



Systematic Review
Challenges and Opportunities for Startup Success: A Systematic Literature Review
ABSTRACT 

	
Aims: This study systematically seeks to synthesize the existing literature so as to yield an integrative analysis of dominant challenges and opportunities for new business start-ups, therefore becoming a repository for knowledge about starting a business for entrepreneurs and established organizations irrespective of size. The goal is to create a consolidated knowledge repository for entrepreneurs and established organizations, irrespective of size, to inform strategic decision-making.
Study design: This study uses a systematic literature review methodology employing a qualitative synthesis relying for its methodology. To review and synthesize the results, ideas and themes reported in the included studies to generate an objective account of the identified challenges and opportunities for startup businesses.
Place and Duration of Study: This study was conducted in Bacolod City over three months (April-June 2025), with literature analyzed in 2025.
Methodology: This study did a thorough review of academic literature published between 2010 and 2025. Databases like Scopus, ResearchGate, and Google Scholar was used for identifying and using keywords such as "startup challenges," "entrepreneurial opportunities," and "startup ecosystem." The process involved screening and full-text review of relevant articles, with data extracted and synthesized thematically.
Results: The startup environment is fraught with risk, with failure often stemming from internal challenges such as limited financial resources, weak leadership, ineffective marketing strategies, and a disconnect between products and market needs. These internal difficulties are compounded by external factors, including underdeveloped entrepreneurial ecosystems, burdensome regulations, and cultural complexities that complicate partnerships. Despite these obstacles, startups can find pathways to growth by leveraging digital technologies, forming strategic alliances, and engaging with supportive policy frameworks and incubators. Ultimately, the findings underscore the persistent tension between the vulnerabilities inherent in startups and the practical measures that can foster their sustainable development.
Conclusion: This review shows that startup success depends on navigating complex challenges. It highlights that combining digital tools, strategic networks, and strong ecosystem support is key to reducing risks. Entrepreneurs must develop agility and capabilities, while policymakers and investors should create supportive environments and offer targeted funding to boost startup survival and growth.



Keywords: Startup Challenges; Entrepreneurial Opportunities; Business Failure; Startup Ecosystem; Strategic Agility

1. INTRODUCTION 

The role of entrepreneurship in economic growth, employment generation and technological advancement has long been well established. Schumpeter’s (1934) concept of creative destruction emphasizes the role played by Entrepreneurs in revolutionizing industries and recasting economies (Sattoriy & Abdupaizov, 2021). This dynamic force is most evident in the emergence of startups, small business enterprises that endeavor to meet market demands under conditions of limited resources, high rivalry and institutional ambiguity in today’s markets. However, the entrepreneurial process is replete with a mosaic of obstacles such as sourcing enough funds, uncertainties about navigating complex regulatory environments, efficiently handling operation level complexities and transforming in response to changing environmental conditions (González et al., 2024). 

This research draws on the work of Shane and Venkataraman (2000) who define entrepreneurship as the academic study of how opportunities for the creation of new goods and services are discovered, evaluated and exploited, by whom, and with what results. Their framework divides the entrepreneurial process into three major areas: the sources of opportunities, the people (actors) who discover and pursue them, the ways (modes) and results (outcomes) of their exploitation. This review directly links to that framework by integrating research on the barriers preventing exploitation of opportunities, the internal skills and mindsets of entrepreneurs, and the strategies and ecosystem supports.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study utilized a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology to achieve a comprehensive and replicable synthesis of research on startup challenges and opportunities. The methodology was designed to identify, evaluate, and interpret all relevant studies, resulting in a robust, evidence-based overview. The practical aim of this synthesis is to provide entrepreneurs and policymakers with an evidence-based framework for navigating the startup landscape and making informed decisions.

