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1- INTRODUCTION

The startup ecosystem has emerged as a key driver of innovation,
economic revitalization, and employment in knowledge-based economies.
As emerging ventures face high uncertainty, limited experience, and
constrained access to resources, mentorship is increasingly recognized as a
critical enabler of entrepreneurial success. Business mentors—hands-on
entrepreneurial expertise—can play a transformative role by providing
guidance, emotional support, and strategic advice throughout the various
stages of startup development. However, the absence of formal standards for
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mentor selection and training, particularly in developing economies, has led
to inconsistent outcomes and the rise of ineffective “pseudo-mentors.”

In Iran, where the startup sector has experienced rapid quantitative
growth, qualitative support structures such as accelerators and mentorship
programs are still evolving. Despite the presence of over 32,000 registered
online businesses, many startups fail to progress beyond their early stages
due to weak guidance mechanisms. This underscores the urgent need for
empirically grounded frameworks to identify the core competencies required
of mentors at different phases of startup development. The present study
aims to address this gap by systematically identifying and categorizing
mentor competencies that contribute meaningfully to startup growth, using a
qualitative multi-case methodology within the context of Iranian
accelerators and growth centers.

2- METHODOLOGY

The study employs a qualitative, exploratory design grounded in a
multi-case study approach, well-suited for generating rich, context-specific
insights. The unit of analysis consisted of startups situated in leading
incubators and accelerators in Khorasan Razavi Province. Using purposive
homogeneous sampling, 25 startups were selected from diverse sectors,
including health tech, Al, industrial automation, and the creative industries.
In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 34 stakeholders
(including founders, business coaches, and mentors) until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

The data collection instruments were designed to elicit narratives about
effective mentorship, capturing lived experiences and stakeholder
perceptions of mentor impact across three key stages of the startup lifecycle:
ideation/pre-seed, launch/early growth, and stable expansion. Interview
validity was ensured through internal credibility (via expert sampling), and
trustworthiness was reinforced through careful management of interview
dynamics and the formulation and refinement of interview protocols. All
interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using
Gioia’s structured coding methodology.

Data analysis proceeded in three stages: open coding (resulting in 52
first-order codes), axial coding (yielding 13 second-order themes), and
theoretical aggregation into three macro-dimensions aligned with the stages
of startup growth. Visual data structure maps were created to synthesize
emergent patterns and ensure analytical transparency. This methodology
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enabled the development of a grounded model that reflects mentor
competencies relevant to Iran’s entrepreneurial ecosystem.

3- RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The analysis revealed thirteen key mentor competency themes
distributed across three growth phases, each encompassing multiple
behavioral and cognitive sub-skills. These competencies closely align with
the evolving needs of startups as they progress from ideation to
commercialization.

In the ideation and pre-seed stage, six core competencies were
identified:

1) Facilitating learning and development — recognizing mentee
potential, creating experiential learning environments, and supporting skill
acquisition.

2) Business design and evaluation — supporting business modeling,
feasibility analysis, and early-stage planning.

3) Ethical responsibility and commitment — demonstrating honesty,
reliability, and alignment with startup goals over personal interests.

4) Entrepreneurial alertness — exhibiting market orientation, customer
insight, and opportunity recognition.

5) Advising and coaching — providing constructive feedback, mediating
conflict, and offering motivational leadership.

6) Networking ability — connecting founders with ecosystems,
investors, and domain experts.

During the launch phase, three additional competencies emerged as
critical:

1) Strategic thinking — engaging in visioning, critical reasoning, and
opportunity shaping.

2) Team leadership — fostering cohesive teams, resolving interpersonal
conflicts, and facilitating effective collaboration.

3) Operational planning and execution — setting goals, designing
workflows, and tracking performance.

In the post-launch and growth stabilization stage, four further
competencies were emphasized:

1) Problem-solving — diagnosing business challenges and designing
viable interventions.

2) Financial literacy and economic reasoning — managing budgets,
modeling revenue, pricing, and analyzing market entry.
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3) Systems thinking — adopting a holistic understanding of business
operations and structural integration.

4) Persuasion and capital acquisition — managing investor relations,
communicating risk, and crafting compelling financial narratives.

The data showed that successful mentors combined technical
knowledge (e.g., finance, business modeling) with interpersonal
competencies (e.g., empathy, networking). Importantly, the sequencing of
these competencies corresponded to the evolving structural needs of
startups, confirming the hypothesis that mentorship effectiveness is both
context-dependent and stage-specific. These findings are consistent with
prior studies (e.g., Audet & Couteret, 2012; Conte, 2002), yet extend the
literature by offering an empirically grounded taxonomy of competencies
structured by startup stage.

4- CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

This study presents a novel, empirically grounded competency
framework for business mentors operating within startup ecosystems. It
demonstrates that mentor effectiveness is not a static trait but a dynamic
function shaped by stage-specific demands throughout the startup growth
cycle. By identifying 13 core competencies aligned with three distinct
growth stages, the research offers actionable insights for accelerators,
policymakers, and mentor training institutions.

Key conclusions include:

1) In the early stages of startup development, ethical responsibility,
emotional support, and business design expertise are paramount.

2) As startups scale, strategic thinking and financial competencies
become increasingly essential.

3) Mentor effectiveness is highest when mentors have direct
entrepreneurial experience and a deep understanding of the local ecosystem.

4) A one-size-fits-all mentoring model is inadequate; tailored
approaches should be institutionalized.

Policy and practical recommendations:

1) Develop certification programs for mentors centered on the 13
identified competencies.

2) Encourage accelerators and incubators to adopt this framework for
screening and matching mentors based on startups’ growth-stage needs.
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3) Integrate mentorship literacy into entrepreneurial education to help
founders identify effective mentoring and avoid exploitative pseudo-
mentors.

4) Replicate this study in other regions or extend it through longitudinal
tracking of mentor—startup relationships.

Ultimately, this research highlights the strategic importance of
structured, competency-based mentoring in driving sustainable startup
success within emerging innovation ecosystems.

Keywords: Mentor Competencies, Mentoring, Startup Growth Process.
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