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Abstract

This qualitative case study aims to explore community colleges’ role in addressing
wicked problems of economic development post-COVID through entrepreneurial
leadership. The key research question is, “How do entrepreneurial leaders describe
the role of community colleges in addressing wicked problems of economic devel-
opment post-COVID.” The study interviewed 28 entrepreneurial leaders regard-
ing the role(s) of community colleges in addressing wicked problems of economic
development. The study addresses a critical gap in the literature. Researchers have
yet to explore the role of associate degree-granting institutions, namely community
colleges. Notably, the over 1200 U.S. community colleges serve nearly 12 million or
half of America’s students (American Association of Community Colleges, 2011).
From a theoretical perspective, the study leverages complexity science, complex
adaptive systems, and systemic innovation to address wicked problems of economic
development. Future researchers can build on these theoretical insights for future
studies across many disciplines.

The results provide ten key roles community colleges can potentially take on as
economic development partners, making them ideal institutions to serve as incuba-
tors of post-COVID recovery. They include revitalizing communities post-COVID,
performing post-COVID business triage, modeling sustainability, creating jobs,
championing entrepreneurship-led economic development, increasing tax revenue,
pipelining talent, supporting talent retention, supporting main street businesses,
and reducing entrepreneurial risks. Researchers recommend that policymakers and
other funders allocate funding to help community colleges address wicked problems
through systemic innovation labs (I-Labs). Interestingly, the roles identified appear
to be moderated by proximity and trust.
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Introduction

In recent years, concerns about social, environmental, and economic issues
have increasingly gained attention (World Economic Forum, 2020). The World
Economic Forum (WEF) has been sounding the alarm for years, warning of
increased poverty, economic inequality, infectious disease, climate change, and
many other wicked problems despite efforts to mitigate their effects (Deming,
1994). Researchers made the predictions before the COVID-19 pandemic, which
researchers label as a “super wicked problem” due to the multifaceted and inter-
connected nature of the pandemic’s challenges (Auld et al., 2021).

What makes this study different is the focus on community colleges, their
proximity to communities across the USA, and their ability to leverage trusted
relationships within these communities for localized impact. While the findings
indicate significant overlap between the roles of universities versus community
colleges, the entrepreneurial leaders emphasized that trusted relationships and
proximity were vital to maximizing the economic impact. Many scholars believe
higher education institutions are well-positioned to serve as incubators of innova-
tion for complex social, economic, and environmental challenges. The existing
literature surrounding academic institutions addressing wicked problems focuses
on the role of universities, businesses, and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) (Mena & Palazzo, 2012; Schouten & Glasbergen, 2011). Researchers
have explored the role of baccalaureate-granting institutions in addressing wicked
problems (Dentoni & Bitzer, 2015). However, researchers have yet to explore the
role of community colleges in addressing wicked problems.

Community colleges play a critical role in the US higher education landscape,
enrolling nearly half of all college students, often of socially and economically
disadvantaged populations (Kolesnikova, 2009). These associate degree-granting
institutions encompass over 1200 entities serving over 12 million students across
the USA. With a mission of open access, affordable costs, workforce training, and
educating both urban and rural communities, community colleges serve students
often left behind by traditional institutions of higher education (Kasper, 2002).
Community colleges nationwide also provide an opportunity for significant
impact locally since 90% of the US population lives within 25 miles of a com-
munity college (American Association of Community Colleges, 2011). While
previous researchers identified similar roles from the university’s broad impact
perspective, community colleges offer a more trusted, relationship-based pathway
to addressing wicked problems (Dentoni & Bitzer, 2015). Existing research needs
to address the critical role these institutions of higher education could play in
addressing wicked problems of economic development. In the next section, the
authors describe the need to examine wicked problems from the community col-
lege perspective by utilizing broader theoretical frameworks.

Social enterprise literature underscores a need for more literature related to the
research question. For example, according to Zivkovic (2017), traditional prob-
lem-solving methods need to be revised to address wicked problems and instead
require a more comprehensive approach. The literature advises a more holistic
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approach, combining systemic innovation and complexity science when address-
ing wicked problems (Zivkovic, 2017). Complexity science emphasizes interac-
tions and interconnectedness, which offers a deeper understanding of these com-
plex issues (Phelan, 2001; Sturmberg & Narduzzi, 2014; Uhl-Bien et al., 2008).
Similarly, complex adaptive systems theory considers interdependencies critical
for addressing wicked problems (Australian Public Service Commission, 2007).
Systemic innovation aims to maximize the value of social innovation and improve
outcomes across domains (Davies et al., 2012). Systemic innovation labs operate
across various levels of analysis (Zivkovic, 2018). Collectively, complexity sci-
ence, complex adaptive systems, systemic innovation, and systemic design offer
a theoretical framework for addressing wicked problems, providing a compre-
hensive and systems-oriented approach (Davies et al., 2012; Jones, 2014; Surie
& Hazy, 2006; Zivkovic, 2017). The researchers have employed a qualitative
approach to capture the contextual nuances and social complexities of wicked
problems.

This research study explores the role of community colleges in addressing wicked
problems post-COVID by asking, “How do entrepreneurial leaders describe the role
of community colleges in addressing wicked problems of economic development
post-COVID.” The study provides a literature review surrounding higher education’s
role(s) in addressing wicked problems of economic development and a theoretical
lens to explore this question.

The study is structured as follows: After a brief introduction, the authors intro-
duce the theoretical lens employed and review the literature. The literature review
includes (a) sustainability in higher education, (b) the evolution of skills when man-
aging knowledge in the sharing economy, (c) the role of technology in achieving
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), (d) The role and challenges of big data
in achieving the SDGs, (e) COVID-19’s impact on entrepreneurial motivation, and
(f) the roles of higher education in addressing wicked problems. Next, the study
includes a discussion of the qualitative methodology employed, the sample, the find-
ings and results, the study’s limitations, future research, and conclusive remarks.