2.1 Research Design 
The review commenced with a clear definition of the research objective: to identify and synthesize the predominant challenges and opportunities encountered by startup businesses. The Study followed the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), a gold-standard framework that ensures every step of our process, from the selection of sources to the inclusion of results, is transparent and accountable. The scope was restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, and systematic reviews published in English from 2010 to 2025. This approach ensured the inclusion of relevant and contemporary insights.
2.2 Research Questions 
This review synthesizes the most credible evidence to address three central research questions:                                                                                                                                    
• What are the primary internal and external challenges that contribute to startup failure?
• Which key strategies and support systems enable startups not only to survive but also to achieve sustainable growth?  
• How can these insights be integrated into a practical framework for contemporary entrepreneurial success?
2.3 Research Locale and Data Sources 
A systematic search was conducted across major academic databases. These included Scopus, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, and JSTOR. 
2.4 Inclusion and exclusion Criteria
 Inclusion Criteria:
•	Publication Authority: Sources needed to come from peer-reviewed journals, formal conference proceedings, or existing systematic literature reviews.
•	Language: The article was written and published exclusively in English.
•	Time Frame: Only literature on entrepreneurship published from January 2010 to June 2025 was included to keep the research up to date.
•	Thematic Focus: Studies needed to cover challenges, risks, opportunities, success factors, or the environment of startups, new ventures, or small and medium-sized businesses.
•	Accessibility: Full-text articles had to be available for detailed data extraction and quality assessment.
Exclusion Criteria:
•	Non-Academic Publications: Books, book chapters, editorials, opinion pieces, non-peer-reviewed magazines, and general websites.
•	Language Barrier: Any study not published in English.
•	Outdated Information: Research published before January 2010.
•	Irrelevant Scope: Studies were excluded if they primarily focused on large, established corporations or if new ventures and entrepreneurship were discussed only as a secondary topic.
•	Incomplete Access: Articles were excluded if the full text was not available, which prevented a complete review.
2.6 Research instrument 
[image: ]The study selection process comprised two stages. During the initial screening, articles were evaluated based on their titles and abstracts, with those deemed irrelevant or not meeting the inclusion criteria excluded. Subsequently, the full texts of the remaining articles were reviewed to confirm relevance and extract data. Data extraction targeted author(s), year of publication, research objectives, methodology, sample size, context, and primary findings related to startup challenges and opportunities. These findings were synthesized through a thematic analysis, where extracted data were coded and organized into themes and subthemes. Challenges identified included financial, operational, and ecosystem factors, while opportunities encompassed strategic partnerships, digitalization, and policy support. This structured process facilitated the identification of patterns and relationships across the literature, informing the results and discussion.















Fig. 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram
2.7 Search and Screening Procedure 
The search strategy used a combination of keywords and Boolean operators: 
("startup" OR "new venture" OR "SME") 
("challenge" OR "failure" OR "risk" OR "obstacle") 
 ("opportunity" OR "success factor" OR "ecosystem") 
("entrepreneurship"). 
This study was carried out in two meticulous processes in order to extract the most important information.  After removing any studies that didn't fit. The complete texts of these papers were then carefully reviewed to make sure this was answering the study questions.  gathered important information about each study were retained, including its methodology, background, and major findings, in order to provide a solid basis of evidence for our evaluation.

3. results and discussion

The literature review reveals that the startup ecosystem is defined by a complex interplay of significant challenges and strategic opportunities. Viewed through the Shane and Venkataraman (2000) framework, the findings illuminate the critical factors that influence the core entrepreneurial process: from the initial discovery of opportunities to their ultimate successful exploitation. The study shows that a complex interaction between significant obstacles and strategic opportunities defines the startup ecosystem.  The numerous issues that startups face and the crucial opportunities that can be leveraged for expansion and sustainability are the two main themes that structure the findings. This analysis looks closely at how a company's own strengths and resources (Resource-Based View) are vital to its success, while also recognizing the importance of the surrounding environment (Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Theory) in supporting the startup and growth of new ventures.

3.1 Multifaceted Challenges Confronting Startups
Startups face many challenges that directly threaten their survival, which can be grouped into two main types: internal challenges related to their own resources and capabilities, and external challenges stemming from their surrounding environment reflecting the ideas of the Resource-Based View and the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem perspectives. Despite formidable challenges, the literature identifies powerful opportunities that align with strategic resource acquisition and ecosystem development, effectively outlining the "how" of successful opportunity exploitation.

