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Abstract

This exploratory study is aimed at examining the entrepreneurial process in the light
of the cultural attributes of Kuwaiti society, using Effectuation theory as the
epistemological background. The research question is centred on whether or not the
principles of effectuation hold in the cultural context of Kuwait. A qualitative research
methodology was followed with the analysis of the interviews using the “Nvivo”
Qualitative Analysis Software. From a sample of 13 entrepreneurs, the findings show
that, in the main, entrepreneurs favour an effectual approach in the setting up of
new ventures. The results also suggest that some cultural dimensions inherent to the
Kuwaiti culture, such as high uncertainty avoidance, are not a hindrance to the
effectuation theory attributes of non-predictive control, affordable loss, partnerships
and leveraging contingencies, as would be expected from the cultural profile of the
society. Finally, it can be concluded that the dichotomy between effectuation and
causation needs to be further researched taking into account not only cultural
variables, but also variables of a social and economic nature. This study is unique in
the sense that it brings together two variables that have been kept apart,
effectuation and culture. It is also carried out in a geographical location where this
type of research is very sparse.

Keywords: Effectuation, Causation, Culture, Cultural dimensions, Socio-economic
variables

Background

Effectuation is a novel theoretical approach for the entrepreneurial process put forward
by Sarasvathy (2001). Whereas under a logic of causation, the entrepreneur is focused
on the causes behind his decisions to launch the new venture, under a logic of effectu-
ation, the entrepreneur is concerned with the effects that his decisions will bring about,
in terms not only of the business itself but also of the surrounding environment. Effec-
tuation processes are coherent with the notions of non-predictive or emergent strat-
egies (Wiltbank et al, 2006). The introduction of effectuation and the various
contributions, which have subsequently enriched the concept (Dew et al., 2009; Read
& Sarasvathy, 2005; Read et al., 2009; Sarasvathy, 2003; Sarasvathy et al., 2008; Wilt-
bank et al., 2006), has opened up the way for a global debate about effectuation. Rele-
vant to this effort are the studies by Chandler et al. (2007), Chandler et al. (2011) and
McKelvie et al. (2013) into the validity of causation and effectuation as research para-
digms, as well as the works by Andersson (2011), Harms & Schiele (2012) and Lutsch
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& Mortensen (2013) about the relationship between new venture creation and the ef-
fectual logic. A recent controversy has cast doubts about the validity of effectuation as
a theory (Arend et al.,, 2015), but the key supporters of the concept have responded ar-
guing that effectuation has been validated empirically in a considerable number of stud-
ies, while also recognizing that the notion is not yet a complete body of knowledge and
that further research is still required (Read et al., 2016).

Eckhardt and Shane (2003, p. 336) define entrepreneurship as the “discovery, evaluation,
and exploitation of future goods and services” and include in the definition the study of
opportunities, defined as “situations in which new goods, services, raw materials, markets
and organizing methods can be introduced through the formation of new means, ends, or
means-ends relationships”. Entrepreneurship plays a critical role in economic develop-
ment by creating new firms, absorbing surplus labour from traditional markets, providing
innovations and intermediate inputs to final goods (Gries & Naudé, 2010), and being inev-
itably linked to the creation of new ventures and even new markets (Moroz & Hindle,
2012). Indeed, according to Schumpeter (1961) entrepreneurs are the driving force for all
economic transformation and development under a capitalist system.

In the literature attempting to explain business creation and entrepreneurial intention
and success, a link has been established with the entrepreneur’s personality traits (De
Pillis & Reardon, 2007; Rauch & Frese, 2007; Schmitt-Rodermund, 2004). Indeed, in
taking actions and decisions, entrepreneurs use their basic personality make-up, and
given that personality and behaviour are closely related to the national culture, it is
likely that entrepreneurs in different cultures might behave differently and have distinct
preferences in creating new ventures (Hayton et al., 2002). Goel and Karri (2006) have
suggested that the effectuation logic might be altered by personality factors, such as
over-trust or the tendency to trust more than what is warranted. In the same way that
in applying an effectual logic to an entrepreneurial process, the personality traits of the
entrepreneur make him or her more susceptible to over-trust, characteristics of na-
tional culture will make entrepreneur more prone to some attributes of the effectual
logic than others. Taking up this line of enquiry, several authors have argued that
culture is a factor that influences certain aspects of effectuation and causation
(Kistler & Gillig, 2015; Kraaijeveld, 2015; Krijgsman, 2012; Stienstra et al., 2012).

