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ABSTRACT
The global business environment has transformed modern society into a dynamic, aggres-
sive aggregate that rapidly drives social change and is known as the “society of change.” 
The fundamental characteristics of a rapidly changing society are progressive growth and 
development within various social structures, growth of social networks and innovations, new 
technologies, high quality and adaptable knowledge. In such environment a technologically 
efficient, culturally affirmative and socially oriented entrepreneurship dominates. The deve-
lopment of entrepreneurship in “serious” economies cannot be adrift to the unsystematic 
or disorganised or support incentives of private or public interest, as this can lead to poor 
results - unprofitability, lack of perspective and ideas, passivity, criticism and in extreme 
cases, defeatism. In its effort to accelerate the development of specific entrepreneurial ini-
tiatives, the Republic of Croatia has developed an appropriate infrastructure platform, which 
very often indicates the founding role of entrepreneurial support institutions and seeks to 

1 Address correspondence to Goran Kutnjak, PhD, Full Professor, University of Rijeka, Faculty of 
Economics, Ivana Filipovića 4, 51000 Rijeka. E-mail: goran.kutnjak@efri.hr
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constantly update and systematically influence the content, intensity and value of new en-
trepreneurial initiatives. In this paper, a general platform and specific institutions of entre-
preneurial support in the Republic of Croatia are being presented. Platforms and institutions 
for entrepreneurial development represent an important factor in improving the institutional 
environment, which is manifested in the role of founders and national initiators of advanced 
entrepreneurial achievements. As a result, there is a commitment to further explore and 
improve the relationship between the multidimensional levels of institutional platforms and 
types of support they provide to entrepreneurs.

Keywords: entrepreneurship, support, development, platforms, institutions, Republic of 
Croatia

JEL classification: L26, O43

INTRODUCTION

In modern economies, numerous effects of globalization are evident as a main-
stream phenomenon in the business environment and through social changes (Ku-
tnjak & Adžić Kušt, 2017). Although social changes interact with global health, 
technological and environmental issues an individual society can always develop 
as: a) an innovative (inventive) society, b) an imitative society, or c) a non-inven-
tive (non-creative) society. An innovative society dynamizes social changes that 
enable organizational restructuring, generate innovative products and services 
and strengthen entrepreneurial competitiveness. In contrast to inventive societies, 
imitative societies, on the other hand, change socially accepted processes with 
moderate but acceptable progress. Non-inventive societies, on the other hand, 
are called extremely non-affirmative societies, i.e., demotivating and aimless soci-
eties, i.e., non-creative societies destined for stagnation. In these societies, there 
may even be significant setbacks in development policies because they miss even 
potentially good strategies and development-oriented creativity, lose their compet-
itiveness, leading to lower quality products and services with no necessary synthe-
sis with market niches (Srića, 1992). Enterprise accelerators are business entities 
that analyse entrepreneurship as a source of new value for consumer needs, focus-
es on sustainable business outcomes, and care about employee satisfaction, local 
and wider community. There are numerous definitions that various authors believe 
highlight the important characteristics of entrepreneurship. Economists have been 



6

Journal of Business Paradigms Vol 6 No 1, 2021

addressing this question since the 18th century, but the clear answer has not yet 
been formalized as the content of the definition becomes more comprehensive. 
The definition that is often accepted as comprehensive in theory is the one that 
presents entrepreneurship as an activity of entrepreneurs aimed at creating, or-
ganizing, and renewing a business with the basic goal of creating a new market 
(Jelavić et al., 1993, 62). In terms of economic activity, entrepreneurship is a set 
of activities that an individual or a group undertakes to achieve a set of goals by 
applying creative, innovative solutions that differ from the existing ones through 
their own creativity, vision, confidence and willingness to take appropriate risks 
(Tkalec, 2011, 35-43).

The knowledge, skills and experience of entrepreneurs, as well as the ability to 
anticipate trends and developments in the market in which they operate, and the 
involvement of entrepreneurial platforms that directly impact the overall activities 
of the supporting entrepreneurial entities, largely determine the direction of busi-
ness development, growth potential, development and market viability. In order 
to help entrepreneurs, realize their ideas and aspirations, we strive to create a 
positive entrepreneurial environment and thus a support system of business and 
entrepreneurial free zones facilities. This is collectively known as entrepreneuri-
al infrastructure, whose construction and improvement depends on existence of 
strategically oriented entrepreneurship policies. The Entrepreneurial Infrastructure 
Improvement Law (OG, 2018) prescribes the basic concepts, types and catego-
rization of entrepreneurial infrastructure for the first time, while its amendments 
redefine the founders and managers of entrepreneurial infrastructure - the plat-
form itself. In addition, more emphasis has been placed on the maintenance of 
the unified entrepreneurial infrastructure register by increasing the penalties when 
not submitting data, the founding acts and the prescribed supporting documents 
required for entry into the register.