Background Literature and Theoretical Framework

Zivkovic (2017) advocated for a holistic, blended approach of systemic innova-
tion and complexity science when addressing wicked problems. Complexity
science involves the interactions between small actions that lead to large-scale
effects within a given situation due to complex and multi-dimensional intercon-
nectedness (Phelan, 2001). The theory of complexity science is well-documented
throughout the literature (Cohen & Stewart, 1994; Ewing Kauffman Foundation,
1993, 1995, 2007; Gell-Mann & Tsallis, 2004). Researchers define complexity
as “the formation and reformation of patterns and structures whether in compa-
nies, research and development teams, communities, or cities and nations” (Brett,
2019, p. 19). The most basic unit of analysis in complexity science is the complex
adaptive systems (CASs) (Uhl-Bien et al., 2008). CASs are individuals, agents,
or groups (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Uhl-Bien et al., 2008) that are open,
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non-linear systems and often adapt or evolve as needed (Merali, 2006) and show
emergent behavior (Sturmberg et al., 2014, p. 66). This emergent behavior can
utilize self-organization in recombining new patterns, thus impacting perfor-
mance (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009). Researchers highly recommend employ-
ing the complex adaptive systems theory when addressing wicked problems (Elia
& Margherita, 2018), considering the interdependencies and the ever-changing
nature of wicked problems (Australian Public Service Commission, 2007).

Building on this argument, Davies et al. (2012) asserted that systemic innova-
tion is the preferred style of social innovation when addressing wicked problems,
as the approach incorporates concepts surrounding complexity science, including
complex adaptive systems. Systemic innovation is “a set of interconnected inno-
vations where each depends on the other, with innovation both in the parts of the
system and in the way they interact” (Davies et al., 2012, p. 4). Systemic inno-
vation aims to maximize the value of social innovation by improving outcomes,
such as higher graduation rates or lower unemployment (Davies et al., 2012).

According to Davies et al. (2012), wicked problems can be better addressed
through systems innovation when practitioners understand the concepts sur-
rounding complexity and complex adaptive systems. When addressing wicked
problems within complex adaptive systems, Zivkovic (2018) advocates using a
systemic innovation lab, a complexity-science-informed solution ecosystem.
Systemic innovation labs possess certain key features, including (a) focusing on
addressing complex problems, (b) emphasizing place-based local approaches, (c)
enabling coherent action by diverse actors, (d) involving users as co-creators, (e)
supporting a networked governance approach, and (f) recognizing government as
an enabler of change. Additionally, systemic innovation labs often shift between
macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis and action due to the systemic design
nature of the work. In this context, design is imagining something that does not
yet exist and bringing it to life (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012).

Systemic innovation labs embrace core principles of systemic design like pur-
pose-finding, boundary framing, and feedback coordination to compel collective
action on wicked problems. Systemic design is governed by a set of core princi-
ples, including (1) compelling collective action toward a desirable outcome, (2)
appreciating complexity, (3) purpose-finding, (4) boundary framing, (5) feed-
back coordination, (6) system ordering, (7) generative emergence, (8) continuous
adaptation, (9) self-organizing, and (10) requisite variety (Jones, 2014). Finally,
leaders within systemic innovation labs often adopt the complex systems lead-
ership style of “generative leadership,” which emphasizes the need for aligning
and understanding collective goals before advancing action to stay aligned (Surie
& Hazy, 2006, p. 17). Complexity science, complex adaptive systems, and sys-
temic design collectively provide the ideal theoretical frameworks for addressing
wicked problems.

Researchers define entrepreneurial leadership as influencing and directing the
performance of group members toward achieving organizational goals that involve
recognizing and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities (Renko et al., 2015).
Research indicates that wicked problems are best addressed collaboratively along-
side entrepreneurial leaders in today’s rapidly changing volatile, uncertain, complex,
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and ambiguous (VUCA) environments (Iordanoglou, 2018). This assertion was
made before the COVID-19 pandemic and is arguably more relevant today.

Research suggests many of today’s problems are far too complex to be solved by
an individual and points out the importance of a collective leadership model, which
is critical for success (Iordanoglou, 2018). Hence, future organizations will not be as
hierarchical, so future leaders will need to be less authoritative and more participa-
tive to engage their teams.

Wicked problems like poverty, hunger, and climate change are shared through-
out society and demand entrepreneurial leadership skills (United Nations Assembly,
2015). For this reason, wicked problems have become prominent in academic con-
versations (Dentoni & Bitzer, 2015). Rittel and Webber (1973) expressed concern
about the approach to public planning when dealing with problems of various wick-
edness dimensions.

Wicked problems have three similarities: they change over time (Weber & Kha-
demian, 2008), social scientists are uncertain about their root causes due to social
complexity (Lazarus, 2009), and stakeholders hold different values regarding the
challenges, which often cause conflict (Conklin, 2006). In addition, the properties
of wicked problems often demand collective action across several sectors to create
transformative and impactful change throughout the system (Waddock, 2013). Fur-
thermore, the effort of individuals to combat wicked problems has minimal impact
without collective and coordinated action with others, which is why these collabora-
tive initiatives play an essential role (Batie, 2008; Conklin, 2006; Weber & Khadem-
ian, 2008). In addition, the nature of wicked problems requires the acceptance that
there are no absolute solutions or definite answers (Rittel & Webber, 1973), rather a
need for goals that are on a scale of improvement.

Wicked problems have no solution, resist linear-logic models, and are not com-
prehensible based solely on quantitative and objective data. Researchers empha-
sized that wicked problems cannot be “solved” because they are unsolvable (Rit-
tel & Webber, 1973). Conklin (2006) asserted, “You don’t so much solve a wicked
problem as you help stakeholders negotiate shared understanding and shared mean-
ing about the problem and its possible solution” (p. 4). The objective of the work
is coherent action, not the final solution. While wicked problems are dynamic and
complex, Sustainable Development Goals offer a shared framework to drive coher-
ent action and create an understanding between stakeholders seeking substantial
improvement rather than a set of shared objective solutions.

The United Nations Assembly (2015) captured the systemic nature of global chal-
lenges in the Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment report. The report highlights the importance of addressing wicked problems. In
response to the global challenges outlined in the report, the United Nations launched
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The initiative is a universal agenda
outlining a plan of action to stimulate systems change between 2015 and 2030 in
five areas of crucial importance: people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership
(United Nations Assembly, 2015). The report outlined 27 principles, 17 goals, and
169 actions to impact societal change’s economic, social, and environmental aspects.
The effort aims to tackle systemic challenges, local needs, interests, and resources
for transformative change using innovative approaches and long-term investments
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(United Nations Assembly, 2015). The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals are
considered a “blueprint for global development, which represents a fundamental
shift in thinking, explicitly acknowledging the interconnectedness of prosperous
business, a thriving society, and a healthy environment” (Stibbe et al., 2019, para.
2). Due to the interconnected nature of the goals, researchers advocate for address-
ing the challenges holistically, rather than individually in isolation (Catalyst, 2030a,
2020). The SDGs most directly aligned with the current research question relate to
SDGs no. 4 and no.8.

