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—Abstract —
The role of universities in promoting Small and Medium Enterprise (SME)

development has attracted much interest among researchers worldwide. These
Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) constitute several governments’ grand
strategies of promoting the development of small businesses. The purpose of this
paper is to explore the role of Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) in promoting
the development of SMEs in Zimbabwe. Interpretivism was adopted as a
philosophy to guide the study. The study adopted a qualitative approach in which
data collection was conducted through in-depth interviews. Respondents were
drawn from six state universities through convenience and purposive sampling.
Data analysis was conducted through content analysis. The results of the study
revealed that the HEIs are promoting the development of SMEs through
technology transfer, workshops on SMEs, short courses for small businesses and
providing consultancy services. Furthermore, HEIs also provide skilled manpower
for SMEs, and Entrepreneurship courses in the curriculum to create an
entrepreneurial spirit among students. The study recommends that sector-specific
training programmes must be provided for manufacturing, retail and services
sectors. Additionally, the curriculum needs to be reviewed such that
Entrepreneurship becomes a core module in all degree programmes to further
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promote an entrepreneurship culture among students and produce graduates that
have an entrepreneurial mindset. Incubation centres also need to be established at
universities to reduce the risk of failure among SMEs. Universities should partner
with government ministries and the industry to effectively support the
development of SMEs in Zimbabwe.

Key Words: Higher education institutions, development of SMEs, universities,
training, technology transfer, entrepreneurship.

JEL Classification: M19

1. INTRODUCTION

The role of universities in promoting the development of SMEs has attracted
much attention among researchers worldwide. HEIs, in the form of universities,
should meet the socio-economic needs of a country (Kasim, 2011). Furthermore,
they are critical in creating a knowledge-based economy and providing
entrepreneurship education which instils an entrepreneurial culture among
students and the community (Efi, 2014). The main objective of entrepreneurial
education is to provide stakeholders with the relevant and adequate knowledge,
skills, aptitude and exposure that promote the development of SMEs. Companies,
including SMEs, use knowledge, expertise and facilities of universities to build
their technological capabilities that promote the production and provision of high
quality products and services. In addition to that, universities produce highly
qualified and skilled human capital that is absorbed by SMEs (Darwish, 2014).
Universities make research results available to students and SMEs. Such an
interaction between HEIs and SMEs promotes creativity, innovation and
technology transfer, which are critical for economic development (Darwish, 2014;
O’Malley, 2016) and national competitiveness (Moeliodihardjon et al, 2012).

Studies have been conducted on the role of universities in promoting the
development of SMEs. For example, Darwish (2014) conducted a study on the
role of universities in developing small and medium enterprises in Bahrain.
Similarly, Nicholaides (2011) studied the role of higher education in South Africa.
Kasim (2011) conducted a similar study on how Malaysian HEIs have shaped the
entrepreneurial agenda. However, scanty literature exists on the role of HEIs in
enhancing the growth of SMEs in all sectors of the economy. Therefore, the
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current study seeks to plug that gap. Not much research has been conducted on the
role of Zimbabwean HEIs in promoting SME development. Thus, the current
study seeks to plug the gap. Saruchera et al. (2014:252) did a similar study in
Zimbabwe, but focused on the case of Chinhoyi University of Technology in
promoting technology transfer to SMEs in the manufacturing sector. The current
study focuses on SMEs in all sectors of the economy. Moreover, the researcher
covers six state universities in Zimbabwe so as to have a clear view of the role of
HEIs in supporting the development of SMEs. That makes the study unique and
hence its distinctive contribution.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Universities operate in an environment that is constantly changing. Therefore, the
HEIs’ curricula also change to address short-term and long-term societal
challenges (Kurasha & Chabaya, 2013). Unemployment, extreme and persistent
poverty, gender inequality and slow economic development are some of the
challenges confronting the world today (World Economic Forum, 2016).
Entrepreneurship has been identified as one of the solutions to these challenges
(Musanzikwa, 2014; Maunganidze, 2013). Educational institutions are a critical,
indispensable element of entrepreneurship. Against this background, the success
of entrepreneurship in any society depends on the quality of its higher education.
In the light of this understanding, governments have positioned HEIs in such a
way that they play a central role in economic development (O’Malley, 2016). In
this context, HEIs have become engines for national prosperity as substantiated by
Alexander and Eugeniy (2012:47) who note that “Universities are agents of
economic and technological development”. Therefore, universities are
increasingly expected to establish and maintain linkages with businesses,
especially SMEs (Piterou & Birch, 2014). SMEs constitute more than 95 % of the
registered businesses in the world and contribute approximately 60 % of the jobs
in the private sector as well above 50% of the world GDP (Edinburgh Group,
2012). Such a critical sector requires skills and knowledge to develop their
innovative capabilities and improve their competitiveness.