The goal of entrepreneurial infrastructure is to create more favourable conditions 
for entrepreneurs in areas that have built infrastructure conducive to the pursuit of 
sustainable economic activities. Next is to create a stimulating entrepreneurial en-
vironment through business platforms that provide development of business envi-
ronment and appropriate facilities. In addition to organizational standards, it is also 
necessary to establish technical standards which facilities for business support 
must meet in terms of adequate space for consultations and technical or IT equip-
ment. Above all, networking of business support institutions, relevant national and 
local government institutions and entrepreneurs (Antonić, 2017) enable horizontal 
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communication between different actors, rapid exchange and flow of information. 
All of the stated ultimately increase the level of cooperation between different en-
trepreneurial stakeholders. Meeting the established criteria ensures the possibility 
of networking entrepreneurial institutions into a national network of entrepreneurial 
support institutions certified to provide comprehensive services to entrepreneurs.

BASIC CHARACTERISTICS OF SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTREPRNEUR- 
SHIP IN THE REPUBLIC OF CROATIA

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) represent propulsive motors of economic 
development and the main employment base in any economy. In the published 
“Financial results of entrepreneurs in 2018”, there were 131,117 registered busi-
ness taxpayers in the Republic of Croatia, employing a total of 939,954 employees, 
which represents an employment growth of 5.2% compared to the previous year 
(FINA, 2019). Looking at the size of entrepreneurs, 90.0% are micro entrepreneurs 
(total number of micro entrepreneurs: 117,943), 8.6% are small entrepreneurs (to-
tal number of small entrepreneurs: 11,317), 1.1% are medium entrepreneurs (total 
number of medium entrepreneurs: 1,498), and 0.3% are large entrepreneurs (total 
number of large entrepreneurs: 359).

Table 1 Financial results of entrepreneurs in 2018 (in HRK million)

Enterprise size

Criterion Micro Small Medium Large TOTAL

No. of 
entities 117.943 90,0% 11.317 8,6% 1.498 1,1% 359 0,3% 131.117 100%

No. of em-
ployees 255.819 27,2% 238.392 25,4% 184.278 19,6% 261.465 27,8% 939.954 100%

Total reve-
nues* 102.094 13,6% 172.766 23,0% 161.166 21,5% 315.133 41,9% 751.160 100%

Income 
period* 9.436 20,1% 10.586 22,6% 9.768 20,8% 17.115 36,5% 46.905 100%

Loss 
period* 7.393 39,7% 3.965 21,2% 2.018 10,8% 5.280 28,3% 18.656 100%

Source: FINA (2019). 
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Total revenues generated in 2018 amounted to HRK 751.2 billion, an increase of 
8.6% compared to the previous year, when 88,824 entrepreneurs (68%) recorded 
a positive business result, while 42,293 entrepreneurs (32%) operated with a loss. 
The total value of profit in HRK is 46.9 billion, while the loss in this period is HRK 
18.7 million. Compared to the previous year, the total profit for the period increased 
by 15.2%, while at the same time the loss decreased by 57.4%. During 2018, 
19,594 entrepreneurs brought services and products to the foreign market with 
a total value of HRK 147.2 billion, which means an increase in exports by 8.6% 
compared to 2017. In the same period, goods and services worth HRK 132.4 billion 
were imported, and the trade surplus amounted to HRK 14.8 billion. It is impor-
tant to note that the above data on the activity of entrepreneurs in the Republic of 
Croatia does not include data on the number of companies, number of employees, 
revenues and operating results of banks, insurance companies and other financial 
institutions.

As for the possibilities of financing entrepreneurship, it is also one of the most 
important goals in terms of easier access to finance funds for micro, small and 
medium-sized enterprises (Ministry of Entrepreneurship and Craft of the Republic 
of Croatia, 2013). Micro, small and medium-sized enterprises have limited access 
to financing, mainly due to lack of financial collateral. This situation applies to all 
business stages: from start-ups, investments in growth and development, to mar-
ket expansion. Available sources of financing include commercial loans from com-
mercial banks, national and European programs for co-financing entrepreneurial 
projects, and subsidized loans. The Croatian Bank for Reconstruction and Devel-
opment (HBOR) has an important role in financing micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises. Venture capital funds and informal forms of financing (investments 
made by business angels) are not sufficiently developed on Croatian market to 
have a significant impact on the availability of capital in creation of new businesses 
and projects or their support at critical development stages (especially in relation 
to innovative start-up companies). The report titled “What makes Croatia an (un)en-
trepreneurial country?” of GEM Croatia in 2018 based on its findings states: “there 
is a significant supply of bank loans on the financial market in Croatia, but there is 
a persistent lack of appropriate types of funding (venture capital, equity) for new 
or growing entrepreneurial ventures, with Croatia lagging behind the EU average.˝ 
(Singer et al., 2019).
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ANALYSING THE ENVIRONMENT OF ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT 
INSTITUTIONS

According to the data available in the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial Infrastruc-
ture, there were 181 registered institutions for business support as of September 
2019. The structure and number of entrepreneurial support institutions are shown 
in Table 2.