SDG no. 8 represents good jobs and economic growth. Target 8.3 promotes decent
job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity, and innovation, emphasizing individuals
aged 15-24. Additionally, the target encourages micro, small, and medium busi-
nesses to formalize and grow their enterprises through increasing access to financial
services and support (Sustainable Development Solutions Network [SDSN], 2023).

SDG no. 4 represents quality education. Target 4.7 of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals is also relevant to community colleges addressing wicked problems of
economic development through the SDG framework. Target 4.7 encourages inclu-
sive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all stu-
dents. According to the target, by 2030, all learners should be able to acquire sus-
tainable development skills and knowledge through educational opportunities. The
indicator suggests an achievement of the target be measured based on the extent of
(a) educating for global citizenship, (b) mainstreaming education for sustainable
development, (c) promoting national education policies, (d) incorporating sustain-
ability into the curricula, (e) providing teacher education, and (f) assessing the stu-
dents (United Nations Statistics Division, 2023). The following section provides a
review of the role(s) of higher education in addressing wicked problems.

The Role(s) of Higher Education in Addressing Wicked Problems

Within the broader discourse on the roles of educational institutions in addressing
societal challenges, it is essential to consider the multifaceted responsibilities of
academic institutions and their potential to contribute to solving wicked problems
(Ferrer-Balas et al., 2010; Manring, 2014; Trencher et al., 2014). Researchers have
called for academics to reflect on their responsibility in society (Ferrer-Balas et al.,
2010) and the university’s role in addressing wicked problems (Manring, 2014),
both of which often fit the objectives of the institution (Trencher et al., 2014). While
some researchers have asserted that higher education institutions serve a public pur-
pose and should contribute to solving societal problems (Shapiro, 2005), the issue
has been debated for years. The literature reveals six themes regarding the role(s)
of baccalaureate-granting institutions in addressing wicked problems. The roles
include planning, convening (Innes & Booher, 2016; Morrison et al., 2019), learn-
ing (Lozano et al., 2013; Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013; Senge, 2006), implementa-
tion (Lozano et al., 2013; Stoeglehner et al., 2009), catalyzing, leading, facilitating
(Boone, 1992), communicating (Adomfent et al., 2007; Burritt & Tingey-Holyoak,
2012), and as an interlocutor (Fowler, 2014; Fowler & Biekart, 2016; Fowler &
Biekart, 2017; Turner et al., 2012).

@ Springer



Journal of the Knowledge Economy

Building upon this discourse, the review examines how community colleges,
mainly through entrepreneurial leadership, can contribute to addressing wicked
problems in economic development post-COVID. Specific topics included the
importance of entrepreneurial leadership skills, such as creativity and innovation
when tackling wicked problems, and how technology, big data, and higher educa-
tion institutions contribute to achieving the SDGs. Finally, the study considered the
impact of COVID-19 on entrepreneurial motivation and how intrapreneurial leaders
also contribute. The literature review addresses many aspects of addressing wicked
problems in this rapidly changing world. To provide an adequate review of the lit-
erature within the context of this changing world, the researchers include topics sur-
rounding modern issues of sustainability, the sharing economy, technology, big data,
and COVID-19’s impact on entrepreneurial motivation.

Sustainability in Higher Education

The concept of sustainability catalyzed higher education institutions to consider
themselves as drivers of innovation through public-private partnerships with stake-
holders (Chatterton & Goddard, 2000). According to the literature, European aca-
demic institutions are leading this movement thanks to the supra-national European
Policy outlining sustainable development frameworks to abide by (Kommission der
Europidischen Gemeinschaft, 2001). The purpose of the sustainable policy man-
dates is to encourage the creation of regions across Europe that are competitive,
knowledge-based, and innovative (Kommission der Europdischen Gemeinschaft,
2001). In the context of higher education institutions, sustainability processes focus
on empowering local populations by providing broad access to education (OROK,
2002), opportunities to overcome spatial barriers (Schnell & Held, 2005), and
reframing institutions of education as incubators of learning and innovation (Sch-
nell & Held, 2005; Streich, 2005). By nature, wicked problems have no absolute
solutions or definite answers (Rittel & Webber, 1973) and no formula for resolv-
ing them. While similar studies have explored addressing wicked problems, existing
studies have primarily focused on the role of 4-year universities and non-govern-
mental organizations. To date, no published research has focused on the role(s) of
community colleges in addressing wicked problems of economic development.

The Evolution of Skills—Managing Knowledge in the Sharing Economy

According to a systematic literature review by Ben Slimane et al. (2022), specific
skills are crucial when managing knowledge in the sharing economy. They include
strong collaboration, communication, data analytics, communication technology,
and networking capabilities (Ben Slimane et al., 2022). Additionally, an understand-
ing of knowledge management systems will allow for managing the sharing econ-
omy efficiently, allowing for better understanding across all platforms. The COVID-
19 pandemic only accelerated digital transformation in the sharing economy,
increasing the need for skills for managing knowledge such as remote collaboration,
cybersecurity, digital marketing, resilience, and adaptability (Ben Slimane et al.,
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2022). Likewise, Pizzi et al. (2020) identified technological innovation, non-finan-
cial reporting, education, and developing countries as crucial categories in extant
literature when examining the relationship between SDGs and business entities. This
information creates opportunities for researching the future impact of SDGs, as well
as helps identify education and policy gaps that may exist.

Specific skills in collaboration, communication, technology, and knowledge man-
agement systems are critical for knowledge sharing and can strengthen businesses’
economic performance and progress in emerging markets (Girén et al. (2021). Girén
et al. (2021) examined 366 large Asian and African companies that addressed SDGs
in their sustainability reports to determine the relationship between sustainability
reporting and a firm’s performance. The findings suggested that understanding and
reporting on sustainability is an essential practice for companies in emerging mar-
kets, and it can positively impact their economic performance.

Similarly, Huang (2023) examined how removing barriers to the sharing econ-
omy can promote sustainable development goals (SDGs), specifically in the ASEAN
region. The study identifies the specific economic, social, and technical barriers that
hinder SDG achievement and suggests that a supportive organizational climate can
help mediate this relationship. The authors also offer policy recommendations for
regulators looking to promote SDG achievement through the sharing economy.

Building on the previous study’s findings, Tu et al. (2023) empirically examined
the impact of sharing economy platforms on achieving sustainable development
goals (SDGs) in the manufacturing industry of developing economies. Results of the
study show that sharing economy activities such as corporate social responsibility,
eco-design, and supplier management positively impact sustainable development.
The article concludes by presenting solutions to these countries’ social and environ-
mental issues that restrict sustainable development. Thus, technology is critical in
enabling sharing platforms to achieve the SDGs.

