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Sustainable growth performance is crucial for the development and success of small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), particularly in the context of business incubators. 

Companies must put into practice a number of measures that will promote enterprise 

sustainable growth performance in order to accomplish this. This study intends to investigate 

the impact of numerous factors, including external networks, entrepreneurial learning, and the 

innovation process, on the sustainable growth performance of SMEs. This study also examines 

how the innovation process mediates the relationship between the sustainable growth 

performance of an enterprise's development, entrepreneurial learning, and external networks. 

To understand the impact of each element, we use quantitative approaches in surveys by 

providing questionnaires to respondents via online platforms. Out of 320 SMEs chosen by 

purposive sampling technique with several criteria, 290 SMEs in the Province of DKI Jakarta, 

Indonesia, returned the questionnaire completely and the data can be analyzed further (90% 

response rate). We use structural equation modeling to process the data with AMOS 7 

software. The results of this study show that the innovation process is positively influenced by 

external networks and entrepreneurial learning, and it positively influences sustainable growth 

performance of SMEs. Between external network and entrepreneurial learning, the one with 

stronger influence to innovation process is entrepreneurial learning, although both are found 

to be significant. Furthermore, this study also proven that innovation process acts as the 

mediator in the influence of external network and entrepreneurial learning on sustainable 

growth performance of SMEs. Ultimately, this study has been demonstrated that SMEs who 

join business incubators can maximize their potentials to innovate and obtain sustainable 

growth performance through utilizing their external network and carrying out entrepreneurial 

learning. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Small and medium-sized businesses that have recently been 

established face a multitude of opportunities and challenges, 

particularly in terms of financial issues [1-3] and knowledge 

limitations [4, 5]. These growing firms require special 

attention and assistance to build a sustainable enterprise and 

continue to experience positive growth [6]. One approach to 

aid in this expansion is the use of business incubator strategies. 

The primary goals of a business incubator are to promote 

entrepreneurship, grow businesses, and assist in solving 

problems related to business operations [7]. 

The growth of business incubators is currently still in a 

consolidation phase that not only commits to establishing and 

cultivating strong business and social capacities to give 

information for business actors but also places a focus on 

business networking capabilities [8-10]. Also, numerous 

studies have demonstrated the significance of networks for 

business and their continued profitability [11-13]. A network 

can be established through a company incubator and used by 

business players to achieve sustainable growth performance [4， 

8, 14]. 

In this regard, today's business organizations or companies 

have engaged in several collaborative efforts through the 

utilization of networks in the business environment to increase 

their chances of success. This was also conveyed by several 

previous studies. For example, Liu and Yang [15] examined a 

company's commitment to building a network with its 

suppliers in order to achieve sustainable growth performance. 

These sustainability-related initiatives tend to go beyond 

company boundaries to focus on the company's suppliers, 

customers, and competitors [16].  

Therefore, researchers have also started to investigate the 

antecedents and consequences of external knowledge and 

collaborative learning to achieve innovation in a sustainable 

manner [17, 18]. Through collaboration, business 

organizations can overcome challenges and seize 

opportunities for business growth [19]. Moreover, previous 

research has linked many factors with sustainable innovation, 

including business models [20, 21], innovation [22, 23], digital 

learning [24], and relational aspects [25]. A number of 

scholars have also highlighted the role of business incubators 

in developing external knowledge as a means of achieving 

business sustainability [4, 26, 27]. 
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In addition to the crucial role of networks to enhance the 

innovation process in the context of SMEs, entrepreneurial 

learning can also be an important factor that determines 

success [28, 29]. Entrepreneurial learning refers to the 

acquisition and development of information, insights, or 

knowledge about entrepreneurial activities. So far, the role of 

entrepreneurial learning has been proven to have a positive 

impact on business growth [30], service innovation [31], 

digital innovation [32], to business performance incorporated 

in business incubators. 

Del Campo Villares et al. [33] stated that the role of 

business incubators in developing knowledge can help 

facilitate the communication and exchange of knowledge of 

business people in achieving innovative business 

sustainability. Relationships with these incubators can provide 

more opportunities for business people to be able to work with 

partners to increase growth [34, 35], share knowledge with 

external entities [15], and encourage innovation [36]. 