Table 2 Structure and number of entrepreneurial support institutions

Type of entrepreneurial support institution Number

1. Development agency 68

1.1. Local development agency 42

1.2. County development agency 20

1.3. Development agency of a certain activity 6

2. Entrepreneurial centre 43

3. Business incubator 52

3.1. Business incubator 40

3.2. Incubator for new technologies 12

4. Entrepreneurial accelerator 8

5. Business park 1

6. Science and technology park 1

7. Competence center 8

8. Free zone 0

TOTAL: 181

Source: Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development (2019)

Regarding the basic breakdown of business support facilities, development agen-
cies and business incubators account for the largest share, and in terms of the de-
tailed breakdown of business support facilities by type, business centres (52), local 
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development agencies (42), and business incubators (40) are the largest in number, 
while business parks (1) and science and technology parks (1) are the smallest. 
No free zone has been established yet. Entrepreneurship support institutions are 
geographically dispersed. According to the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial In-
frastructure data, the largest number of business support institutions is located in 
Split-Dalmatia County (31), followed by the City of Zagreb (26) and Osijek-Baranja 
County (20). Krapina-Zagorje, Karlovac and Lika-Senj counties, with two business 
support institutions each, have the lowest number of business support institutions.

Regarding the organizational forms of business support entities, by legal form, 
the largest number of business support entities are registered as a limited liability 
companies (66.6%), followed by a public entity (11.4%), an institution (10.6%), 
cooperatives (6.5%), associations (4.1%) and simple limited liability companies 
(0.8%). Considering the decisions of the Law amending the Regional Development 
Law (OG 123/17) explicitly states that the functions of regional coordinators are 
performed by public institutions, with their tasks precisely defined as tasks of pub-
lic interest (mainly the county development agencies registered as limited liability 
companies). There is a trend to change the organizational form of county devel-
opment agencies, which until now were mainly registered as subjects of limited 
liability, even in case of public institutions.

According to data available in the Unified Business Infrastructure Registry data-
base, the ownership structure of business support facilities varies widely. Plat-
forms for the development of business support facilities are their founders, mainly 
from the public sector, mostly counties, cities and municipalities, independently or 
jointly. The founders are associations, community associations, institutes, univer-
sities, colleges, centres of university entrepreneurship, clusters, foundations and 
individuals.

Determination of the entrepreneurial infrastructure

Entrepreneurial infrastructure is a set of facilities and various organizational forms 
established by private or legal entities, units of local and regional self-govern-
ment, scientific organizations and/or professional associations (Antonić, 2017). 
The main subdivision of entrepreneurial infrastructure is into business parks and 
entrepreneurship support institutions. These are made of business incubators that 
are areas with built infrastructure intended for economic activities and whose pur-
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pose is to share the resources of the incubator in order to reduce operating costs, 
while entrepreneurship support institutions include registered legal entities and 
agencies aimed at creating and stimulating entrepreneurial activity. This is mainly 
done through the implementation of various entrepreneurship support activities, 
predominantly business consulting.

According to the Law on Improvement of Entrepreneurial Infrastructure (OG 93/13, 
114/13, 41/14, 57/18), business support institutions are divided into the following 
categories depending on the area of activity:

Development Agencies are legal entities established by counties or local govern-
ment units as institutions or enterprises with the mission to operationally implement 
measures to develop and stimulate business and entrepreneurship at the local lev-
el, attract investment, and link businesses with scientific institutions, knowledge 
centres and entrepreneurial institutions. The tasks of the development agencies 
include the preparation of district development strategies and other strategic doc-
uments, the provision of expert assistance in the preparation and implementation 
of support programs for public institutions and projects co-financed by ESIF, and 
the implementation of district development programs. In accordance with the role 
of regional coordinator, provincial development agencies perform public interest 
tasks, including recording development projects, performing technical and adviso-
ry tasks in the implementation of provincial development strategies, participating in 
the work of partner councils, and performing other administrative tasks. Depending 
on the founding level of development agencies they are being divided into local de-
velopment agencies and county development agencies with possibility to operate 
on a business basis.

Entrepreneurship Centres are legal entities entrusted with the operational imple-
mentation of measures for the development and promotion of entrepreneurship in 
the local and/or wider environment. They are centres for professional and educa-
tional support of entrepreneurs in the development of entrepreneurship in the local 
environment.

Business incubators are legal entities that provide professional and technical 
support to entrepreneurs by providing them with business premises and infrastruc-
ture at a lower price than commercial enterprises, for start-ups up to the third year 
of operation. Within this group of support institutions there are: a) business incu-
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bators, which pursue the development of entrepreneurs in logistical terms through 
business services and resources for entrepreneurs, including business/working 
space on more favourable terms for start-up entrepreneurs, regardless of the ac-
tivity, and b) new technology incubators, which represent start-up entrepreneurs in 
the field of new technologies.

Entrepreneurial Accelerators are subjects whose role is similar to that of busi-
ness incubators, with a different target or customer group, whose main function 
is to support entrepreneurs in the post-start-up phase, i.e. during the phases of 
growth, development and expansion in domestic and foreign markets.