Zimbabwe has fifteen universities, nine of which are public institutions while six
are privately owned. These institutions were established for the purpose of
imparting tertiary education in the form of skills and knowledge to enable
graduates to secure employment and contribute to the development of Zimbabwe.
However, the job market is shrinking due to the closure of companies as a result
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of the unfavourable macro- economic environment. On realising this, HEIs have
had to train the graduates such that they start their own businesses (SMES) to
create employment rather than seek employment. Universities, through their
community service programmes (Bukaliya & Hama 2012) and formal
programmes contribute to addressing societal challenges. One of the challenges
facing Zimbabwe is unemployment, which universities have to help address.

Additionally, HEIs have been involved in training, technology transfer and the
provision of research information to the established businesses and start-ups
(O’Malley, 2016; Technopolis Review, 2011). This is confirmed by a study
conducted by Darwish (2014) in Bahrain. Furthermore, results of a study in the
UK by Piterou and Birch (2014) indicated that universities transfer technology to
SMEs through business incubation. Thus, universities “are involved in the
production and diffusion of public knowledge across research, teaching and
innovation” (Universities UK, 2015). HEIs are also commercialisation agents of
research ideas (Alexander & Eugeniy, 2012).

The Zimbabwe government encourages universities to be actively involved in the
country’s economic development. That explains why universities like the Harare
Institute of Technology (HIT) and Chinhoyi University of Technology (CUT)
have become centres of technical training for SMEs (Technopolis Review, 2011).
A study in Nigeria by Efi (2014) concurs by revealing that universities are
important for training, and knowledge and technology transfer. The HIT has a
technology centre where students and SMEs are trained to understand the stages
of product development, from invention to commercialisation (Technopolis
Review, 2011). The technology centre at HIT is the heart of the ‘science park
project’ in Zimbabwe. The university also has a Technopreneurship Development
Centre where technical students and SMEs are taught entrepreneurial skills. These
skills have assisted manufacturing SMEs (Kangondo, 2012). The Indo-Zimbabwe
Project is housed within the technology centre of the HIT (Kazunga, 2013).
Manufacturing SMEs approach the Indo-Zimbabwe Project at HIT to source spare
parts for their machinery (Kazunga, 2013). Moreover, the university has hosted
Global Entrepreneurship Training for Zimbabwe and Southern Africa (HIT,
2016). Such training focused on the importance of entrepreneurship, creative
innovation, business law, ethics, intellectual property, financial engineering,
business communication and strategic planning (HIT, 2016). SMEs, academics,
and government officials acquired valuable skills and knowledge that would
promote the development of small businesses.
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Additionally, HEIs create a high-calibre workforce for the SMEs. In Zimbabwe,
large companies have closed down due to the unstable macroeconomic
environment. Therefore, the university graduates are being absorbed by the SMEs
(Rwafa, 2006, cited in Zindiye et al., 2012). Universities also provide a cheap
source of labour for SMEs through industrial attachments with students for
approximately 12 months.