 

1.1 Business incubators in Indonesia 

 

In Indonesia, business incubators exist in universities, while 

some are also provided by large firms and facilitated by the 

government. These institutions work together with the 

Ministry of Cooperatives and SMEs, as they provide guidance 

and coaching to develop business ideas, for one or two years 

[37]. In addition, business incubator also assists new firms to 

obtain capital for their business, introduce investment 

management and the use of technology, as well as information 

sharing between the members [38]. Several incubators are also 

grouped in an association named Indonesian Business 

Incubator Association. However, the role of business 

incubators in aiding SMEs is still regarded as not optimal due 

to the number of the platform itself compared to SMEs [39, 

40]. 

Aside from the imbalance of numbers between business 

incubators and SMEs in the country, the problems of business 

incubators in implementing their activities rests on several 

aspects. Wajdi et al. [41] in their study mentioned that some 

business incubators have not yet carried out optimum 

socialization for their activities, thus unable to reach the 

desired targets, such as SMEs. In addition, the training 

provided by business incubators for SMEs are still not suitable 

with the needs or conditions of SMEs itself, and that the 

incubators have not been able to give access to capital for the 

SMEs [41]. Indeed, similar problems is also found in the joint 

research carried out by the Research and Development Center 

in the Ministry of Communication and Information of 

Indonesia together with Incubie [42], one of the university 

business incubators. Their results indicate that many business 

incubators only have small number of administrators and they 

have not established clear organization structure for their 

organization. These become several problems that cause the 

practice of business incubators in Indonesia still not optimal. 

 

1.2 Research gap, questions, and objectives 

 

The study on business incubators and SMEs in Indonesia is 

currently growing. The topic mostly focuses on the factors that 

improves the success and effectiveness of business incubators 

itself [43, 44], as well as how business incubators play a role 

in developing startups business [45-47]. For SMEs, the 

research is directed to how SMEs can maintain their position 

through sustainability and competitive advantage [48]. So far, 

the existing studies have not analyzed how business, especially 

SMEs are able to take advantage of being in a business 

incubator, specifically by emphasizing on the external network 

and entrepreneurial learning they gain in driving their 

innovation process and sustainable growth performance. The 

existing literatures have not yet addressed how business 

incubators can provide networks and learning opportunities for 

these SMEs that lead them to carry out innovation process and 

have higher sustainable performance. Most of it examined the 

underlying condition for SMEs without highlighting the role 

of business incubators [47, 48]. In previous studies, SMEs are 

mostly considered to expand their external networks by 

themselves, and obtaining the opportunities of entrepreneurial 

learning through various means, but not within the context of 

business incubators. Based on these gaps, we will seek the 

answers for these research questions: 

RQ1: How does external networks and entrepreneurial 

learning provided by business incubators leads SMEs in 

Indonesia to have sustainable growth performance? 

RQ2: What is the role of innovation process carried out by 

SMEs within the whole relationships and the context of SMEs 

and business incubators in Indonesia? 

To fill the gaps that exist in both the literature and practice, 

as well as systematically explore the role of incubator 

networks, we attempt to analyze the impact of external 

networks and entrepreneurial learning gained from business 

incubators on SMEs innovation processes and their 

interactions in enhancing sustainable growth performance. 

The novelty of this study is that there has not been research in 

Indonesia that directly links the innovation process with 

external networks and entrepreneurial learning simultaneously 

in increasing sustainable growth performance, by specifically 

looking at the interaction between SMEs and business 

incubators. Thus, the aim of this study is to attempt to develop 

a model to increase sustainable growth performance by 

looking at the variable of external network, entrepreneurial 

learning, and innovation processes. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS 

 

2.1 External network and innovation process 

 

Currently, social capital is regarded as one of the 

fundamental components of economic growth and the 

financial success of businesses [49]. Social capital is a 

resource produced by the public relations, values, and norms 

systems that groups and organizations have access to. These 

systems are adjusted to allow for the improvement of the 

collaboration benefits, which is based on interpersonal trust 

[50]. One of the components of social capital is external 

network, which refers to the collaboration of various external 

organizations such as customers, suppliers, competitors, and 

business partners [51]. This component is one of the basic 

capitals of the firm, which enable them to acquire and integrate 

knowledge and various skills needed to innovate [52, 53]. 

External networks can be a key factor in fostering innovation 

and business expansion, claim Johan et al. [13]. Businesses 

can increase their capacity more quickly and take advantage of 

growth opportunities if they have a diverse external network 

of relationships. Also, external networks can expand the area 

of business operations and boost their potential, particularly in 

the knowledge sector [54]. Additionally, Liakh and Spigarelli 

[55] suggested that external networks also provide diverse 
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resources that allow information flow to gain in-depth 

understanding of trends. 

