 
and the ANOVA is the number of samples. While in the 
hypothesis tests one works with two samples, the ANOVA 
compares the average of more than two samples and deter-
mines if at least one differs significantly from the others.

A survey was designed to collect data through cross- 
sectional research. The survey was distributed by email 
between 15th May 2020 and 30th October 2020 to Portuguese 
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startups incubated in science parks in Portugal and the 
autonomous islands of Azores and Madeira. A total of 315 
valid responses were obtained. A response is considered 
valid if all control variables have been filled in and at least 
50% of the questionnaire is filled in. Table 1 shows the dis-
tribution of the sample data. The data were explored using 
the SPSS v.21 software. Most startups (almost 60%) are 
micro companies followed by small companies. The num-
ber of large enterprises is very small which does not allow 
its correct statistical treatment using ANOVA. Most com-
panies have less than 3 years of activity. However, the num-
ber of startups with more years of activity is also significant 
to allow a statistical analysis using ANOVA. However, the 
same is not true for the academic qualifications of employ-
ees, as only 5 startups report that most of their employees 
are not graduates. Most employees (62.5%) are graduates, 
followed by companies in which individuals with PhDs 
represent most of their employees. 

Four dimensions of intrapreneurship have been incor-
porated into the survey and intend to address the first four 
research questions, respectively:

1.	 intrapreneurship is promoted in an opportunistic way;
2.	 fostering intrapreneurship is part of the startup 

strategy;
3.	 intrapreneurship is promoted by startup through the 

allocation of time for this purpose; and
4.	 intrapreneurship is promoted by startup through the 

allocation of financial resources for this purpose.

A total of 21 questions were included in the questionnaire 
that explore the startups' strategy regarding talent attraction, 
talent development, talent retention, intrapreneurship, inno-
vation, and internationalisation. A Likert scale consisting of 
5 levels as proposed by McLeod (2019) has been adopted 
(i.e., strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree not disagree, 
agree, and strongly agree). The Likert scale has been used 
in several scientific studies in the management and innova-
tion fields. Unlike the dichotomous scale (i.e., yes/no), the 
Likert scale allows for measuring attitudes and knowing the 
interviewee's degree of compliance with the proposed state-
ments. In this sense, the response categories serve to cap-
ture the intensity of the respondents' perception.

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive analysis
Table 2 presents the statistical analysis of the dimen-
sions explored in the survey. The data reveals that most 
startups promote intrapreneurship in their business strat-
egy although it is also promoted opportunistically. Both 
approaches tend to coexist. Regarding the allocation of 
time and financial resources for this activity the data col-
lected are less enlightening. The allocation of time tends 
to be privileged over the allocation of financial resources. 
The last two dimensions regarding intrapreneurship prac-
tices present a larger standard deviation which means 
a  greater dispersion of responses. In this sense we can 
observe that there is considerable dispersion in the allo-
cation of time and financial resources for intrapreneurship 
activities in Portuguese startups. It is revealed that the 
adoption of these practices is still quite asymmetric.

The boxplot of the variables under analysis was also 
drawn as shown in Fig. 1. A boxplot is a graphical tool that 
allows visualisation of the distribution and outliers of the 
data, thus providing a complementary means to develop 

Table 1 Sample data distribution 

Variable Absolute 
value

Relative 
value

Dimension

Micro company (less than 10 employees) 188 0.593

Small company (10 to 49 employees) 101 0.319

Medium-sized enterprise (50 to 249 
employees) 26 0.082

Large enterprise (250 or more employees) 2 0.006

Number of years of activity

Less than 3 years 131 0.413

Between 3 and 5 years 87 0.274

Between 5 and 10 years 66 0.208

More than 10 years 33 0.104

Academic qualifications of employees

Most employees are not graduated 5 0.016

The number of graduated and non-graduated 
are similar 45 0.142

Most employees are graduated 198 0.625

Most of the employees have a PhD 69 0.218

Table 2 Sample data distribution 

Variable Mean Median Mode Std. 
dev.

Intrapreneurship is promoted in 
an opportunistic way (v1) 3.850 4 4 1.0205

Fostering intrapreneurship is 
part of the startup strategy (v2) 3.799 4 4 0.9796

Intrapreneurship is promoted 
by startup through the 
allocation of time for this 
purpose (v3)

3.516 4 4 1.1835

Intrapreneurship is promoted 
by startup through the 
allocation of financial resources 
for this purpose (v4)

3.137 3 4 1.1917
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a perspective on the distribution of data. Descriptive sta-
tistics such as minimum, maximum, first quartile, median 
and third quartile form the boxplot. The data reveal that 
outliers appear in v2 and v3. In fact, the behaviour of v3 
and v4 is very similar. This reveals that the startups that 
strategically foment intrapreneurship are also those that 
allocate time to this activity. However, they do not always 
necessarily allocate resources to this activity. Graphically 
it is visible that there is relative symmetry in v4. Finally, 
v1 has a negative asymmetry with a higher concentration 
of values in the upper part of the boxplot, with the third 
quartile corresponding to the maximum.