Business parks are subjects that have business premises, land and resources to 
accommodate small, medium and large businesses on a commercial basis, with a 
focus on attracting domestic and foreign investment.

Science and technology parks are business entities whose mission is to com-
mercialize innovation, research and results that came from research and develop-
ment. These parks promote cooperation between scientists and entrepreneurs, in 
accordance with the provisions of the Law on Scientific Activity and Higher Edu-
cation.

Competence Centres are specialized companies that conduct research activities 
in specific areas and with which other companies can contract research and devel-
opment services to strengthen specific industries. They focus on development and 
applied research and its commercialization, as well as on supporting and strength-
ening intellectual property in specific subject areas and areas of expertise.

Free zones represent a part of the customs territory of the Republic of Croatia 
in which traffic - economic activities and movement of persons and things - is 
carried out under special conditions and in which there is special supervision by 
state administrative bodies. The following activities can be carried out in the free 
zone: production of goods, processing of goods, storage of goods, wholesale 
trade, strategic activities in support of enterprises, activities for the establishment 
of technological development and innovation centres, and the provision of servic-
es. In the free zone, banking and other money transactions, as well as services of 
property and personal insurance and retail trade are not allowed.
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Regulatory and strategic framework

The definition, types and categorization of business support institutions and the 
financial system to support the construction, equipment of business premises and 
the system to support the cost of professional assistance provided to SMEs by 
business support institutions includes the following laws:

- Law for the Improvement of Entrepreneurial Infrastructure (OG 93/13, 114/13, 
41/14, 57/18),

- Instructions for the creation and use of the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial 
Infrastructure (OG 86/2018),

- Law on Promotion of Small Business Development (OG 29/02, 63/07, 53/12, 
56/13, 121/16),

- Law on Investment Promotion (OG 102/15, 25/18),
- Law on Regional Development of the Republic of Croatia (OG 147/14, 123/17, 

118/18).

Laws, regulations and decrees in detail regulate the manner of managing various 
databases and registers of entities, as well as procedures and methods for evalu-
ating regional development policy, all with the aim of achieving balanced economic 
development of all regions in the Republic of Croatia. Business support institutions 
are required to submit data and documents for the creation of the unified register 
of entrepreneurial infrastructure defined by the Act on the Improvement of En-
trepreneurial Infrastructure and the Instructions for the Development and Use of 
the JRPI (OG 86/2018). Entries of entrepreneurial infrastructure in the Republic 
of Croatia that have been approved by the Ministry of Economy and Sustainable 
Development - Directorate for Entrepreneurship and Crafts or other state adminis-
trative bodies for the granting of subsidies, incentives, aid or benefits, or intend to 
use them. The establishment of the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial Infrastruc-
ture is defined by the Law on the Improvement of Entrepreneurial Infrastructure 
(Narodne novine, 2016) Law on the Development and Use of the Unified Register 
of Entrepreneurial Infrastructure (OG 123). / 2013), with the aim of registering and 
systematizing all entrepreneurial infrastructure facilities, recording the number of 
employees, the area for incubators and the number and data of incubator users, in 
addition to the basic data on the business support facility and the type of services 
provided by entrepreneurs. Considering the deadline of one month for reporting 
changes in entrepreneurial infrastructure, the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial 
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Infrastructure represents a reliable and up-to-date database of entrepreneurial in-
frastructure facilities.

Taking into account the national legislation and the strategic frameworks regarding 
the development of entrepreneurship in the European Union, the Lisbon Strategy, 
the European Charter for Small Enterprises and the Entrepreneurship Action Plan 
(Kutnjak, 2010, 84-87) the following strategic documents set decades of concrete 
strategic definitions:

a) Europe 2020 – European growth strategy

The strategic framework refers primarily to the Europe 2020 Strategy: Europe-
an Growth Strategy (Europe 2020: European Growth Strategy, 2015) for smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth, which gives a comprehensive overview of the 
situation and the goals that should be achieved in 2020 in the European Union, 
focusing on employment, research and development, reducing the negative effects 
of climate change, sustainable economic development, education as the basis of 
economic development, reducing the number of people living in poverty and social 
exclusion.

b) Regional Development Strategy of the Republic of Croatia for the period  
 until 2020

The creation of a positive entrepreneurial environment and balanced regional de-
velopment at the national level is defined by various strategies and action plans, 
the most important of which is the Strategy for Regional Development of the Re-
public of Croatia until 2020 (Ministry of Regional Development and European Un-
ion Funds of the Republic of Croatia, 2017) as an umbrella strategy for balanced 
development. As one of the three strategic objectives, the Regional Development 
Strategy of the Republic of Croatia for the period until 2020 states the “systematic 
management of regional development” in terms of creating an appropriate institu-
tional environment. Regarding the territorial distribution of economic zones, the 
need for greater development of economic infrastructure in Adriatic Croatia was 
highlighted, as this region lags significantly behind the economic infrastructure of 
continental Croatia.
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c) Entrepreneurship Development Strategy in the Republic of Croatia   
 2013-2020