In essence, the external network is made up of a variety of 

elements that can give enterprises the knowledge and 

resources they need to operate better [56, 57]. The 

complementarity between firms can be increased by close 

collaboration while forming a network, which will greatly help 

with innovation [55]. Also, personal contact can significantly 

improve the flow of information, innovation, and expertise and 

further boost business success. According to Hattam and 

Greetham [57], external networks can assist businesses' 

business continuity in addition to facilitating information 

sharing. Based on this assumption and previous studies, the 

first hypothesis is proposed as follows: 

H1. External network has a positive influence of innovation 

process of small and medium business actors. 

2.2 Entrepreneurial learning and innovation process 

Learning is a series of processes that are oriented towards 

generating knowledge from the internal and external 

environment of the organization [30, 31]. Xia and Liu [58] 

stated that learning can emerge through various methods, such 

as research, development, and relationships with various 

partners as a means of forming knowledge. Bae and Choi [59] 

state that entrepreneurial learning in organizations can be a 

factor in forming innovation. Wu et al. [4] viewed 

entrepreneurial learning as an organizational capability that 

contributes to creating innovation. The knowledge gained can 

enhance development for the organization itself which can 

directly improve business performance [29, 60]. Learning is a 

critical element that can impact innovation and organizational 

performance, claims organizational learning theory [56]. 

Moreover, Wu et al. [4] distinguished between exploratory and 

exploitative learning when defining entrepreneurial learning. 

Exploratory learning refers to learning through exploring the 

environments, reality, and their surroundings, whereas 

exploitative learning is value-added learning that focuses on 

purifying and recycling current knowledge. Both helps 

organizations gain and increase short-term competitive 

advantages which further influence the innovation process [4, 

61]. 

Exploitative learning is defined as learning activities that 

center on obtaining existing information to comprehend 

established ideals and accomplishments from the perspective 

of the innovation process. This boosts the potential for 

business innovation and gives a deeper awareness of current 

markets and technologies [28, 32, 56]. According to the 

research of Hamburg [32] and Wu et al. [4], entrepreneurial 

learning is one of the aspects that can affect how firms 

innovate. Thus, the second hypothesis is proposed as follows: 

H2. Entrepreneurial learning has a positive influence of 

innovation process of small and medium business actors. 

2.3 Innovation process and SMEs sustainable growth 

performance 

The introduction of novel goods, services, or business 

practices is considered innovation [26, 62, 63]. Innovation is 

understood and described as the creation and 

commercialization of new ideas. Implementing new or 

significantly enhanced goods, methods, or services is covered 

by this term [64]. Consequently, a novel concept that is 

effectively commercialized falls under the definition of 

innovation. For the sake of simplicity, this study's definition 

of innovation refers to both innovative ideas that have been 

successfully commercialized through gained knowledge and 

ideas that are intended to be commercialized in the market. 

Kehbila [65] asserts that the innovation process enables firms 

to look at the behaviors and relationships required for 

profitable operations. According to Chen et al. [66], 

knowledge is necessary as the foundation for the innovation 

process to be developed in order for organizations to carry out 

processes of innovation. The knowledge-based view argues 

that knowledge creation, exchange, and recombination are 

essential for efforts in the innovation process [26, 67, 68], so 

as to enhance sustainable growth performance. From the 

knowledge-based view, the goal of the innovation process 

itself is to create a new design for a product or process in a 

business. 

According to Chang et al. [67], firms can experience 

business growth through the innovation process. The decision 

to begin the development process and to support corporate 

growth is specifically the innovation process, which is the 

stage from the first concept until the ideas join the formal 

development process. The fact that consecutive authors have 

characterized innovation differently shows that it is a 

complicated phenomenon whose parameters shift with time 

[69]. Innovation in a business setting refers to new or enhanced 

goods or methods that enhance current goods and the manner 

in which they are distributed, hence enhancing performance. 

Innovation is viewed as a specific tool used by business 

owners to enable them to develop new lines of commerce, 

goods, or services. The concept of clearly defined stages and 

decision points for carrying out the innovation process was 

proposed by Teplická et al. [70]. This innovation process at a 

business incubator might take shape when the organization 

gets knowledge from multiple company partners. Thus, the 

third hypothesis is proposed as follows: 

H3. Innovation process has a positive influence of 

sustainable growth performance of SMEs. 