HEIs have also made their research findings freely accessible on the Internet
(Gibb et al., 2013). The number of online academic journals and of the academics
who publish their work online has increased over the years. The research findings
provide an important source of valuable information for SMEs. Zimbabwean
academics are an important part of SME growth in Zimbabwe through
presentations at business expos where SMEs attend and exhibit their products
(ZimMarketer, 2014). Knowledge gained from the expos is necessary for the
development of the SME sector.

3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Triple Helix Model (THM) is relevant as a conceptual framework for
explaining the role of HEIs in promoting the development of SMEs. Silva et al.
(2012) note that the model was formalised by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (1997)
to explain the interaction among universities, enterprises (business or industry)
and the government in promoting innovation and technology transfer. Avvari
(2011) further observes that the THM *“is based on the perspective of university as
a leader of the relationship with business and government to generate new
knowledge and innovation for economic development. Countries that are
transforming from the resource-based to knowledge-based economies are
emphasising the THM as a source of innovation and development. Against this
background, governments are including HEIs in the development strategies and
policies (Avvari, 2011). This study suggests that the THM of converging HEIs,
business sector and government can be applied as a basic approach to promote the
development of SMEs in Zimbabwe. Such an interaction among stakeholders
leads to economic transformation.

According the THM, HEIs are viewed as centres for the provision of
entrepreneurial education and producing graduates to address the needs of
business (SMEs) (Universities UK, 2015). Furthermore, HEIs also conduct
research and disseminate results for the benefit of businesses (SMEs) (Oh, 2011).
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New products are manufactured from research results. Therefore, universities are
the core of innovation (Oh, 2011). Universities establish spin-off companies in
incubators for the commercialisation of Research and Development products
(Piterou et al., 2012).

The government, through its various policies, regulatory agencies and financial
support, imposes and influences actions and activities that enhance the
development of businesses (SMESs) (Silva et al., 2012). As illustrated in Figure 1,
the government provides the requisite infrastructure for the growth of the SME
sector. As a policy maker, the government may also provide a commercialisation
incentive to universities by granting them ownership of intellectual property
emanating from their research (Siyanbola et al., 2012). In response to the support
from the HEIs and government, the business sector (SMES) implements the
research results, technology and expert advice. Furthermore, the funding from the
government is used for business development. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship
between the HEIs, government and SMEs.

Figure 1: Triple Helix Model for HEIs, Government and SMEs

Government

Development of policies for HEIs
to support SMEs

Provision of funding for research
and infrastructure

HEIs

Reseasrch &
publications Collaboration

Technology transfer

Training through workshops,
seminars, conferences and
presentation of results

SMEs

Implementation of research
results, technology and expert
advice

Provision of expert advice

Source: Adapted from Ranga & Etzkowitz (2013:07)

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The purpose of the study was to explore the role of HEIs in the development of
SMEs in Zimbabwe. A qualitative approach was adopted. Therefore,
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interpretivism became the suitable research paradigm. An interpretivist researcher
believes that knowledge or reality is constructed by social actors and how people
perceive it (Creswell, 2011). Convenience sampling was employed in the
selection of six state universities. Research participants were purposively
sampled. The researcher employed in-depth interviews with participants from six
state universities in which open-ended questions were used. Content analysis was
used in the analysis of empirical evidence. The identity of the respondents was
protected by using numbers, 1 to 6. Table 1 illustrates the universities involved in
the study as well as their provinces.

Table 1: Universities involved in the study

University No of Province Respondent No:
Participants

Bindura University of Science 1 Mashonaland Central 1

Education

Chinhoyi University of 1 Mashonaland West 2

Technology

Great Zimbabwe University Masvingo

Harare Institute of Technology Harare Metropolitan

University of Zimbabwe Harare Metropolitan

oo~ lw

R

Covers the country’s 10
provinces

Zimbabwe Open University

Source: Data collected in the study

5. PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

This section presents an analysis of the in-depth interviews conducted with
respondents from the six state universities. The respondents interviewed were
experienced members of the academic staff who had interacted with SMEs.