Strategy for the Development of Entrepreneurship in the Republic of Croatia 2013-
2020 (Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development of the Republic of Cro-
atia, 2013) is based on the analysis of current  state of entrepreneurship and its 
support institutions identified critical areas where there is a need to strengthen 
the capacity of staff involved in advising entrepreneurs, particularly regarding the 
quality management, development of marketing plans, profitability evaluation of 
investments and projects, regulation of intellectual property rights, and support 
for clusters and product development. The need to improve the skills of business 
consultants to support entrepreneurs to improve their own management skills in 
strategic planning and innovation was also emphasized.

d) Smart Specialization Strategy of the Republic of Croatia for the period 
    2016-2020

The Smart Specialization Strategy of the Republic of Croatia for the period 2016-
2020 (OG 2016) defines the objectives and priority activities related to investments 
in research, development and commercialization of innovations in five thematic 
priority areas for investments and further development of the economy: health and 
life quality, energy and sustainable environment, transport and mobility, security, 
food and bioeconomy. The action plans of this strategy are set for shorter periods 
of time (at one year or three-year level) with a structure that follows a hierarchy 
of strategic goals, priorities and actions. The action plans outline the activities, 
programs, and projects that contribute to the achievement of each priority through 
well-defined stakeholders, co-sponsors, collaboration basis and performance in-
dicators for each activity, program or project listed as integral components of the 
strategic goal.

Institutional framework

Entrepreneurial support institutions and development platforms are subjects with a 
mission to create or participate in the creation of a positive entrepreneurial environ-
ment, provide funding for entrepreneurial projects and promote entrepreneurship. 
In this sense, the following institutions operate in Croatia:
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a) Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development - Entrepreneurship and 
Handicraft Directorate - the umbrella organization responsible for creating pol-
icies aimed at the development of micro, small and medium enterprises and 
the creation of a favourable environment for entrepreneurship, including entre-
preneurial infrastructure. One of the three strategic objectives of the Ministry is 
to increase the competitiveness of the economy by promoting the investment 
and innovation environment through the development of entrepreneurial infra-
structure. The Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development - Directorate 
of Entrepreneurship and Crafts is responsible for developing and implementing 
support programs for entrepreneurial infrastructure, as well as for keeping re-
cords and improving the functions of the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial 
Infrastructure.

b)  Croatian Bank for Reconstruction and Development (HBOR) as a state directed 
bank is a specialized bank that encourages the export and development of the 
economy in the Republic of Croatia. Its main task is to stimulate the economy 
through lending, insuring exports against political and commercial risks, issuing 
guarantees and business consulting. The key tasks of HBOR are: encouraging 
the establishment and development of SMEs, encouraging exports, tourism de-
velopment, financing innovation and development of new technologies, financ-
ing agricultural development, encouraging the use of EU funds, financing envi-
ronmental protection projects, energy efficiency and renewable energy sources.

c)  Croatian Bank for Reconstruction and Development (HBOR) is a specialized 
to promote exports and economic development in Croatia. Its main task is to 
stimulate the economy by granting loans, insuring exports against political and 
commercial risks, issuing guarantees and providing business consulting. The 
main tasks of HBOR are: promoting the creation and development of SMEs, 
promoting exports, developing tourism, financing innovation and development 
of new technologies, financing agricultural development, promoting the use of 
EU funds, financing environmental protection projects, energy efficiency and 
renewable energy sources.

d)  Croatian Employers’ Association (HUP) - is a voluntary, non-profit and inde-
pendent association of employers that protects and promotes the rights of its 
members. The activities of this association are in the areas of labour and social 
law, labour relations, protection of private property, promotion of the develop-
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ment and regulation of market conditions, strengthening competitiveness and a 
favourable entrepreneurial climate.

e)  Croatian Chamber of Commerce (HGK) - is a non-profit, non-governmental as-
sociation of all active legal entities. The Croatian Chamber of Commerce is terri-
torially organized in 20 County chambers and covers 11 areas through sectors. 
The Croatian Chamber of Commerce provides legal advice to entrepreneurs, 
informs them about business issues, sources of financing and application for 
EU funds, as well as ensuring information databases and entrepreneurial edu-
cation.

f)  Croatian Chamber of Crafts (HOK) - is an independent professional organization 
of craftsmen established to promote, harmonize and represent the common 
interests of crafts. Membership in HOK is mandatory and the organization op-
erates through 20 regional chambers, 116 craft associations and 18 sections 
and guilds. The services of the Croatian Chamber of Crafts include information 
on news and free business advice, provision of mediation services; information 
and advice related to regular and lifelong professional training for craftsmen, 
licensing, organization of workshops, conducting master craftsman exams and 
professional competence exams, organization of appearances at trade fairs, 
free publication of the entrepreneurs website; organization of seminars and 
trainings; representation of the interests of craftsmen in the adoption of regu-
lations; registration in the database of crafts, exchange of supply and demand; 
digital business (online forms) and more.