2.4 The mediation role of innovation process 

According to Ni and Yu [71], the traditional innovation 

model focuses on development activities for new products. 

Developing a product involves engaging in a range of 

activities, including managing and transforming resources, 

gathering information and expertise on specifications, and 

creating a product that meets (or creates) market demand [72-

74]. The innovation process refers to the clear stages for 

realizing an innovation project. In general, the innovation 

process is characterized by the process of developing a product 

or process in business activities. Zhu et al. [75] suggested that 

organizations that are effective and careful in seizing 

opportunities can support the innovation process by 

considering the knowledge and lessons learned. Other studies 

also emphasize the need to consider the innovation process as 

mediation to better understand how the mechanisms 

underlying external knowledge capabilities and 

entrepreneurial learning can enhance sustainable growth 

performance. 

Literature has thus far come to the conclusion that 

innovation is more than just an idea; it is also a realization and 

successful application. The technical, design, production, 

managerial, and commercial actions involved in marketing a 

new (or improved) product, or the first commercial application 

of a new (or improved) method or piece of equipment to 
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achieve growth, are all examples of innovation. With this 

strategy, the procedures that must be controlled to apply 

innovation in order to achieve growth are introduced in a 

pretty straightforward manner. According to Widya-Hasuti et 

al. [76], the production and development of ideas into a new 

good or service constitutes the innovation process in general. 

Also, a number of authors have underlined the necessity for 

innovation management so that they see the innovation 

process as an active organization and develop something new 

as a factor in enhancing enterprise sustainable growth 

performance [64, 77], such as Urba et al. [72]. 

H4a. External network can influence sustainable growth 

performance of SMEs through innovation process. 

H4b. Entrepreneurial learning can influence sustainable 

growth performance of SMEs through innovation process. 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study is conducted using a quantitative approach, with 

the aim of measuring and understanding the causal 

relationships between variables. To examine the hypothesis in 

this study, data was collected from small and medium business 

owners in DKI Jakarta Province. We chose DKI Jakarta 

Province for two reasons. First, Jakarta is the most populous 

province in Indonesia with highly developed economic 

development and incubator development. Second, the types of 

SMEs in DKI Jakarta are highly diverse. We carried out the 

data collection process for three months, starting from October 

to December. The sample consists of 320 SMEs chosen by 

purposive sampling method, which is determined according to 

several criteria, namely: (1) the business has been established 

for 3 years; (2) respondents are the main owner of the business 

and is actively joining in a business incubator; and (3) the 

business has more than 10 business partners. 

The questionnaire is designed in such a way that the 

information collected was about external networks, 

entrepreneurial learning, innovation process and enterprise 

sustainable growth performance. Then data collection is 

carried out by distributing questionnaires using Google Forms. 

The final number of questionnaires returned and used for data 

processing was 290 and the remaining 30 respondents did not 

complete the data listed in the questionnaire (90% response 

rate). According to Sekaran and Bougie [78], when the 

questionnaire items were not answered or the questionnaire 

included values that were not part of the original question 

sheet, this questionnaire was rejected. This number of samples, 

namely 290 respondents, have exceeded the minimum sample 

size of 200 respondents for SEM analysis [79, 80], thus the 

data can be analyzed further. 

This study uses a five-point Likert scale (1 represents 

strongly disagree to 5 represents strongly agree) to measure 

each variable in this study. External network is measured by 

four items adopted from Zhang et al. [81]. Then 

entrepreneurial learning is measured by eight items adopted 

from Gomes et al. [31]. The innovation process is measured 

by 8 items (idea generation, evaluation, selection, prototype 

development, testing, and refinement, transfer to large-scale 

production, and the commercial exploitation) adopted from 

Gerke et al. [82]. Finally, enterprise sustainable growth 

performance is measured by 5 items (the growth rate of new 

products or services, sales growth, market share growth, profit 

growth, and corporate reputation) adopted from Wu et al. [4]. 

We first ensured the validity and reliability of the instruments. 

Furthermore, we analyze the relationships between the 

hypothesis proposed, examine the model fit and model 

causality, and test the influence of mediating variable using 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with AMOS. 

Table 1. Respondents’ characteristics 

Category Amount  Percentage (%) 

Number of employees 

Less than 10 183 63% 

11-20 81 28% 

21-30 26 9% 

Years of business established 

3-4years 194 67% 

5-6years 75 26% 

>6years 21 7% 

Types of industry 

Culinary  55 19% 

Fashion 81 28% 

Craft 64 22% 

Digital creative 32 11% 

Others 58 20% 

Based on the characteristics of a sample of 290 respondents 

presented in Table 1, most SMEs have less than 20 employees. 