The Role of Technology in Achieving the SDGs

Digital innovation is changing the way we do business. Not only does it require new
skills and competencies, but it can change how and where people work. Entrepre-
neurial leaders must ensure employees have the correct skills to succeed in such
an environment. Educators can ensure that the curriculum exposes students to an
entrepreneurial and innovative mindset. More specifically, Ben Slimane et al. (2022)
suggest that data collection, analysis, communication, and collaboration skills are
necessary components. Likewise, understanding technologies such as blockchain,
artificial intelligence, and the Internet of Things (IoT) can promote sustainable
agriculture, renewable energy, and responsible consumption and production. These
technologies can play a crucial role when addressing SDGs. For example, digital
innovation has the potential to accelerate progress toward the SDGs; it also draws
attention to the challenges of equitable access and the vulnerability of small and
medium enterprises (SMEs). While digital innovation and technologies like Al may
accelerate progress on Sustainable Development Goals, the pandemic underscored
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inequitable access and structural vulnerabilities many SMEs face in leveraging these
technologies.

The pandemic has proliferated the need for new business models. It caused a
massive acceleration of the digital transformation of businesses in all industries in
achieving the SDGs, particularly in areas such as healthcare, education, and digi-
tal connectivity (Ben Slimane et al., 2022). Likewise, Pizzi et al. (2020) suggest a
need for studies conducted on single organizations that could benefit from case stud-
ies and content analysis in extending the richness of qualitative research. However,
the pandemic also highlighted the need for equitable access to technology and the
importance of reducing the structural vulnerability of SMEs from a lack of finan-
cial resources or specialized knowledge (Klein & Todesco, 2021). Considering the
critical role of technology, the next logical question is, what are the role(s) and chal-
lenges of big data in achieving the SDGs?

The Role and Challenges of Big Data in Achieving the SDGs

Big data can be used to achieve the SDGs by offering statistical insights regarding
sustainability. Chopra et al. (2022) delineated multiple ways big data can provide
crucial insights into poverty reduction, healthcare access, and environmental sus-
tainability. Big data can also support efforts to monitor progress toward achieving
the SDGs. During the COVID-19 pandemic and possible future pandemics, these
statistical insights can help researchers identify trends related to the virus’s spread,
most affected regions, and predicted trajectory. Policymakers and other stakeholders
can take more targeted actions to accelerate progress toward achieving the SDGs
and mitigating the pandemic’s impact. Overcoming significant data challenges better
inform stakeholder decisions to accelerate Sustainable Development Goals.

Research indicates that the challenges of using big data for sustainable develop-
ment include solidifying statistical volume, developing data literacy within every
stage of the decision-making process, and ensuring the quality, timeliness, and rel-
evance of the data (Chopra et al., 2022). Along with these challenges, data crea-
tors must collaborate with other data creators for more efficient use (Gupta et al.,
2022). When used efficiently, SDG indicators like age, gender, and location will
allow for more accurate results to be presented (Chopra et al., 2022). Capitalizing on
big data will allow policymakers and stakeholders to make informed decisions and
target actions to reduce the impact of the pandemic on sustainable development and
instead further the process of achieving the SDGs.

Another related consideration is COVID-19’s impact on entrepreneurial motiva-
tion. After all, the mindset of entreprencurial leaders and students is central to their
ability to contribute to addressing wicked problems.

COVID-19’s Impact on Entrepreneurial Motivation
During COVID-19, both entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial leadership were highly

valued qualities to possess (Ratten, 2021). These leaders bring distinctive value
to business organizations (Gonzalez-Tejero et al., 2022), contributing skills like
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creativity, entrepreneurial thinking, and an entrepreneurial mindset. In the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic, both entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial leadership quali-
ties gained significant recognition. Next, the following section provides an overview
of the methodology and sample.

Model and Sample

The study builds on prior research by Dentoni and Bitzer (2015) titled “The role(s)
of universities in dealing with global wicked problems through multi-stakeholder
initiatives.” While Dentoni and Bitzer (2015) focused on the role(s) of universities,
this article focuses on the role(s) of community colleges. The researchers employed
a single case study method to understand the role of US community colleges in
addressing wicked problems through entrepreneurial leadership and entrepreneur-
ial programs. Using a qualitative, interview-based case study method, researchers
aimed to explore how entrepreneurial leaders describe community colleges’ role in
addressing wicked economic development problems.

The researchers employed a single case-study design with semi-structured inter-
views between August 1, 2020 and January 31, 2021, so that the data collected from
the entrepreneurial leaders could better focus on their experiences, opinions, and
knowledge related to the research question. The researchers supplemented the inter-
views by retrieving artifacts from research studies, government reports, and related
websites. The qualitative research design was chosen for the case study, as it offered
an opportunity to explore a topic from the perspective of participant experiences.
The design offers several benefits, such as providing a more profound perspective
than quantitative research surrounding complex real-life issues (Eisenhardt & Graeb-
ner, 2007; Yin, 2009) and providing methods that enable researchers to explore how
individuals make sense of the world around them (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

This qualitative case study explores how entrepreneurial leadership addresses
wicked problems of economic development. The study brought together the col-
lective wisdom of 28 entrepreneurial leaders for programs that have (a) addressed
social, economic, and environmental wicked problems, (b) included community
colleges as stakeholders, (c) yielded impressive measurable outcomes that are
documented, and (d) incorporated entrepreneurial leadership and entrepreneurial
problem-solving. The study concluded with recommendations to help inform poli-
cymakers how community colleges can help address wicked problems of economic
development post-COVID through entrepreneurial leadership.

Answering the research question required a top-down approach, with the initial
entrepreneurial leaders acting as gatekeepers. Entrepreneurial leaders typically hold
systemic knowledge about the efforts and impact generated through their programs.
This level provided visibility, knowledge, and awareness about the initiatives that
have been most successful in addressing wicked problems through entrepreneurial
leadership. The interviewee’s deep exploration of personal experiences and perspec-
tives provides insight into how we can collectively apply these strategies to address
wicked problems across higher education. The entrepreneurial leaders recommended
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an additional 18 interviewees informed at a national level for a total sample of 28
interviewees across the USA with experience working with community colleges.

The appropriate sample size in quantitative research is more precisely defined
than in qualitative research, where the goal is “saturation.” According to Smith
(2015), saturation results when collecting more data will result in no new insights.
Additionally, qualitative research typically results in smaller sample sizes. While 28
interviews might be considered minimal for a quantitative study, 28 is often consid-
ered appropriate for this qualitative case study, which met saturation.