4.2 ANOVA analysis
Table 3 presents the ANOVA analysis considering the size 
of the company dimension. A significance level of 5% 
(α = 0.05) was adopted in this process. Significant differ-
ences arise for medium-sized companies. For the four vari-
ables (from v1 to v4) the perception of the importance of 
intrapreneurship and the way this class of startups exploits 
this phenomenon is different from what is seen with the 
other classes of startups (i.e., micro companies and small 
ones). The size of the startups therefore presents itself as 
a discriminating factor in the implementation of intrapre-
neurship. Larger startups are those with a higher propen-
sity for intrapreneurship activities and have greater ability 
to allocate resources (i.e., time and financial).

Table 4 shows the results of the ANOVA analysis for the 
number of years of activity dimension. Overall, the num-
ber of years of startup activity is not a discriminating fac-
tor in the analysis of the intrapreneur phenomenon. Only 
significant differences arise for the variables regarding 
time and financial resources allocated to intrapreneurship 
for startups between 5 and 10 years of activity.

Finally, Table 5 presents the results of ANOVA analysis 
for the academic qualifications of employees’ dimension. 
Significant differences arise in this dimension, which are 
in two different poles. Startups with a similar number of 
graduated and non-graduated employees present a lower 
perception for intrapreneurship in all variables. However, 
this behaviour is the opposite for startups in which most of 
their employees have a PhD. In the latter case, these start-
ups are more receptive and promote intrapreneurship in all 
variables under study.

5 Discussion
Intrapreneurship is a modality of entrepreneurship that 
does not have as a fundamental objective to establish 
a new organisation, but to create or develop an innovative 
solution that contributes to the development of the activi-
ties of an existing company. As Rivera (2017) points out, 
developing innovative solutions related to the organisa-
tion of the entrepreneur is essential to ensure that the busi-
ness is not obsolete, and that new approaches and products 
are used to generate value for the business. Innovation is 

Fig. 1 Boxplot representation

Table 3 ANOVA analysis of the company's size 

Variable Micro company Small company Medium-sized 
enterprise

Mean Sig. Mean Sig. Mean Sig.

V1 3.798 0.501 3.800 0.613 4.480 < 1*10–3

V2 3.733 0.369 3.782 0.857 4.360 0.002

V3 3.431 0.333 3.510 0.961 4.160 < 1*10–3

V4 3.005 0.137 3.228 0.452 3.720 0.002

Table 4 ANOVA analysis the number of years of activity

V
ar

ia
bl

e Less than 3 
years

Between 3 
and 5 years

Between 5 
and 10 years

More than 10 
years

Mean Sig. Mean Sig. Mean Sig. Mean Sig.

V1 3.855 0.957 3.741 0.341 3.938 0.470 3.939 0.556

V2 3.771 0.755 3.779 0.840 3.969 0.147 3.636 0.383

V3 3.405 0.319 3.477 0.760 3.785 0.044 3.531 0.931

V4 2.992 0.201 3.140 0.985 3.415 0.035 3.152 0.934

Table 5 ANOVA analysis of the academic qualifications of employees

Variable Number similar 
of graduated and 
non-graduated 

employees

Most 
employees are 

graduated

Most of the 
employees have 

a PhD

Mean Sig. Mean Sig. Mean Sig.

V1 3.295 0.001 3.791 0.410 4.406 < 1*10–3

V2 3.159 < 1*10–3 3.802 0.966 4.279 < 1*10–3

V3 2.477 < 1*10–3 3.543 0.736 4.162 < 1*10–3

V4 2.000 < 1*10–3 3.194 0.488 3.750 < 1*10–3
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in the essence of a startup that is designed to scale and 
grow exponentially in a short time and with few resources. 
Furthermore, startups offer a learning curve completely 
different from a  traditional company, offering a favour-
able environment for its employees to undertake within 
the organisational environment (Petch, 2016). The promo-
tion of intrapreneurship in startups is promoted simulta-
neously in two different but complementary ways. From 
one perspective, the survey data shows that startups regu-
larly encourage the development of intrapreneurship proj-
ects by their employees. This type of projects often arises 
at the initiative of the collaborators themselves according 
to a bottom-up approach to intrapreneurship. Therefore, 
in RQ1 it can be observed that startups tend to promote 
intrapreneur activities in an opportunistic way. In another 
perspective, the top-down initiatives of intrapreneurship 
are also relevant. Startups have also indicated that most 
of them promote intrapreneurship in their organisational 
strategy as explored in RQ2.