Based on the length of establishment, most SMEs have been 

established for 3-4 years, and based on the type of industry, 

most SMEs are in the fashion business line. 

4. RESEARCH RESULT

This study is carried out to understand how the sustainable 

growth performance can be achieved by SMEs which 

participates in business incubators. In a more specific sense, 

we identify how SMEs can utilize their external network and 

entrepreneurial learning gained from being in the business 

incubators in order to create innovation process and thus 

achieving the sustainable growth performance. In order to find 

out, we first test the validity and reliability of the research 

instruments through convergent and determinant validity tests 

as well as reliability test. The results indicate that all 

instruments are valid and can be used for further analysis. 

Furthermore, we examined the model causality test and 

conducted Sobel test to figure out the relationships between 

variables. In short, the findings prove that when SMEs 

maximize their opportunities by participating in business 

incubators through external networks and entrepreneurial 

learning, this leads them to the ability of carrying out 

innovation process, hence achieving sustainable growth 

performance. 

4.1 Validity and reliability 

Based on the findings of the measurement model's standard 

loading estimation significance test, it is determined 

objectively that every indicator contained in the latent variable 

exhibits a very significant value with a p value of 0.001 or less 

and that each loading on the indicator is greater than 0.50. 

These findings demonstrate the validity of all indicators for 

measuring latent variables. The SPSS version 25 program was 

used to calculate the Cronbach's Alpha for reliability test, with 

acceptance parameters>0.70. 

The indicator is regarded as reliable for assessing latent 

variables if the Construct Reliability (CR) parameter is greater 

than 0.7, while the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 

parameter must be greater than 0.5. The utilized indicators are 
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regarded as valid and reliable since Standard Loading, 

Cronbach's Alpha, Construct Reliability (CR), and Average 

Variance Extracted (AVE) match the requisite acceptance 

criteria (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Validity and reliability test results 

Latent Variable Indicator 
Standard 

Loading 
Cα CR AVE 

External 

Network 

EK1 0.843 

0.805 0.909 0.715 
EK2 0.955 

EK3 0.786 

EK4 0.788 

Entrepreneurial 

Learning 

EL1 0.726 

0.761 0.904 0.542 

EL2 0.788 

EL3 0.749 

EL4 0.716 

EL5 0.761 

EL6 0.701 

EL7 0.707 

EL8 0.736 

Innovation 

Process 

IP1 0.726 

0.765 0.918 0.585 

IP2 0.786 

IP3 0.767 

IP4 0.774 

IP5 0.752 

IP6 0.733 

IP7 0.786 

IP8 0.791 

Enterprise 

Sustainable 

Growth 

Performance 

EGP1 0.710 

0.755 0.872 0.578 

EGP2 0.725 

EGP3 0.858 

EGP4 0.747 

EGP5 0.751 

4.2 Convergent validity test results 

This test was conducted to evaluate the dimensions of the 

study's hypothesized outcome in order to establish the validity 

of each estimated indicator. A set of indicators may suggest a 

single hidden variable that underlies the latent variable if each 

indicator has a critical ratio (C.R.) value greater than twice the 

standard error (S.E.). According to test results and regression 

weight values, all indicators used in the study are valid for each 

latent variable because the critical ratio (C.R.) is more than 

twice the standard error (S.E.). Table 3 displays the regression 

weight values for each component. 

Table 3. Convergent validity test results 

Estimate C.R. P 

EK1 1.000 

EK2 1.337 19.465 *** 

EK3 .544 8.416 *** 

EK4 .828 8.530 *** 

EL1 1.000 

EL2 1.306 7.724 *** 

EL3 1.064 7.971 *** 

EL4 1.304 7.623 *** 

EL5 .620 5.083 *** 

EL6 1.419 8.081 *** 

EL7 .824 .125 6.618 

EL8 1.292 .154 8.382 

IP1 1.000 

IP2 1.107 .120 9.195 

Estimate C.R. P 

IP3 1.142 .129 8.883 

IP4 1.002 .114 8.777 

IP5 1.290 .132 9.783 

IP6 .801 .108 7.430 

IP7 .646 .094 6.884 

IP8 .520 .088 5.914 

EGP1 1.000 

EGP2 1.349 .243 5.542 

EGP3 1.649 .334 4.932 

EGP4 1.273 .243 5.231 

EGP5 .818 .208 3.935 

4.3 Discriminant validity test results 

The degree to which the constructs have empirically varied 

relationships with one another is referred to as discriminant 

validity. By comparing the square root of each AVE on the 

diagonal with the correlation coefficient for each construct in 

the pertinent rows and columns, discriminant validity is 

evaluated. The construct or variable is deemed to be legitimate 

if the correlation coefficient value is less than the AVE square 

root. The construct or latent variable in this test can be deemed 

to be valid because the value of the correlation coefficient 

satisfies the criteria for the discriminant validity parameter 

(see Table 4). 