Thus, the multi-cultural dimension of entrepreneurship (and effectuation) is clearly
as an area requiring further investigation. As a research topic, it is very relevant to
emerging economies, given the fact that entrepreneurship both as an occupation and as
a field of study, is becoming ever more prevalent. In economies whose future is vastly
dependent on oil revenues, such as Kuwait’s, the increased oil supplies from non-OPEC
countries has been a major shake-up. The resulting downward pressure on oil prices is
forcing Kuwait, as well as other oil dependent economies, confront the need to diversify
sources of income, and foster entrepreneurship engagement through the encourage-
ment of entrepreneurial ventures. Interestingly, Kuwait is especially prone to the cre-
ation of small business ventures, given that for every two Kuwaitis there is one private
business (Cader, 2014). Another reason for the rise of entrepreneurship in Kuwait is
the very high dependence of the country’s economy on expats workers (about 83% of
the total labour force of 2.3 million). As a reaction to this, the Kuwait National Assem-
bly approved in 2010 a national fund of two billion Kuwaiti Dinar for the support of
SMEs (Al-Kharafi, 2014; Kuwait Mid-Range Development Plan, 2015).
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In the main, the entrepreneurship literature does not include the Middle East or spe-
cifically the Gulf countries, as a region of the world with well-defined cultural traits. In
the light of this gap, it was decided to carry out a study aimed at exploring the logic of
Kuwaiti entrepreneurs in starting-up their ventures, and more specifically investigating
whether or not the entrepreneurial process in Kuwaiti follows the key principles of ef-
fectuation theory. Thus, the aim of the present study is to give a contribution towards
the broad research question outlined in the title of the paper — does effectuation apply
in the cultural context of Kuwait? This is achieved with the methodological assistance
of Hofstede’s work on culture (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, 2001), particularly his frame-
work of cultural dimensions and its original scores, as applicable to the culture of
Kuwait. The findings of the study might be applicable to countries in the region with
similar socio-economic and cultural characteristics.

Literature overview

Focal to the entrepreneurial process is the issue of business planning, and the crucial
question of its impact on the success of new ventures or start-ups (Brinckmann et al.,
2010). The question centres on whether the orientation of the entrepreneurial process
should be on control or on prediction or, more specifically, on a logic of planning or
on a logic of transformation (Wiltbank et al. 2006). The planning logic places high em-
phasis on prediction and low emphasis on control, whereas the logic of transformation
places high emphasis on control and low emphasis on prediction. Planning is a
well-established school of thought, familiar to most would-be entrepreneurs, and based
on the belief that rational planning is behind the success of new ventures. This school
of thought asserts that as uncertainty increases, organizations that invest actively in the
analysis and prediction of the business environment in which they operate “will outper-
form those that do not” (Ibid, p. 985). On the opposite side of the spectrum, the logic
of Transformation emphasizes the control that expert entrepreneurs exert in the trans-
formation of the business environment and the creation of “new markets and new envi-
ronments” (Ibid, p. 991). The dichotomy between planning and transformation matches
the dichotomy between the logics of causation and effectuation.

Uncertainty

One of the key assumptions of effectuation is that under conditions of uncertainty, it is
impossible to predict or infer about the future. There is no possible way to calculate
the expected returns for a specific course of action, therefore in starting up a new busi-
ness the entrepreneur tends to select alternatives based on his calculation of the loss he
can endure. Then, he utilizes his experience and his networks of cooperative relations
with suppliers, customers and competitors to try to exert some control over the future,
while maintaining flexibility at all times. (Dew et al., 2009).

The uncertainty entrepreneurs face when creating new ventures is a distinctive type of un-
certainty that cannot be predicted through statistical inference or causal thinking. This is
known as Knightian or true uncertainty, a type of uncertainty that involves factors that can-
not possibly be predicted and variables that are unidentified. Accepting that one can predict
the future through gathering enough relevant information, probably by means of market re-
search, creates a wide-spread view of certainty, where decisions are based upon conviction
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that the future can be predicted. This is the fundamental assumption of the causation logic
which much of management theory is based upon. Effectuation theory advocates that rather
than trying to predict the future, entrepreneurs actually concentrate on the controllable as-
pects of the new venture, and the future is understood as having been created by means of

the entrepreneur’s actions (Sarasvathy, 2001).