The forms of incentive to intrapreneur activity are not 
fully established in startups. The allocation of time for intra-
preneur activity as explored in RQ3 is considered in about 
70% of the startups surveyed. However, in other startups, 
there are difficulties in allocating time for this activity due 
to the liquidity difficulties of these companies in the short 
term and market demands. As stated by Moodie (2015), 
startups are environments of great instability and in which 
employees are required to make a strong commitment in the 
first years of activity. In this sense, there is little time avail-
able for these activities. This difficulty is increased when 
we look at the allocation of financial resources as explored 
in RQ4. In this dimension, there is a great asymmetry with 
a great divergence of approaches by the startups. In statisti-
cal terms, it has been possible to conclude that there are dif-
ficulties in allocating financial resources to these initiatives. 
Startups offer characteristics such as management support, 
organisational structure, and autonomy that are relevant to 
intrapreneur activity. However, as  Ñeessen et al. (2019) 
point out, it is also important to provide financial resources 
for this activity that are not generally available in startups, 
particularly in the smaller ones. 

This study also explored the role of several control vari-
ables in the promotion of intrapreneurship in startups. The 
size of the startup is a determining factor in understanding 
intrapreneur practices in startups as established in RQ5. 
Medium-sized startups are those in which intrapreneur-
ship is most encouraged by the organisational initiative 
of these companies, but also by the involvement of their 

employees. This result is aligned with the work done by 
Gomes et al. (2009), in which it is explored the impact of 
company's size on innovative performance and evidenced 
that larger companies can have the innovation manage-
ment process and greater resources for intrapreneurship 
activity. Therefore, and as expected, the time and finan-
cial resources allocated to entrepreneurial activity are also 
greater in medium-sized startups.

The number of years of startup activity as defined in RQ6 
is a factor that does not prove discriminating in the role of 
intrapreneurship. However, a different situation applies to 
the qualification of employees, which shows that in RQ7 
the academic qualifications of employees are a determin-
ing factor in the policies of intrapreneurship promoted by 
start-ups. The role of qualification has been essentially 
addressed in scientific studies looking at the perspec-
tive of the founders (Alfalih, 2019; Marvel et al., 2016; 
Ratzinger et al., 2018). However, the distinction between 
collaborators and founders of a startup is not always clear. 
In fact, especially in micro startups, the founders are also 
employees. The qualification of these individuals emerges 
as a relevant factor to understand the practices of intra-
preneurship in startups. Startups with lower employee 
qualifications have less solid intrapreneurship practices 
and less support these initiatives through the allocation of 
time and financial resources. On the other hand, intrapre-
neurship practices are more valued in companies where 
most employees have a PhD. As van Wetten et al. (2020) 
point out, intrapreneur skills are relevant in the innovation 
activity of products, services and processes, hence greater 
academic competence is relevant in the execution of these 
activities. These skills tend to be more valued in individu-
als with higher academic qualifications.

6 Conclusion
Intrapreneurship is promoted by startups using both 
formal and informal approaches. Most of the startups 
included in this study reveal that fostering entrepreneur-
ship is part of the startup strategy. Moreover, employees 
are also responsible for opportunistically promoting intra-
preneurship practices. The organisational structure of the 
startups reveals itself as an important factor for these ini-
tiatives to be welcomed by the founders. However, there 
are also constraints associated with the allocation of time 
and resources that make these initiatives not a priority for 
all startups. In fact, the lack of financial resources to sup-
port intrapreneurship initiatives is a more critical limiting 
element than the lack of time allocation for these activities.
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The size of the startups is a factor that contributes 
to understanding the intrapreneurship phenomenon. 
Medium-sized startups tend to encourage intrapreneur-
ship practices more than micro and small-sized startups. 
It is also the case that in this class of startups more finan-
cial and time resources are allocated to these activities. 
The academic qualification of employees is also another 
dimension where it was possible to identify distinct 
behaviours of startups. Startups with a similar number of 
graduated and non-graduated employees have greater dif-
ficulties in developing intrapreneurship activities, while 
startups with a higher qualification of their human capital 
encourage the emergence of intrapreneurship initiatives 
and in addition, offer financial and time conditions for the 
development of these activities.

This study offers both theoretical and practical contri-
butions. In the theoretical component, this study is relevant 
by studying the intrapreneurship phenomenon among start-
ups. It also explores how the characteristics of the start-
ups (i.e., size, years of activity, qualification of employ-
ees) influence the intrapreneurship activities promoted 

by the startups. In the practical dimension, the results of 
this study are important for these companies to realise the 
importance of intrapreneurship as a fundamental factor for 
the promotion of innovation and greater competitiveness 
of these companies in the market. Furthermore, the study 
also offers contributions to the establishment of support-
ive public policies that encourage intrapreneurship in start-
ups. This study contains some limitations that it is rele-
vant to mention. Only Portuguese startups were included 
so it is relevant to consider the replication of this study 
for other geographical areas in the future. No informa-
tion was collected on the sector of activity of the startups 
either. Therefore, and as future work, it would be import-
ant to realise how the sector of activity of the startups has 
an impact on the intrapreneur activities developed by these 
companies. Finally, this study explores only the role of 
intrapreneurship in the development and growth processes 
of startups. The role of intrapreneurship in the initial stages 
of conception and establishment of a startup, which are 
mainly promoted by the founders but are essential in the 
processes of market entry, is not addressed.
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