3.1.1 Internal Challenges
One of the direct and harsh internal limitations is the extreme lack of capital. Honjo and Kato (2019) study found there to be a direct relationship between a startup's initial fiscal status and its ultimate exit point because it was concluded that insufficient initial capital is one of the main reasons for business failure. This problem is generally exacerbated by a high "burn rate," an effect documented by research such as Coad et al. (2016), which illustrate how poor financial management habits can quickly set a startup down the path of bankruptcy.
Those immense internal capability shortfalls aggravate this fiscal susceptibility. Micro and Small Enterprise (MSE) business owners consistently point to an extensive lack of appropriate education in critical business skills namely financial planning, strategic marketing, and overall management (Yure & Deyganto, 2024). That lack of basic business knowledge directly constrains sustainable growth as well as long-term organizational sustainability.
Furthermore, entrepreneurship itself is a limitation. Experience is generally desirable, but overconfidence from ignorance of past failure is undesirable (Amankwah-Amoah, Boso, & Antwi-Agyei, 2018). The dynamics between past failure and ultimate success are complex, and the "fail fast" ethos (Ries, 2011, as cited by Pisoni et al., 2021) entails a cultural and psychological tolerance for risk to which not all entrepreneurs are fully committed. Studies have verified that product-related problems are the most critical. Cantamessa et al. (2018) and Levesque, Zhao, and Bian (2017) identified product/market fit encompassing time, design, and customer demand as the primary reason new ventures fail. It is an easy test: startups need to do more than create innovative products; they must also get it right in terms of whom to target in the market and when to enter, if they wish to survive. Finally, internal core decisions i.e., having a productive team and developing an appealing product are recognized as the most important in surmounting such internal impediments (González et al., 2024). 

From the Resource-Based View perspective, startups often struggle because they lack key resources that are valuable, rare, and hard to imitate. One major issue is limited financial capital; Honjo and Kato (2019) found that insufficient initial funding is directly linked to business failure, a problem worsened by poor financial management that leads to quickly burning through cash (Coad et al., 2016). This challenge is further intensified by significant gaps in human capital. Owners of Micro and Small Enterprises often lack essential business skills such as financial planning, marketing, and management, which directly limits their ability to grow sustainably (Yure & Deyganto, 2024). Additionally, the entrepreneurial mindset can sometimes work against startups. Overconfidence and insufficient commitment to learning from failure embracing the "fail fast" approach can reduce resilience and the ability to adapt (Amankwah-Amoah, Boso, & Antwi-Agyei, 2018; Pisoni et al., 2021). Ultimately, the most critical internal resource the product often does not fit well with the market’s needs. Research by Cantamessa et al. (2018) and Levesque, Zhao, and Bian (2017) shows that failure to achieve product-market fit is the top reason for startup failure, highlighting that decisions about the team and the product itself are crucial (González et al., 2024).

3.1.2 External and Ecosystem Challenges
The external environment poses significant challenges for startups, especially in emerging economies. Take Malawi, for instance, where a low Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI) score reveals a system where people start businesses out of necessity rather than real opportunity creating what’s known as an "aspiration-opportunity paradox" (Pobee & Mphela, 2021). This problem is even more complicated by a gap between academic innovations and their practical use, which stops promising ideas from reaching scale in the real world (Silva León et al., 2025). Partnerships with established companies are also difficult because of cultural differences the fast-paced, flexible startup culture often clashes with the structured nature of big corporations (Wójcik et al., 2020). In regulated industries, strict rules make it even harder to form valuable collaborations (Denysiuk, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic exposed just how vulnerable startups really are, challenging their resilience and exposing financial weaknesses, as seen in studies from the Philippines (Nool & Abellana, 2025) and Ethiopia (Engidaw, 2022). In countries like Bangladesh, these issues are amplified by complex regulations, limited access to capital, and education systems that don’t fully support entrepreneurial growth (Azad, 2022).
Externally, startups have to deal with a frequently hostile environment. The breakdown of the overall entrepreneurial ecosystem represents a deep-seated challenge, especially in emerging economies. As the Malawi example implies, a GEI score of just 12.2 in a country, and entrepreneurship is high does not necessarily mean it translates into economic growth (Pobee & Mphela, 2021). This represents a system failure where startups are frequently necessity-driven as opposed to opportunity-driven. One of the primary expressions of this is the aspiration-opportunity paradox, wherein innovation entrepreneurial spirit lacks corresponding capacities, including technology assimilation and human capital (Pobee & Mphela, 2021). This is then compounded by a colossal implementation-practice gap, whereby the majority of innovations fostered academically cannot hold onto real-world scale (Silva León et al., 2025).
Cooperation with established companies, as an opportunity, is also challenging. A major challenge observed is high cultural and organizational dissonance that discourages cooperation. Wójcik et al. (2020) discuss the "inherent contradictions" and "strong emotional responses" that arise when the spontaneous, experimental culture of a startup company encounters the structured, process-driven environment of a large corporation. This cultural conflict is supplemented by concrete operational hurdles. As an example, Denysiuk (2021) discovered that in heavily regulated industries such as finance, a "stiff regulatory climate" and "complex corporate structure processes" are significant handicaps, keeping potentially profitable cooperations from ever happening.
Global shocks, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, pushed resilience to the extreme. Experiences from a study on SME entrepreneurs by Nool & Abellana (2025) show that survival was governed by a "survival of the fittest" approach where adaptability had the highest priority. Startups were hit hard by out-of-proportion enormous challenges, particularly a catastrophic drop in demand through lockdowns creating "low sales" and monstrous product "spoilage and wastage" (Nool & Abellana, 2025). This was exacerbated by serious financial strain, with Philippine SMEs tending to be under credit strain (Flaminiano, 2020 as referenced in Nool & Abellana, 2025). The study of Engidaw (2022) in Ethiopia is a dramatic example of such, discussing rampant financial buffer insufficiency where most businesses had less than one month of finance available (Bartik et al., 2020 as referenced in Engidaw, 2022). In developing economy nations such as Bangladesh, the above issues are exacerbated by a complex regulatory framework, acute deficiency in access to capital, and wide mismatch between training in school and what is needed to practice business (Azad, 2022).