The study’s goal was not generalizability but rather to provide replication logic
(Johnson, 1997) and increase transferability through persistent observation, provid-
ing a thick description of the research and answering descriptive questions. Trans-
ferability is similar to external validity in quantitative research (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The study was IRB-approved with written consent of all participants as
required by data protection law.

Discussion of Results

This qualitative study explored the roles of community colleges in addressing
wicked problems of economic development post-COVID through entrepreneurial
leadership. Based on the participant interviews, ten roles emerged, including revi-
talizing communities post-COVID, performing post-COVID business triage, mod-
eling sustainability, creating jobs, championing entrepreneurship-led economic
development, increasing tax revenue, pipelining talent, supporting talent retention,
supporting main street businesses, and reducing entrepreneurial risks. This section
explains the activities of serving as an economic development partner when address-
ing wicked problems.

Revitalizing Communities Post-COVID

Participants described re-vitalizing communities as an important activity the com-
munity colleges play when addressing post-COVID challenges. Ms. Flaherty, the
National Director of Engagement and Partnerships for an economic development-
focused program, asserted:

Right now, we’re seeing a lot of conversation and heightened awareness of the
importance and value of job creation and community vitality. And it’s really
become apparent because of your main street businesses. For instance, when
you’re driving down a corridor and you see vacancy signs and all of a sudden,
your dry-cleaning service and your favorite pizza place no longer exist.

Post-COVID Business Triage

Businesses have been devastated by COVID-19 due to closures, restrictions, and
new technological requirements. Participants emphasized business triage as crucial
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to community colleges when addressing complex post-COVID challenges. Ms. Fla-
herty maintained:

It’s really important to have a network in place that can support the increase
and activities associated with the startup space. [During post-COVID,] we’re
seeing an increased need for education, training, coaching, and mentoring
around reopening and everything from growing the customer base to how to
keep your employees safe. So, how can you create an environment where you
have an understanding of what your small businesses need, and you’re able to
quickly act on those needs? The communities that were organized to do this
type of thing before COVID could accelerate their conversations.

Modeling Sustainability

The literature identifies three primary components for sustainability within the con-
text of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). They include environmental,
social, and economic sustainability. During the interviews, these components were
highlighted by participants as a role the community colleges play in addressing
wicked problems. For example, Mr. Nelms, the Director of a community college
program with 6 years of experience, pointed out:

When it comes to the environment, every roof of every building [is solar]...
and all the money from that solar provides scholarships to students to go to
college. So, modeling these behaviors as an institution is one of the things that
we need to do as well...

Ms. Clark, a program instructor at the same community college, described why
environmental sustainability is essential to their rural community college.

The climate affects our air quality, soil, and water systems. The ag system
is completely dependent on the quality of the environment- the air, soil, and
water. Without a healthy environment for [farmers] to grow their goods... that
will truly be the death of our rural economies.

Finally, Mr. Brand mentioned economic sustainability, stating:

Our job [as community colleges] is mostly the first pillar... the economic, and
then secondarily the social piece as a community convener. When you have a
land grant, there’s an emphasis on community more than it is on college.

Creating Jobs
The participants often referenced the activities related to creating jobs when address-

ing wicked problems. For example, Dr. Mattox recently met the program’s goal of
training 10,000 small businesses. He explained:
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Even though we didn’t set out on a social mission... We’ve provided a tremen-
dous social impact for groups that would not typically have access.

M:s. Flaherty added:

If you look at the trends and headlines about jobs.... they talk about how we’re
going to create 250 new jobs for your community over time. With the exception
of a few, like Amazon, they’re [actually] shedding jobs. They’re not creating new
jobs. It’s your startups and small businesses that are creating the net new jobs... In
one city we’ve worked with, over the last five or six years, young and new firms
are creating between 14,000 and 15,000 net new jobs every year.

According to a jobs report, the same organization in a different county but compa-
rable in size found that in 2018, over 25,000 new jobs were created by firms less than
1 year old, with an average wage of $34,000. This accounted for 10% of the total new
jobs. The report emphasizes that “startups play a significant role in job creation”.

Entrepreneurship-Led Economic Development

The entrepreneurial leaders emphasized the value of entrepreneurship-led economic
development. Ms. Flaherty contended:

The thing with COVID that has really captured the attention of economic devel-
opers... All you have to do is drive up and down your main streets and see shut-
tered businesses and vacancies. And they start to really understand the impor-
tance of these small businesses.

Tax Revenue
Many participants went further, connecting education to job creation and increased tax
revenue. Ms. Clark, a community college program instructor, explained:

I think the community college plays a vital role in providing an affordable educa-
tion so that people can either create jobs or find a better job in the community, so
that their tax base stays here. Keeping people here is a really big issue for us.

Ms. Flaherty agreed, stating:

[Communities] are seeing a significant drop in sales tax revenue and in those
kinds of things.

Pipelining Talent

One of the programs, through the community college, actively served as a talent
pipeline for public service jobs across the state. Dr. Delgado, a Systemwide Dean
for Workforce Development, described the wicked workforce challenge the program
aimed to solve.

@ Springer



Journal of the Knowledge Economy

There are 2.1 million students in the state, which had occupational openings
to fill. If we could create alignments, we could identify a local supply chain
or pathway for students to find occupations in need and in demand across the
state.

Talent Retention

Talent attraction and retention were also suggested by several participants to be an
activity within the community college’s role as an economic development partner.
Mr. Brand suggested that economic developers specialize in business retention and
attraction. He believes their strength is in business attraction but lacks talent reten-
tion strategies. This [entrepreneurship program] is a business retention strategy.

Main Street Business Support

Several participants mentioned activities where the community college supported
main street small entrepreneurs. Ms. Love, a business counselor with 10 years of
experience with the community college, pointed out:

Some community colleges have incubators to which the Small Business Devel-
opment Centers (SBDCs) are tied. That’s an opportunity we could fulfill, espe-
cially with a commercial kitchen.

Similarly, Mr. Brand mentioned:

One of the groups I’m leading right now is an effort to bring together all of the
entrepreneurial services for main street businesses and startups in a region to
increase access and quality of service and the number of businesses served.