g)  Center for SME Development Policy (CEPOR) - was established by:
- academic communities (Institute of Economics, Zagreb; Faculty of Econom-

ics, Osijek, Institute of International Relations, Zagreb),
- business associations (Croatian Chamber of Commerce; Croatian Chamber 

of Crafts),
- development institutions (Međimurje Entrepreneurship Center/Development 

Agency Međimurje - REDEA, Čakovec; Istrian Development Agency-IDA, 
Pula; Center for Entrepreneurship, Osijek),

- Open Society Institute – Croatia, and
- Association of Croatian Institutions for Encouraging Entrepreneurship - 

UHIPP, Zagreb).
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CEPOR conducts independent research related to development policies of entre-
preneurship and SMEs in general, points out practical issues determined by the 
research they provide and seeks to raise public awareness of the entrepreneurial 
issues. It is constantly present and active in advising, designing and implementing 
effective and non-discriminatory SMEs development policies.

SWOT analysis of the environment of entrepreneurial support institutions

Strategic factors are usually identified within current and future strengths and 
weaknesses from the perspective of the internal environment, (i.e. opportunities 
and threats) and from the perspective of the external environment. The tool used 
to assess the interplay of external and internal elements is the SWOT analysis 
(Buble et al., 2005), which identifies good and bad business opportunities based 
on four key factors: strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Strengths 
and weaknesses are elements of the internal environment, while opportunities and 
threats are elements of the external environment. The goal of SWOT analysis is 
to minimize the weaknesses while increasing the strengths of the company and 
maximize the opportunities while reducing the threats from the environment. The 
SWOT analysis is carried out on the basis of the conducted analyses of business 
environment by entrepreneurial support institutions. Its result is the identification of 
a business strategy that maximizes the strengths and opportunities and minimizes 
the impact of the weaknesses and threats (Table 3). 
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Table 3 SWOT analysis of the environment of entrepreneurial support institutions

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

-  Relatively large number of entrepreneurial sup-
port institutions in the Republic of Croatia

-  The prevalence of entrepreneurial support insti-
tutions corresponds to entrepreneurial activity 
in a particular area / region

-  Highly educated employees (intellectual 
capital)

-  Experience in providing business services for 
the preparation of project documentation and 
implementation of national and EU projects

-  Experience in providing business consult-
ing services related to business consulting, 
consulting on sources of financing, consulting 
for “start-up”, consulting related to certain 
industries

-  Network of service users

-  Speed of solving requests / requests and wide 
range of services

-  Insufficient human capacity within entrepreneur-
ial support institutions

-  Lack of necessary key knowledge

-  Potential conflict of interest

-  Dropping out of educated staff

-  A lack of specialization in certain areas of busi-
ness consulting

-  Lack of a systematic approach to the education 
of employees of entrepreneurial support 
institutions

-  Lack of systematic connection and strength-
ening of cooperation and development of new 
services

-  Poor visibility of entrepreneurial support insti-
tutions

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

-  Capacity development of entrepreneurial sup-
port institutions using national and EU funds

-  Great potential of the business services market 
(99.7% of the total registered companies in 
Croatia are micro, small and medium enter-
prises)

-  Opening access to financing for micro, small 
and medium-sized enterprises

-  Different forms of national support for the de-
velopment of entrepreneurial infrastructure

-  Networking of entrepreneurial support insti-
tutions

-  Possible development of competencies in the 
international environment through various 
projects financed by ESI funds

-  Negative demographic effect

-  Low level of awareness of entrepreneurs about 
the possibilities and benefits of business 
consulting

-  Relatively small number of users of services of 
entrepreneurial support institutions

-  Below average efficiency and innovation of 
business entities compared to the EU average

-  Insufficient investment in research and devel-
opment

-  Lack of standards of entrepreneurial support 
institutions and opportunities of providing their 
services at the national level

Source: Authors´ analysis
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After analysing all the SWOT parameters, it is evident that there is space and op-
portunity to further improvement and functionality of supportive institutions in area 
of entrepreneurial development. This is an obligation at all levels of entrepreneurial 
support platforms in terms of their future “upgrades”.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON ENTREPRENEURIAL DEVELOPMENT PLAT- 
FORMS AND SUPPORT INSTITUTIONS

To develop affirmative entrepreneurial environment and consider it as a crucial mile 
stone for national economy sustainable development based on SMEs operations, 
different support facilities should be included in such process. In Croatia there 
are few key research’s that provide even scientific data on such processes. These 
types of researches and analysis are named below:

a)  Capacity Building of Business Service Professionals and Business Support  
 Institutions – CABBS, year 2010