3.2 Strategic Opportunities for Startup Success
Despite such formidable challenges, the literature identifies some powerful opportunities which can be grabbed by startups in order to traverse the uncertain landscape and provide sustainable growth.

3.2.1 Strategic and Operational Opportunities
The largest potential is in strategic application of digitalization. The pandemic hastened an unavoidable shift to online, and this has created a "Minimum Investment, Maximum Profit" strategy through e-commerce and virtual operations (Pai, 2018; Srividhya & Paramasivam, 2022). Digital technology offers unprecedent global access, and small startups can increase and compete globally (Fadhilah et al., 2022). Apart from that, strategic networking is also a "multifaceted tool" which is important for achievement. Recent qualitative research by Singh & Basri (2025) on Indian start-ups has confirmed that networking offers vital opportunities such as being given funding support, innovation through co-operation, breaking up complicated problems by combining knowledge, and opening up new market opportunities.
Partnerships with major companies, usually executed through corporate accelerators, offer startups stable avenues to securing resources, mentorship, and market feedback (Urbaniec & Zur, 2021; Borges & Silva, 2022). Pinkse et al. (2024) offer a great example, illustrating how startups that are dedicated to great challenges such as decarbonization "can develop projects and ideas much faster than large organizations," and are therefore potentially invaluable collaborators. The arrangements for such partnerships can take the form of institutionalized "financial incentives such as profit sharing, royalties, or stock options," bringing equity capital to startups not just but an equivalent long-term partnership (Kantis et al., 2023). Giraldi et al. (2023) identify a key driver of success, suggesting a "relation capabilities analysis framework" and assuming strong relational abilities on both sides are key to overcoming cultural and communication obstacles.

3.2.2 Ecosystem and Policy-Driven Opportunities
Pro-active public policy and facilitatory ecosystem pose a major challenge. Public schemes like India's MUDRA Yojana and industrial park development are enabler determinants that infuse much-needed finance and minimize administrative barriers (Agarwala et al., 2022; Yure & Deyganto, 2024). The study by Muramalla & Al-Hazza (2019) reveals that government support and entrepreneurial approaches are positively and statistically related to tech startup business performance. The increased interest in social entrepreneurship and inclusive innovation also enables start-ups to bridge society gaps as they create lasting businesses, becoming principal drivers of the integration of less privileged members of society (Rosca et al., 2020; Kumari & Eguruze, 2022; Cardella et al., 2020).
Finally, founder education and mind-set training are investment necessities to develop entrepreneurial mind-set bridging knowledge into opportunity discovery and behavior (Wardana et al., 2020). In resource-scarcity contexts for start-ups, limitations can even bring about "innovation through constraint," resulting in practical, contextually superior solutions with local scalability and sustainability as an over-ride against pure technical acuteness (Silva León et al., 2025). What appears to be the weaknesses of an ecosystem can, therefore, be skillfully reworded as opportunities for developing uniquely robust business models. The most visible opportunity for overcoming the high risk of breakdown is in close concentration on core strategic options for the "internal and external business core" (González et al., 2024).
4. Conclusion