Reducing Entrepreneurial Risk

Community colleges can help reduce the risk of entrepreneurship thanks to entrepre-
neurial partnerships. Dr. Sampson explained:

One of my favorite ventures is the Everyday Entrepreneur Venture Fund
(EEVF), which was started by two people who put up a million dollars of their
own money to test a proof of concept [in partnership with community col-
leges across the United States]. What we found through the EEVF’s proof of
concept is, if you give a would-be entrepreneur, maybe someone from skilled
trades or someone with a barbershop idea, between $7,000-$8,000 of capital,
they can buy a barber chair, they can get a license, they can buy some tools
and in six months, they can be cash positive. We’ve seen that with the proof
of concept with [over] 50 businesses. We profile some of the entrepreneurs in
the [2020] book, Impact ED. I think almost all of them are still in operation.
Why? Because they got [entrepreneurial] mentorship and support through the
community college.
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Discussion—Role of Economic Development Partner

Past literature and the current study indicate that academic institutions act as eco-
nomic development partners when addressing wicked problems (Batie, 2008; Mars,
2013; Weber & Khademian, 2008). Revitalizing the local community was refer-
enced throughout the literature and during the interviews. For example, community
colleges are described as “the nation’s overlooked asset” based on their ability to
“retain displaced workers and serve the community during turbulent times” (College
Board’s National Commission on Community Colleges, 2008, p. 5). Ms. Flaherty
explained, “We are seeing a lot of conversation and heightened awareness of the
importance and the value of job creation and community vitality.” She added, “Eco-
nomic developers have started to take note that when you are driving down a cor-
ridor, and you see vacancy signs and all of a sudden, your dry-cleaning service and
your favorite pizza place no longer exists,” entrepreneurial vitality becomes a prior-
ity. Ms. Flaherty noted, this is a “great opportunity to rebuild better and differently”
alongside economic development partners.

Modeling sustainability is particularly aligned with the mission of community
colleges. Academic institutions face increasing pressure to lead change by adopt-
ing sustainable strategies (American Association of Community Colleges, 2011;
White & Cohen, 2014). Over 700 college and university presidents, representing
six million students, have committed to addressing global climate change by sign-
ing the American College and University Presidents’ Climate Commitment (Sus-
tainable Development Goals, 2020). Researchers proposed four roles in academic
and regional sustainability initiatives. Mr. Nelms explained, “We don’t always rally
many people around [sustainability]; we often do it through modeling.” Ms. Hender-
son contended

Our job [as community colleges] is mostly that first pillar... the economic, and
then secondarily the social piece as a community convener. We try to be pre-
sent at everything, and when it’s not happening, we convene and facilitate it or
model it.

Mr. Nelms offered specific examples of modeling sustainability, stating, “Every
roof of every building we have and all of our extra land in the back is now solar. All
the money from that solar provides scholarships to students to go to college”. Dur-
ing another interview, the researcher asked the interviewee to dive deeper into why
issues like climate change matter to the community college. Ms. Clark explained
how the climate affects the air, soil, and water, which can negatively impact the agri-
culture system and farmers as they are central to healthy rural economies. So, the
community college invests in solar. Ms. Henderson added that the local community
college is modeling wicked problems surrounding workforce and racial inequities, in
addition to the environmental issues.

Job creation was mentioned several times during the interviews. In fact, one of
the program websites stated that out of the 10,000 small businesses participating
in the program, “47% of the businesses created jobs after 6 months, 53% of the
businesses created jobs after 18 months, and 56% of the businesses created jobs
after 30 months.” Additionally, Ms. Flaherty specified that “over the last 5 or 6
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years, young and new firms are creating between 14,000 and 15,000 net new jobs
every year” in just one city they work with. In a separate county, the same organi-
zation touted 25,000 new jobs created by firms less than 1 year old, with an aver-
age wage of $34,000. According to the founder of the Center for American Entre-
preneurship, John Dearie (2021), this is critical. He explained, “If it were not for
businesses younger than five years old, the job base in this country would actually
shrink. New businesses are the principal source of innovation, which drives eco-
nomic growth and job creation.”

Triaging businesses post-COVID was also an activity Ms. Flaherty described,
stating,

“We are seeing an increased need for education, training, coaching, and
mentoring around reopening and everything from growing the customer
base to how to keep your employees safe” and “[community colleges] act as
that neutral party. Their role is to help entrepreneurs’ triage where they are
at and what type of assistance they need.”

The interviewees emphasized the value of entrepreneurship-led economic
development. Ms. Flaherty explained what seemed to motivate economic devel-
opers to support small businesses after COVID, “all you have to do is drive up
and down your main streets and see shuttered businesses and vacancies. They
start to really understand the importance of these small businesses.” Community
colleges often partner with these economic developers to promote entrepreneur-
ship-led economic development.

Increasing and retaining tax revenue was an activity mentioned during the
interviews. For example, Ms. Clark stated, “Community colleges play a vital role
in providing an affordable education so that people can either create jobs or find
a better job in the community so that their tax base stays here.” Ms. Flaherty
explained, “[communities] are seeing a significant drop in revenues and sales tax.
Those are all measurable things [connecting back to the programming].”

Participants described talent recruitment and pipelining as an activity community
colleges played when addressing wicked problems, especially economic growth and
jobs. Dr. Delgado emphasized the state’s challenge in filling public sector jobs:

There are 2.1 million students in the state, which had occupational openings
to fill. If we could create alignments, we could identify a local supply chain
or pathway for students to find occupations in need and in demand across
the state. So that somewhat [addressed] the state’s problem.

Talent attraction and retention were also cited as community colleges’ activities
when addressing wicked problems surrounding economic growth. Several entrepre-
neurial leaders viewed their programs at the community college as “retention strate-
gies” that were a powerful support mechanism for economic developers. Mr. Brand
explained, “[economic developers] don’t have a business retention strategy. This is
a business retention strategy [for them].” Mr. Nelms stated, “[This program, in part-
nership with the community college] works very well for retaining, helping business
and industry be innovative and grow from new products and innovations.”
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Supporting main street businesses was an activity mentioned by the participants.
For example, Mr. Brand said the college brought “together entrepreneurial services
for main street businesses and startups in the region to be able to increase access
and quality of service and number of businesses served.” Ms. Love also mentioned
that in addition to partnering to offer incubator and accelerator services, some col-
leges launched commercial kitchens designed to help culinary entrepreneurs launch
businesses. Helping to reduce the risk of entrepreneurship through entrepreneurial
programming and mentorship was also emphasized during the interviews.

Key Point: Community Colleges Can be Engines of Recovery Post-COVID

For the study, researchers aimed to explore the role of community colleges in
addressing wicked problems of economic development post-COVID. However, as
the research progressed, it became clear: (a) the entrepreneurial leaders were a criti-
cal component for community colleges addressing wicked problems, (b) technology
and big data may potentially level the playing field, and (c) community colleges are
located within a short drive of most American households increasing their potential
for localized impact, compared to universities.