The first comprehensive study on service capacity of business consultants and in-
stitutions of entrepreneurial support was conducted in 2010 as part of the CABBS 
project. The implementation of the project is co-financed under the Operational 
Program for Regional Competitiveness 2007-2011 (IPA Component IIIC). Based 
on the market analysis among business consulting services and the capacities of 
business support institutions, the CABBS project has set two strategic objectives: 
1) building the capacity of business advisors and 2) strengthening the capacity 
of business support institutions. According to the analysis of business support 
institutions conducted in 2010 under the given project (ECORYS, 2010), business 
centres (40%), regional development agencies (24%), and incubators (18%) ac-
counted for the largest share of business support institutions, while local develop-
ment agencies (11%) and technology parks (7%) accounted for a smaller share. 
Regarding the number of employees in business support facilities in 2010, most 
employees were in development agencies (35%), followed by business centres 
(31%) and incubators (22%), while the smallest number of employees was in tech-
nological parks (12%). As far as the territorial distribution of business support in-
stitutions is concerned, an inequality between counties was present, with the high-
est concentration in Osijek-Baranja County (24%), Zagreb City and County (17%), 
Split-Dalmatia County (16%), Istria County (16%), Primorje-Gorski Kotar County 
(16%) and Sisak-Moslavina County (11%).
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The capacity assessment within institutions intended for entrepreneurial support 
based on the available online information, the Unified Register of Entrepreneurial 
Infrastructure and the financial reports available in the Poslovna.hr database, have 
shown that organizational and entrepreneurial capacities and staff competencies 
need to be improved in order to increase the quality of business services, pro-
fessional consultations, and ultimately, domestic growth based on entrepreneurial 
competitiveness. Insufficient number of advisory staff within support institutions 
has also been identified as a weakness, in many cases preventing the creation of 
a highly efficient organizational structure. The problem of regional development 
agencies is that the share of work time spent on public tasks significantly reduces 
the time available for employees to do business consulting. By employee’s sug-
gestions there is a need to clearly define the activities of regional development 
agencies in relation to entrepreneurship centres. The need to encourage the private 
sector in providing business support services through public policies at a national 
and local levels has the objective to create motivation and free competition among 
business support institutions. This was also noted by this study.

b) Consulting market study in Croatia, 2014

Study on the consulting market in Croatia conducted by the Center for SME De-
velopment Policy - CEPOR in 2014 in cooperation with the Croatian Agency for 
Small Business and Investment (HAMAG INVEST) aimed to provide a comprehen-
sive assessment of the market for consulting services and entrepreneurial infra-
structure in Croatia (CEPOR - Center for SME and Entrepreneurship Development 
Policy Zagreb (2014). The study included primary research (conducting a survey 
among business consultants, micro, small and medium enterprises) and second-
ary research through the analysis of available statistical indicators, as well as the 
preparation of a final report with the results, conclusions and recommendations of 
the study. The study on the consulting market in Croatia has identified the need 
of understanding the importance of business consulting services in delivering na-
tional development strategies. As a conclusion of the mentioned study, guidelines 
were given for further activities to promote the development for highly effective 
business consulting. The most important of these are the need to increase the 
quality level of consulting services; support for the activities of professional asso-
ciations of consultants; the need to develop standards and criteria for the provision 
of consulting services to micro, small and medium enterprises. Special emphasis 
was placed on the objective to reintroduce certification of business consultants, 
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higher confidence and quality of consulting services, with a focus on a clear certi-
fication program that guarantees the high value and quality of services provided by 
certified business consultants.

c)  Analysis of development agencies and business incubators in the Republic  
 of Croatia, 2017

The analysis of development agencies and business incubators in the Republic of 
Croatia (Špaleta, 2017) was conducted with the aim of positioning the development 
agency PORIN from Rijeka in comparison with other institutions of entrepreneur-
ship support that operate in Croatia - development agencies and business incuba-
tors, taking into account their revenues. The analysis determined the commercial 
price of land use in business incubators between 7.5 kn/m2 and 36.6 kn/m2. Large 
differences were also found in the area of business incubators. Entrepreneurship 
Center Pakrac has the largest area with 6,427 m2, followed by Rijeka Development 
Agency PORIN with 3,950 m2 and Technology Park Zagreb with an area of 3,180 
m2. Analysing the number of employees in development, the average number is 
9.49 employees per agency, with the number of employees varying from one to 27 
employees (the majority of them is in the county development agencies). The wide 
variation in the financial performance of local development agencies is reflected in 
the data on income per employee, which ranges from HRK 90,215 to HRK 619,172, 
while the average income per employee is HRK 246,347.