5.1 The role of universities in promoting the development of SMEs

The results of the study revealed that Zimbabwean universities are promoting the
development of SMEs through technology transfer, imparting knowledge about
process of formalising business operations, management, financial literacy,
marketing and business plan writing. HEIs also conduct research and
commercialise innovative business ideas for the benefit of SMEs. Furthermore,
strategic partnerships have been created with government ministries to promote
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entrepreneurship and SME development. The following were some of the
statements made by participants during data collection: Respondent 4 stated that:

“In its curriculum, the university has included technopreneurship that enables
Engineering students to establish SMEs”.

The quote illustrates that, besides the usual degree programmes of engineering
and technology, students are imparted with entrepreneurship skills in their areas of
specialisation. Such knowledge is critical for the establishment of SMEs. This is
consistent with Technopolis Review (2011), which identifies universities as
centres for acquiring entrepreneurial skills.

One of the obstacles to SME development in Zimbabwe is lack of skills.
Universities are in the process of addressing this challenge by providing skilled
labour for the SMEs. Graduates have management, financial, technical and
marketing skills which are required by SMEs. This is illustrated by Respondent 1
who indicated that:

“As a university we are releasing many graduates into the labour market...
and most of the graduates are absorbed by SMEs. Our graduates have skills
have marketing, financial, management and technical skills™.

The respondents implied that SMEs have become the employers of many
university graduates (Chingwaru, 2014), given that SMEs constitute the majority
of businesses (Edinburgh Group, 2012). University graduates are being absorbed
by the SMEs (Rwafa, 2006, cited in Zindiye et al., 2012) because larger
companies closed down due to the unfavourable macro-economic environment.
Skills acquired from universities play an important role in the development of
SMEs.

Universities are also actively involved in technology transfer to SMEs. Technical
skills are required especially among SME in the manufacturing and information
technology businesses. Therefore, the transfer of skills to such businesses
becomes necessary. For example, Respondent 4 stated that:

“The university houses the Indo-Zimbabwe Project. This is a project between
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the government of Zimbabwe and India. The project was meant to transfer
technology to SMEs and promote SME access to machinery and spare parts.”

The respondent shows that the university has accommodated a government
project that seeks to promote the development of the SME sector. The technology
transfer has positively impacted on the quality of products manufactured by
SMEs. The findings concur with the existing literature. Kazunga (2013) notes that
the Indo-Zimbabwe Project is in the Technology Centre of the HIT and is s source
of machinery spare parts. Ryan and Mohammed (2013) maintain that universities
are agents of technology transfer.

Business and entrepreneurship clubs established at universities stimulate an
entrepreneurial spirit among students. As students interact among themselves and
with the businesses people, an entrepreneurial mindset is developed.
Entrepreneurship clubs also impart business planning skills. This is consistent
with what Respondent 5 noted:

“The university has established a very powerful social club, Enactus-Boost
Fellowship, where students are groomed for entrepreneurship. The fellowship
facilitates students’ interaction with SMEs in which they apply the skills as well
as acquire practical experience.”

The statement indicates that social clubs can be a powerful tool for promoting
SMEs. Students are required to develop business ideas and then prepare business
plans for local and international competitions. The students’ interactions with
SMEs expose them to the practical world of business. The experience acquired
and the knowledge gained promotes the development of new businesses and the
growth of existing ones. O’Malley (2016) concurs with the results by stating that
HEIs provide training opportunities for students and the community. Training for
students can either be formal or informal.

Business failure is partly linked to inadequate business management skills. As part
of community engagement, universities are involved in the training entrepreneurs
in technical, management, financial, marketing and communication skills. Such
skills are essential for the development of SMEs. Business failure is partly linked
to the inadequate business management skills. This concurs with the statement
made by Respondent 2:
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“The university provides technical and business management training to the
local community to promote the growth of the sector. It is part of our community
service and we feel duty-bound to contribute to the local economic development”.

The quote shows that universities are invloved in training local entrepreneurs to
promote local economic development. Technopolis Review (2011) concurs by
noting that universities have become centres of technical training for SMEs.
Knowledge gained through training builds SMEs’ technological capabilities that
consequently improve the quality of products and services.