Conclusions and Limitations

In conclusion, the study contributes to the existing literature both from an empiri-
cal and theoretical perspective by providing insights into how community colleges
address wicked problems of economic development. The entrepreneurial leaders
interviewed provide insights into the ten roles community colleges take on when
addressing wicked problems of economic development. The roles identified include
revitalizing communities post-COVID, performing post-COVID business triage,
modeling sustainability, creating jobs, championing entrepreneurship-led economic
development, increasing tax revenue, pipelining talent, supporting talent retention,
supporting main street businesses, and reducing entrepreneurial risks.

What makes this study different is the focus on community colleges, their prox-
imity to communities across the USA, and their ability to leverage trusted relation-
ships within these communities for localized impact. With over 1200 U.S. com-
munity colleges educating nearly 12 million students, or half of America’s college
students (American Association of Community Colleges, 2011), these institutions
are critical economic development partners to consider. While the findings indicate
significant overlap between the roles of universities versus community colleges, the
entrepreneurial leaders emphasized that trusted relationships and proximity were
vital to maximizing the economic impact. Future researchers can build on the theo-
retical application for future studies across many disciplines. Collectively, these
implications offer both value and originality.

The evidence presented in this paper contributes to the emerging body of knowl-
edge surrounding the role(s) of academic institutions in addressing wicked prob-
lems in a post-COVID context. The study highlighted the importance of leveraging
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entrepreneurial leadership, systems innovation, and complexity science when
addressing these interconnected, complex issues. Additionally, an overview of the
characteristics of wicked problems and the role(s) universities play in addressing
them was provided.

The researchers have created a table to compare the role of community colleges
with similar higher educational bound, baccalaureate-granting (BG) institutions, as
well as the opposing research on non-educational bound entities, namely innova-
tion labs. The table presents several clear themes. For example, innovation labs or
I-Labs can be seen as a conduit from which many roles can be leveraged to improve
economic outcomes. Innovation and entrepreneurs, specifically, can be supported to
enhance intellectual capital for economic development. While BGs focus on general
knowledge and career preparation, community colleges can provide workforce train-
ing and skills development better aligned with local labor market needs.

Another difference identified in the leading role comes from BGs having limited
local stakeholder engagement, while I-Labs have a more natural link with commu-
nity colleges in facilitating collaborations based on trust between local stakehold-
ers. This supports and increases multi-stakeholder engagement which is critical to
addressing wicked problems. Similarly, in the roles of connecting and change-mak-
ing, community colleges appear best suited to leverage the benefits through their
strong connections to local high schools and the local workforce. Thus, the research-
ers argue that community colleges are better catalysts for fostering social mobility
and economic development in local communities. While stand-alone innovation labs
can certainly add to economic development, this research suggests that benefits can
be leveraged with the advantageous strengths of community colleges (Table 1).

Following the literature review, excerpts from the qualitative interviews were
synthesized and summarized. Ultimately, the researchers assert that community col-
leges can play a critical role in addressing wicked problems of economic develop-
ment through entrepreneurial leadership. In other words, they can and should serve
as engines of recovery post-COVID.

These findings align with scholarly recommendations that global challenges are
best addressed at local levels (Hanson, 2008). In summary, community colleges
are well suited for serving as engines of recovery post-COVID through entrepre-
neurial leadership incorporating the SDGs. The study’s participants overwhelmingly
agreed that community colleges could be engines of recovery post-COVID through
entrepreneurial thinking, programs, and processes. Policymakers and funders are
well-positioned to support these economic development efforts through community
colleges.

Recommendations for Policymakers

Entrepreneurial leaders from programs and community colleges provided insights
into the role of community colleges in addressing wicked problems of economic
development. The researcher recommends that policymakers allocate pilot fund-
ing for creating an innovation lab (I-Lab) to address these complex challenges.

@ Springer



Journal of the Knowledge Economy

(810T ‘o1a0ya1Z
H10T “Te 10 Kapsopn) “swa[qoid paydIm ssaIppe
0) Apoaxrp sanauardonus pue sioyeaouur syroddng

(10T “Te 10 £31ISOM ‘810T 'S DIAONAIZ)
joedwT puE $S200NS JO SILIOIS SOIRUTWISSIT

(810T ‘oraoyarz
10T “Te 10 Aopsopn) uoneuswLiadxe syroddng

(810T “d1AONATZ 10T e 10 Ao[isop) suon
-njos Surpess pue Surd£jojoid 0) pajefar syuow
-o3e3uo Jop[oyaYeIS-N[NW SAUAAU0D pue sj1oddng

(r10z
“Te 10 KANISOM ‘8107 'S ‘OTAOYATZ) UOIeasal pue
uoreonpa ygnoiy reyideds enjosqeiur sajear)

(810T “DIAONAIZ H[0T “[2 10 K3[ISOA) YoIeasal
pue uoneonpa ysnoay) ejides uewny sajeaI)

(10T “Te 19 19ydpuai], :c00T
“Te 19 e[[aIedSe) Joeduw [2J9100S JO WRAI Y}
ur syuapnys 10§ doid 199180 pue YoIeasal sapIA0ld

(€102

PIeYoS 29 1IZ0Y H1(OT ‘UIUS0D 29 PIAR()

suoneiodiod Jofew pue ‘SUONEPUNO] ‘SYI0MIoU
wnye ysnoay) diysiouyred pue jroddns sopraoig

(#T0T “'Te 19 J9YOUSIL) SoAnEnIUT
paAjoAur-sndures 10y 1ouueld 19)sew Ay St S}OY

($10T “Te 12 I9YOUI],) JudWw
-03e3uo JOp[OYAN RIS [BOO] PAIIWI] SWOS SIPIAOI]

(10T “Te 19 19youai], (610 ‘10onu

-eJa1S) Aoeded pasearour pue Indino yoreasax
ySnoxy) uonnqruuod JjuedoyrusIs sopraoid

“(v1oc

e 10 I9YIURL], ‘770 ‘UIA[BD) S1IE [RIQI[ pUR
93pojmouy] [eIOUA3 UO Paskeq UONBINPD SOPIAOI]

(000 ‘preppoD 2 uorNEYD) A[[eo0] ANjrqout
[e100s pue Juswdo[aAap J1oU0d9 SAzA[RIR)D)