Table 4. Discriminant validity test results 

Variable 1 2 3 4 

External Network 0.846 

Entrepreneurial Learning 0.624 0.736 

Innovation Process 0.543 0.486 0.765 

Enterprise Sustainable 

Growth Performance 
0.096 0.150 0.132 0.760 

4.4 Model fit test 

The parameter used in the model fit test is Chi-Square, 

CMIN/DF, AGFI, RMSEA, TLI, and CFI. A good model 

indicates that the measurement model of the study is fit with 

the empirical condition within the population activity. The 

results of model fit test in this study can be seen in Table 5 

below. 

Table 5. Model fit test results 

Statistical Test Critical Value Results Conclusion 

Chi Square - 539.561 - 

Degree of Freedom - 271 - 

p-Value >0.05 0.051 Fit 

CMIN/DF <2.00 1.991 Fit 

RMR >0.05 0.056 Fit 

RMSEA <0.08 0.077 Fit 

GFI 

≥0.90 

0.911 Fit 

AGFI 0.913 Fit 

CFI 0.917 Fit 

TLI 0.905 Fit 

4.5 Model causality test 

By assessing the strength of the association between two or 

more latent variables, this test is used to ascertain the causal 

relationship between variables. Tables 5 and 6 show the 

outcomes of computations performed using AMOS 23 in 

Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Output of AMOS 

 

Table 6. Model causality test results 

 
   Estimate C.R. P 

Innovation Process <--- External Network .541 4.344 *** 

Innovation Process <--- Entrepreneurial Learning .919 6.529 *** 

Enterprise Sustainable Growth Performance <--- Innovation Process .438 3.982 *** 

 

Based on the t-count significance in Table 5 with a 

probability value (p)=0.05, the latent variables are considered 

to have a significant influence because they have a probability 

value less than 0.05. The external network has a CR of 4.344, 

a probability value of less than 0.05, and a considerable impact 

on the creative process (H1 accepted). Entrepreneurial 

learning strongly affects the innovation process with a 

probability value of less than 0.05 and a coefficient of 

determination (CR) of 6.529 (H2 accepted). The innovation 

process significantly influences the causal relationship 

between enterprise sustainable growth performance, with a 

probability value of less than 0.05 and a CR of 3.982 (H3 

accepted). 

 

4.6 Mediator variable test 

 

This test is used to determine the role of mediator factors in 

mediating the causal link between exogenous and endogenous 

variables. The mediation test is conducted using the Sobel test. 

The Sobel test is employed to investigate a hypothesis where 

there is an indirect relationship between the independent (X) 

and dependent (Y) variables, and this relationship is 

influenced by a third variable (M). In simpler terms, it 

examines if the inclusion of a mediator (M) in the regression 

analysis significantly diminishes the impact of the 

independent variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y) [83, 

84]. In this study, we carried out Sobel test to understand the 

mediating role of innovation process in the relationship 

between external network, entrepreneurial learning, and 

sustainable growth performance of SMEs (see Table 7). 

 

Table 7. Mediation test result with sobel test 

 

Variable 
Sobel Test 

Statistics 
p 

External Network-->Innovation Process-

->Enterprise Sustainable Growth 

Performance 

2.963 0.003 

Entrepreneurial Learning-->Innovation 

Process-->Enterprise Sustainable Growth 

Performance 

3.319 0.001 

 

The results indicate that the innovation process is found to 

be a significant mediator in the relationship between the 

external network and SMEs sustainable growth performance. 

This is demonstrated by the Sobel test result of 2.963, which 

exceeds the z table of 1.96 and has a probability value of 0.003 

less than 0.05 (H4a is accepted). The innovation process is 

another mediator that has the potential to have a considerable 

impact on the relationship between entrepreneurial learning 

and enterprise sustainable growth performance. This can be 

seen from the Sobel test score of 3.319 which is greater than 

the z table of 1.96 with a probability value of 0.001 which is 

less than 0.05 (H4b accepted). 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 

This study is conducted to look at the factors that influence 
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sustainable growth performance in SME business 

organizations by examining the role of external networks, 

entrepreneurial learning, and innovation processes as mediator. 