d)  What makes Croatia a (non) entrepreneurial country? GEM Croatia 2018

What makes Croatia a (non) entrepreneurial country? GEM Croatia 2018 (Singer et 
al., 2019) is an annual global survey of entrepreneurial activity based on the GEM 
(Global Entrepreneurship Monitor) concept, which is unique to all countries that 
use it to enable comparability of the results obtained. In Croatia, it has been con-
ducted since 2012 in the organization of the Center for SME Development Policy 
and Entrepreneurship-CEPOR. The survey of the adult population is conducted by 
IPSOS according to the methodology and instruments that are mandatory for all 
participants in the GEM survey. The global research is coordinated by a consorti-
um of national teams led by the London Business School in and Babson College 
in Boston. The GEM project publishes indicators of overall entrepreneurial activity 
and the entrepreneurial environment annually in the form of a report with global re-
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sults (all participating countries) and a report for each individual country. The GEM 
Croatia 2018 report contains the latest assessment of institutions providing busi-
ness services to ensure capacity for entrepreneurial activity, which includes train-
ing services, business consulting, and networking with investors. On a scale of 1 
to 10 (where 1 indicates a very poor business environment and 10 indicates a very 
good business environment), Croatia ranks last out of a total of 18 EU countries 
that participated in the GEM survey, with an average score of 3.83 among average 
ratings of 5.12 (for instance, the best business environment of the Netherlands is 
rated with 6.51).

e)  Pilot project BOND - Development of a network of entrepreneurial support  
 institutions

Within the limited tender “Development of the Network of Business Support Insti-
tutions - Pilot Project” (PPI) by the Croatian Agency for Small Business, Innovation 
and Investment in the amount of seven million kuna, fully funded by the European 
Regional Development Fund under the Operational Program Competitiveness and 
Cohesion 2014 - 2020, the pilot project BOND - Development of the Network of 
Business Support Institutions (PPI) was launched in October 2017 (HAMAG-BI-
CRO, 2019). The objectives of this project are to provide continuous support to 
the members of the BOND network and cooperation of the network with relevant 
national and international institutions, as well as to raise the quality level of support 
for the development of SMEs through quality services based on the actual needs 
of entrepreneurs. In order to successfully implement strategy of the pilot project 
BOND - Development of the Network of Entrepreneurship Support Institutions - 
HAMAG-BICRO conducted a survey to assess the state of entrepreneurship sup-
port institutions in terms of human, spatial and financial capacities, activities and 
the type, level and quality of users interested in personal development. During the 
implementation of the first phase of the project, which lasted from 2017 to 2019, 
preparatory activities and activities to establish, improve and expand the BOND 
network, promotional and support activities, and implementation monitoring and 
evaluation were completed. The BOND network includes business support institu-
tions selected based on a public call issued in July 2017. Out of 169 business sup-
port facilities - the same number as of December 2018 - 124 facilities expressed 
interest in participating in the project, and 58 facilities were accepted into the PPI 
network. The idea of standardizing services (or part of key services) for members 
of the BOND network is an attempt to provide services to entrepreneurs in different 
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locations under the same conditions. For example, the pilot consulting service 
for start-ups refered to individual consulting for interested parties before and af-
ter starting their own business. HAMAG-BICRO as a central institution supporting 
micro, small and medium enterprises is available to entrepreneurs in all parts of 
Croatia and is therefore in the process of opening its branches in all regions - 
Northern Croatia, Slavonia, Primorska Croatia and Dalmatia HAMAG-BICRO, of 
which branches have been opened in Antunovac and Čakovec.

Tool for assessment of entrepreneur innovation profile and business environment 
along with business conditions and the entrepreneurs IT possibilities consist of 
several modules that define the elements that represent the strengths and weak-
nesses of the business/project. This enables the identification of developing phas-
es where additional focus is needed in terms of training and mentoring. The pilot 
service, aimed at people with disabilities, is based on the Social Entrepreneurship 
Manual for Business Support Institutions, which was developed as part of the pro-
ject. The Manual contains more information about this specific model of social 
entrepreneurial ventures, business principles and types of social enterprises for 
labour integration, with a special focus on social entrepreneurs that employ people 
with disabilities or private companies that also do so. The second phase of the 
pilot project BOND - Development of the Network of Entrepreneurial Support Insti-
tutions (PPI) will be implemented in the period from 2020 to 2023 and will include 
the implementation of the remaining activities for developing a network of mentors 
in the field of entrepreneurship, the establishment of a membership system and a 
certification system for members. 

CONCLUSION

In general, the development of modern society includes high level of its deter-
mination to innovations that “broaden cultural horizons”, create sustainable val-
ues, ensure higher competitiveness of its economic equivalent. Entrepreneurship 
is a media through which socially oriented activities are being realized, and where 
entrepreneurial units (micro, small, medium and large enterprises) become accel-
erators of holistic socio-economic development. This is possible as existing and 
new entrepreneurial endeavours are being better organized, more systematically 
managed, professionally strengthened, better staffed and connected to the market, 
able to argue financially, more flexible and susceptible to “neutralizing” negative 
aspects of their environment. Such “positioning” of companies can be achieved 
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only in “regulated” societies that have a modernized system of institutional support 
intended to entrepreneurial development. Therefore, in the Republic of Croatia, 
considering the peculiarities, character, territoriality, tradition and work opportuni-
ties of supporting entrepreneurial institutions, it is necessary to establish a broad, 
funding and logistic oriented institutions and platforms of entrepreneurial develop-
ment. Their aim is to ensure more efficient functioning in areas of entrepreneurship 
start-ups, networking, funding, managing administrative barriers and a more sys-
tematic support to a wide range of their users.
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