This research uncovering that becoming successful is not a sure-shot recipe but more of a skillful traversal through a complex ecosystem of financial, operational, and ecosystem hurdles. A convergence of digital solutions, strategic alliances, and an enablement ecosystem of the startup community helps in diffusing the risks and propelling sustainable growth. The data strongly indicate that agility, strategic thinking, and resilience, coupled with the capacity of the extant entrepreneurial environment to offer strong support, play a determinative role in the long-term success of a startup.
In order to improve startup success, it is critical that entrepreneurs embrace a balanced approach considering both internal strengths and external ecosystem elements. The leaders need to concentrate on developing high-functioning teams, aligning strategic objectives with marketplace demands, and continuously responding to changing business environments. In addition, policy-makers and actors within the ecosystem need to give top priority to establishing enabling conditions via supportive regulations, financial systems, and education initiatives. 
This systematic review concludes that startup success is not guaranteed but depends on effectively navigating a complex mix of internal resource limitations and external environmental challenges. The findings, seen through the combined perspectives of the Resource-Based View and Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Theory, show that both strengthening internal capabilities—such as strategic agility, financial discipline, and achieving product-market fit—and leveraging external supports like digital technologies, strategic partnerships, and favorable policies—are crucial for reducing risks and driving sustainable growth.
4.1 Limitations and Future Research Directions
While this review provides a comprehensive summary, it has important limitations. The first limitation is the review examined only the literature published in the English language from 2010 to 2025, which may have excluded relevant findings found in other languages or earlier fundamental research. The second limitation is that since this is a literature review, the results of the review are dependent on the methodologies and possible biases contained in the studies examined. The intense concentration on certain geographic locales—especially some developing countries—may result in limited applicability for certain findings which reflect a variety of entrepreneurial ecosystems.
These limitations indicate a number of fruitful opportunities for future research:
· Empirical Validation: Future studies should empirically test the overall framework of constraints and opportunities posited here through the use of surveys or case studies in various novel business environments in differing industries and countries.
· Constraints and Opportunities in Cross-Ecosystem Comparison: Examining the fit of constraints and opportunities in comparisons between mature and emerging entrepreneurial ecosystems promises important directions for the development of policy initiatives and support to entrepreneurs.
· Longitudinal Studies: Studies examining how specific constraints and opportunities evolve through the various stages of a start-up's life-cycle would be particularly beneficial for entrepreneurs and their funding sources.
· In-Depth Exploration of Emerging Themes: The importance of ecosystem developments of subjects such as "intelligent constraint," innovative approaches to the interface of corporate and start-up collaboration, and the use of AI infusion in building up the stamina of start-ups all merit deeper exploration.
 4.2 Practical Implications 
For Entrepreneurs: Entrepreneurs are urged to take advantage of digital tools that improve cash flow management, automate invoicing, and simplify operations in order to establish robust and adaptive businesses that can respond to market volatility. They ought to forge strategic alliances and inculcate a culture of ongoing innovation and learning in order to stay competitive and maximize resource efficiency.
For Policymakers: Policymakers have a key role to play by creating conducive regulatory environments, providing fiscal incentives like grants and tax exemptions specifically for startups, and investing in infrastructure that fosters innovation, such as incubators and accelerators. Further, enhancing entrepreneurial ability and digital competence through education programs will enable founders to deal with challenges successfully.
For Investors: Investors can also invest beyond capital through mentoring, strategic guidance, and network connections that enable business development and sustainability. Focusing investments in innovation and sustainability startup businesses with long-term prospects will create a robust entrepreneurial ecosystem.
For Organizations: Support organizations for startups must provide integrated services that include training in financial and operational best practices, enable market access through collaborative networks, and serve as connectors between entrepreneurs, investors, and policymakers. By developing programs that respond to sectoral-specific challenges and foster inclusive growth, such support organizations contribute to the development of a dynamic startup ecosystem that can produce successful startups.
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