Based on the hypothesis testing that has been carried out, it can 

be seen that all the hypotheses proposed in this study are 

accepted significantly. In the first hypothesis, external 

networks are seen as a factor that can improve the innovation 

process in organizations in achieving business sustainable 

growth performance. The findings indicate that external 

network has a significant positive influence on innovation 

process with a probability value of less than 0.05 with CR 

4.344, thus the first hypothesis can be accepted. Based on the 

results obtained, it appears that external networks can be used 

as an aspect in obtaining the knowledge and information 

needed to innovate. This is in line with the study from Johan 

et al. [13] who stated that external networks can be a solution 

for organizations in solving problems and exploring 

opportunities and increasing organizational strengths to 

achieve growth. With networks, organizations can create new 

knowledge in stimulating the creation of innovations. 

Furthermore, in the second hypothesis, we examined the 

direct influence of entrepreneurial learning on the innovation 

process. Based on the calculation of the results, 

entrepreneurial learning is proven to have a significant 

positive influence on innovation process with a probability 

value of less than 0.05 with a CR of 6.529, thus the second 

hypothesis can be accepted. These findings also indicate that 

apart from networking, learning is an important factor in the 

innovation process. According to Gomes et al. [31], 

entrepreneurial learning is a series of processes that are 

oriented towards generating knowledge in the innovation 

process. Learning can occur through various methods such as 

discussion and training. In addition, Atatsi et al. [85] stated 

that learning is the key to understanding why organizations are 

successful and how they can do it. The results of this study are 

also supported by previous research conducted by previous 

researchers [30, 31, 60], who found that that learning has 

brought many insights into creating innovation. 

In the third and fourth hypotheses, the results found that the 

innovation process influences enterprise sustainable growth 

performance, and it can be a mediation linking external 

networks and entrepreneurial learning on enterprise 

sustainable growth performance. According to Sawaean and 

Ali [29], innovation includes the application of new and 

improved products, processes, or services. In this study, small 

and medium business actors have succeeded in implementing 

and commercializing new products. Thus, the innovation 

process can direct the organization in achieving business 

growth. In general, this research also supports the study from 

Zhao et al. [60], which states that in general the innovation 

process is the phase from the first idea until the idea is 

implemented [6, 86]. Then, this study also found that the 

innovation process bridged the indirect influence relationship 

between external network variables, and entrepreneurial 

learning on enterprise sustainable growth performance. The 

results of this study are in line with the findings of previous 

studies which confirm that the innovation process involves a 

set of activities, namely relationships built through networks 

and internal learning within organizations. If the external 

network and entrepreneurial learning built by the organization 

increases, the innovation process will also increase so that it 

will have an impact on the sustainable growth performance of 

the organization. Thus, the fourth hypothesis can be accepted. 

Theoretically, this study empirically supports the notion of 

Resource-Based View (RBV), which highlights that a firm’s 

resources is what determines its sustainable competitive 

advantage. Departing from this understanding, SMEs who 

participate in business incubators can utilize their resources in 

the form of external networks and entrepreneurial learning to 

achieve sustainable growth performance. As they interact with 

various parties within the incubators, this enables them to 

establish or maintain relationships with external parties, even 

gaining and learning new insights for their entrepreneurial 

activities. These two aspects can act as resources and 

capabilities owned by SMEs itself, enabling the SMEs to carry 

out their innovation process and achieving sustainable growth 

performance. 

6. CONCLUSION

This study is carried out to explore the factors that can affect 

the sustainable growth performance of SMEs. Specifically, 

this study analyzes how business, especially SMEs can take 

advantage of being in a business incubator, specifically by 

emphasizing on the external network and entrepreneurial 

learning they gain in driving their innovation process and 

sustainable growth performance. From the results of analysis 

and hypothesis testing that has been done, this study proves 

that all hypotheses proposed are accepted. Specifically, this 

study proves that external networks and entrepreneurial 

learning can increase the innovation process of SMEs, and 

innovation process can enhance the sustainable growth 

performance of SMEs itself. Furthermore, this study also 

proves that the innovation process can mediate the relationship 

between external networks and entrepreneurial learning in 

increasing enterprise sustainable growth performance. 