(€00 "uo¥s3NI) %9 19p[ED *6 *d *800T
¢$939[[0D AITUNWWO)) UO UOISSIWWO) [BUOTEN
S pIeoq 239[]0D) JUAUNINIOAT IOIOP[IOM
10§ sjooyds Y31y yim sdrysuornefar sayeann))
(L00OT ‘Yomuuag 2 0q1y) soaneniul
Juawdo[oAap OTwoU099 Ul sageus pue sue[d
(€107 ‘s1eN) A[TeuoI3al pue A[[eoo|
10q ‘SIOPIOYNBIS UdIM]Iaq UOTJBIOGR[[0D JO
sosodind o) 103 J0JRII[IOR] PUL JOUSAUOD SE SIOY

(L00T ‘yromu
-uag 29 0q1y) UI0ou0d Arewrid e 10U ST JoIeasay]
(1107 ‘s989110D Ayunwiwio)) Jo
UONBIDOSSY UBDLIQWY) Spasu Jokojdud [eoo]
100w 03 Sururer) juewdo[oAsp 9dIOYIOM SIJJO

Sunyew-aguey)

Sunosuuo)

Suruue[q

Surpeo]

Suryoressay

Suneonpyg

sqe[ uoneAouuy

(Dg) uonmnsur SunueIs-ojeaIneesdey

2391105 Ayunwwo))

J[oy

Sqe[ UOTJEAOUUT PUE ‘SANISIOATUN ‘SOFA[00 Ajrunwrwiod Jo sofo1 oY) Sutredwo)) | ajqel

pringer

As



Journal of the Knowledge Economy

The overarching goal of the I-Lab would be to address wicked problems in part-
nership with community colleges through scalable, localized, complexity-informed
strategies.

Recommendations for Funders

Researchers also recommend that funders provide funding for an innovation lab.
Policymakers allocate pilot funding for creating an innovation lab (I-Lab) to address
these complex challenges. The overarching goal of the I-Lab would be to address
wicked problems in partnership with community colleges through scalable, local-
ized, complexity-informed strategies.

Launching an Innovation Lab (I-Lab) to Address Wicked Problems

America experienced a plethora of interconnected challenges in 2020, including
a global pandemic, inequality, poverty, hunger, racism, climate change, and eco-
nomic growth, to name a few. Academic institutions have the potential to support
America’s post-COVID while also aligning with the mission of community colleges,
becoming engines of scalable post-COVID recovery. Ultimately, the I-Lab would
serve as an ecosystem of entrepreneurial partners committed to collaboratively tack-
ling wicked problems locally with trusted networks. Addressing these challenges
will require adequate funding.

However, funders must determine how to allocate post-COVID relief funding and
donations for maximum societal return on investment. The researcher recommends
that pilot funding be allocated to an academic institution for building a scalable
Innovation Lab (I-Lab) model, which, after validation, can expand the open-access
model throughout the nation in partnership with a national community college asso-
ciation. A publicly funded principal-investigator framework may be ideal for leading
the initiative. According to Cunningham et al. (2019), principal investigators (PI)
are “influential ecosystem agents whose behaviors shape and influence” economic
and social change through complex research projects. Cunningham et al. (2016)
studied the allocation of time for publicly funded principal investigators supporting
public-sector entrepreneurship activities. In the study, the researcher identified ten
roles and responsibilities PIs take on in academia, focusing on problem-based activi-
ties and value creation (p. 546).

By allocating funding to support academic institutions acting intentionally and
entrepreneurially in this capacity at a state and nationwide level, the funding will
holistically address post-COVID challenges through open access, streamlined, scal-
able, and complexity-informed pathways through localization. Additionally, the
budget would ensure that entrepreneurship educators are trained on the ideal evi-
dence-based programming for their local needs. Finally, the funding could prioritize
rural and urban underserved institutions, which were already stretched thin before
the pandemic. The efforts are less likely to achieve broad adoption without the
appropriate funding incentives.
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The recommended I-Lab represents an opportunity to promote positive soci-
etal impact by addressing wicked problems of economic development. The study
outlined the activities under the role of economic development, which include
(1) revitalizing communities post-COVID, (2) post-COVID business triage, (3)
modeling sustainability, (4) creating jobs, (5) generating tax revenue, (6) pipelin-
ing talent, (7) talent retention, (8) main street business support, and (9) reducing
entrepreneurial risk. These activities could be the basis for more profound impact
measurement efforts related to various grant opportunities to address wicked
problems in a solution ecosystem.

While many community colleges struggle with budgetary issues, the alignment
and opportunity are clear. Community colleges could partner with bachelorette-
granting institutions for win-win economic development outcomes. This collabo-
rative approach could create a more significant collective impact for the SDGs.
Alternatively, if funding for the I-Lab cannot be found, educators can incorporate
technology and innovation competencies for sustainability and the sharing econ-
omy into entrepreneurial courses.

The study’s limitations are based on a need for more stakeholder feedback. For
example, the study did not include the perspectives of academic business leaders
regarding (1) the pedagogical role(s) of higher education in addressing wicked
problems post-COVID, (2) the strategic value of accelerators to address wicked
problems in business post-COVID, and (3) the perspectives of how entrepreneur-
ial faculty influencers in the USA view societal impact, and (4) entrepreneurial
faculty influencers regarding the ecosystem network of wicked problems for busi-
ness leaders post-COVID? The representative sample may only apply to some
countries, cultures, and less developed entrepreneurial ecosystems. Additionally,
incorporating quantitative research using the role variables identified in the cur-
rent study can strengthen future findings and recommendations.

The findings suggest that entrepreneurial leadership addressing wicked prob-
lems (i.e., SDGs), such as quality education, decent work, gender equality, and
economic growth, may provide significant value for students, community col-
leges, and society. The study’s findings provide the groundwork for future
research.

Future research related to this study would benefit from exploring the following
research questions: How do business leaders describe higher education’s pedagogi-
cal role(s) in addressing wicked problems post-COVID? How do business leaders
explain the strategic value of accelerators in addressing wicked problems? How do
entrepreneurial faculty influencers in the USA view societal impact? What is the
ecosystem network of wicked problems for business leaders post-COVID?

Policy experts, scientists, entrepreneurs, and business leaders have warned of
global social, economic, and environmental risks for years (World Economic Forum,
2020). Specific risks include poverty, inequality, climate change, and infectious dis-
ease, to name a few (Deming, 1994). While academic researchers have debated the
role of universities in addressing wicked problems (Dentoni & Bitzer, 2015), the
role of community colleges was largely unknown due to a gap in the research. With
over 1200 community colleges across America, the institutions are well-suited to
serve as incubators of post-COVID recovery to help communities build back better
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and more equitable. Together, we can better tackle these wicked problems, posi-
tively impacting local communities across America.
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org/10.1007/s13132-024-01890-4.
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