High rate of unemployment among university graduates (Chipangura & Kaseke,
2012) has become one of the major challenges in the Zimbabwean economy. HEIs
have created partnerships with government ministries in promoting SMEs and
entrepreneurship to reduce the level of unemployment. Respondent 6 commented
that:

“The university has partnered with the Ministry of Youth, Indigenisation and
Economic Empowerment in the provision of finance to university youth
graduates for starting businesses”.

The statement shows that the government cannot alone address all the socio-
economic challenges, but needs to partner with other institutions. Universities, by
their nature, cannot provide funding to SMEs or invest in them. HEIs provide
skills while some government ministries and agencies provide funding. Therefore,
partnerships between universities and government ministries become important in
enhancing the growth of SMEs. Extant literature emphasises linkages and
partnerships between HEIs and business (Piterou & Birch, 2014). However, the
results of this study also indicate the importance of linkages and partnerships with
government ministries and agencies.

Universities also extend life skills and entrepreneurship training to prisoners. The
reason behind being that, after prison life, they become productive and self-
reliant. Respondent 1 indicated that:

“The university has trained inmates at a local prison. The training covered life

skills and entrepreneurship.....how to start a business, preparing a business
proposal and business finance and management”.
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The respondent indicates that universities extend their services to other
institutions and individuals with a view to promote SME development. Trained
inmates have the potential of becoming productive and acceptable to society.
Therefore, university community service assists in addressing socio-economic
challenges (Bukaliya & Hama 2012).

Universities conduct research in various fields, including entrepreneurship and
SMEs. Such researches are accessible to SMEs through various means, including
online publication, workshops or in printed form. Research results are an
important source of information for SMEs. Respondent 3 commented:

“Researches conducted by the university produce valuable information for
SMEs. Much of the information is online. If the research results are properly
used, they can contribute to the growth of the sector”

The respondent shows that researches are also important for SME growth. Much
of the information is freely available online. Gibb et al. (2013) concurs by stating
that HEIs have also made their research findings freely accessible on the Internet.
Valuable business ideas, management techniques and business skills can be
obtained from the research results.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of the study, the researchers recommend that sector-specific
training programmes must be provided for manufacturing, retail and services
sectors. Each sector is unique and has specific skills requirements. Additionally,
the curriculum needs to be reviewed such that Entrepreneurship is include in most
degree programmes to further promote an entrepreneurship culture among
students and produce graduates that have an entrepreneurial mindset. The level of
unemployment in Zimbabwe is high and graduates need to be prepared for such
an environment. South African universities such as Durban University of
technology and University of KwaZulu-Natal have established business
incubation centres. Zimbabwean universities may also need to have such centres
to reduce the risk of failure among SMEs. Universities need to establish more
partnerships with government ministries and the industry to effectively support
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the development of SMEs in Zimbabwe. Centres for entrepreneurship may need to
be established at universities. The University of Cape Town and University of
Witwatersrand have such centres for conducting research and providing
information for entrepreneurs

CONCLUSION

The purpose of the study was to explore the role of HEIs in the development of
SMEs in Zimbabwe. The results revealed that HEIs are instrumental in the
development of SMEs through training, technology transfer, clubs, research and
the commercialisation of research. The study recommends the establishment of
entrepreneurship centres at universities and more partnerships with government
ministries and industry. Furthermore, business incubation centres need to be
established at HEIs to reduce the failure rate of SMEs. In addition to that, the
curriculum needs to be redesigned such that every degree programme has
Entrepreneurship as a core module in order to produce graduates with an
entrepreneurial mindset. The importance of the study lies in that it suggests HEI
strategies that further enhance the growth of the SME sector. Focusing on only six
state universities is a limitation of this study. A larger sample would have allowed
us to conduct a more powerful analysis. Further studies should focus on the
challenges facing HEIs in promoting the development of SMEs.
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