When SMEs join business incubators, they will be able to 

gain resources that can strengthen their business to compete in 

the market. It occurs when SMEs can take advantage of their 

external network while also obtain information and knowledge 

through entrepreneurial learning. This allows the SMEs to 

increase their innovation process, thus leading them to 

improve sustainable growth performance. 

7. IMPLICATION

7.1 Theoretical implication 

This study contributes to practice and theory regarding the 

sustainable growth performance of business organizations, 

especially in seeking it in SMEs. First, regarding the literature, 

this study extends the study of organizational performance 

literature and the factors that can influence it, namely external 

networks, entrepreneurial learning, and innovation processes. 

In addition, this study also looks at the role of the innovation 

process as a mediation to find out more about the mechanism 

of the factors that drive the sustainable growth performance of 

SMEs. This study is conducted specifically through the lens of 

SMEs which join business incubators. Until now, there has not 

been any study in Indonesia that directly links the innovation 

process with external networks and entrepreneurial learning 

simultaneously in increasing sustainable growth performance, 

by specifically looking at the interaction between SMEs and 

business incubators. 
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This study confirms that external networks have a role as a 

basis in the innovation process carried out by organizations. It 

acts as a factor that can support providing information and 

developing knowledge, thus enabling the organization to seize 

opportunities and innovate. Furthermore, this study also 

proves that entrepreneurial learning leads to innovation 

process. Through entrepreneurial learning, SMEs can acquire 

and develop the information, abilities, and attitudes that will 

be useful for them to conduct innovation process, which then 

will lead to enterprise sustainable growth performance. 

 

7.2 Practical implication 

 

This study also contributes to practice, especially for small 

and medium business actors to pay attention to the importance 

of networking and learning capabilities to improve their 

performance. This is expected to become knowledge for 

business people to make it easier for them to run their business. 

In addition, the existence of learning is also very important to 

achieve sustainable business performance. This study 

highlights the importance of business incubators for SMEs, 

since it allows them to build stronger network and enable them 

to carry out entrepreneurial learning. The existence of business 

incubators is also able to be a way for SMEs to improve their 

innovation process and raise their sustainable growth 

performance. 

By joining business incubators, SMEs can find a place 

which facilitate and provide the necessary resources to 

develop their business. Business incubators exists and 

facilitate numerous SMEs with different characteristics. The 

connection from joining this incubator will allow SMEs to 

build and develop their own business network as well as 

gaining new perspectives in carrying out their business. 

Furthermore, the business incubators also provide information 

and encourage learning for SMEs, thus facilitating them to 

increase their innovation process. Finally, by joining business 

incubator and maximize its potentials, SMEs will be able to 

increase their enterprise sustainable growth performance. 

This study also can be a recommendation for other 

stakeholders in the SMEs ecosystem. The government and 

industry associations, as well as universities, must understand 

the crucial role of a well-established business incubators. 

Business incubators that can provide the needs and maximize 

the potentials of SMEs itself can be an alternative to pursue 

the growth of the economy, as SMEs greatly contributes 

towards the country’s GDP. This can still be enhanced, and the 

possibility can still be challenged further. The government, 

large corporations, and universities should build business 

incubators that can answers the needs and challenges for SMEs, 

thus enabling them to maximize their full potentials. 

 

 

8. LIMITATION 

 

This study is also not free from the existing limitations. First, 

we use cross-sectional data from the SMEs in DKI Jakarta, 

Indonesia. We use the variables of external network, 

entrepreneurial learning, and innovation process in explaining 

enterprise sustainable growth performance. Second, the 

sample used in this study is from one province in Indonesia, 

hence there is a potentials that the findings cannot be 

generalized to different geographical locations or cultural 

contexts. Future research can use a larger sample which is 

obtained in several big cities and use other variables such as 

open innovation, green strategy, or business collaboration as 

factors that can explain enterprise sustainable growth 

performance to ensure the generalizability of the results. It is 

also suggested for future studies to use longitudinal data for 

more robust results. Furthermore, this study also still sees the 

SMEs as a whole, and we have not yet differentiated the SMEs 

based on their business type or characteristics. Future studies 

can consider the distinct characteristics of the SMEs such as 

size, age, and other firm characteristics, in order to get better 

understanding of the context. It is also suggested for future 

scholars to considers the underlying conditions for the 

relationships between variables, such as by employing 

entrepreneurial atmosphere or entrepreneurial climate as the 

moderating variable. 
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