Effectuation
Having briefly set out the foundational arguments of effectuation theory, we now
summarize the five key concepts, which characterize this novel framework.

1. Means driven rather than goal driven: The emphasis is on using existing resources
or means, rather focusing on objectives predicting aspects of the uncertain future
(Sarasvathy, 2003). An entrepreneur using the effectual approach will start by
assessing what he possesses, who he is, what he knows, and who he knows. He
starts his entrepreneurial activity with no set goals or targets, but instead seeks an
array of different possibilities as he takes actions. By using the means in his
disposal, the entrepreneur starts envisioning what could be the possible outcomes
of these means and his actions (Sarasvathy, 2001). In contrast, the causal logic
emphasis is on goal driven action. Given the dynamic nature of the market
associated with uncertainty, accurate prediction of the future is crucial for firms to
outperform competition (Wiltbank et al., 2006).

2. Non-predictive rather than predictive control: The effectuation approach
emphasizes dealing with uncertainty by knowing how to control and by dealing
with what is known and controllable, rather than by trying to eliminate it by
predicting the unknown. From the perspective of a business venture in its early
stages, the causal logic is not fit to deal with Knightian uncertainty. When
uncertainty cannot be calculated and quantified, like in the case of early start-ups
creating new markets, then the effectuation logic becomes the approach of choice.
This is the reason why expert entrepreneurs focus on their means, and on how
much they can afford to lose, rather than predicting the future through market
research and analysis.

3. Affordable loss rather than expected returns: This concept emphasizes committing
beforehand to the loss one can endure, as opposed to investing in calculating
expected returns (Sarasvathy, 2003). Entrepreneur following the effectual logic
evaluates what he can afford to lose and try to minimize the downside, rather that
predicting the expected returns and trying to maximize the upside (Chandler et al,,
2011). The investment margin here is subjective and varies from one individual to
the other based on his personal circumstances or beliefs. In contrast, in the
causation approach expected returns weight upside and downside information
equally.

4. Partnership rather than competitive analysis: Partnerships refer to how an
entrepreneur or an organization looks at the outside world. According to the
effectuation approach, the entrepreneur seeks to build strategic partnerships
instead of focusing on competitors and engaging in competitive analysis. The goal
is to bring stakeholders to the venture and to get early commitments from the
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partners so that the future can be controlled rather predicted (Read & Sarasvathy,
2005). Also, focusing on co-operation enables an individual or firm to expand its
resources (means) and to make use of the core competencies of other external
entities — organizations or individuals. Establishing pre-commitments helps to
reduce the uncertainty and by forming alliances the potential risk associated with
the venture gets distributed among the partners. For an organization such partners
can be the suppliers, customers, distributor or anyone who has a stake in the firm’s
product or service.

Leveraging rather than avoiding contingencies: The focus of effectuation is on
recognizing unforeseen events by managing surprises as opposed to trying to
overcome or avoid them beforehand (Sarasvathy, 2003). The effectual entrepreneur
accepts the changed reality and capitalizes on the unexpected opportunities that
contingencies present. Contingencies serve as a course correction measurement to
the effectual stakeholder necessary to re-evaluate the decisions and goals
(Wiltbank et al., 2006).

Figure 1 summarizes the key differences between the effectual and the causal logic.

Effectuation theory has not been with criticism. In a recent article by Arend et al.

(2015) published in the reputed Academy of Management Review, it is suggested that

effectuation might be ineffectual as a new theory of entrepreneurship. The key conten-

tion is that effectuation has been subjected to insufficient empirical testing and critical

analysis. In response to the rather critical evaluation of effectuation theory, its main

supporters (Read et al., 2016) argue that that the evaluation is carried out from a wholly

positivist view point, while the entire idea of effectuation is informed by a pragmatist
epistemology. As part of their response Read et al. (2016) have outlined the topics
which need to be tackled, in order to give effectuation, the additional theoretical back-
ing it lacks. The list of topics is as follows (Ibid, p. 535-6):

The effectual

The causal

Fig.

Expanding cycle of
l resources New means
a ASSESS MEANS INTERACTION COMMITMENT
] GOALS
8 Who am I? Ly == |, | Interact with people |, Obtain
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constraints on goals New goals
New Firms
New Products
New Markets
Conduct 2 >
" Identify new market o 3 ‘%
§ opportunities for: surveys Develop Acquire resources and 2 g E
8 « Product business recru?t stakeholders_ s32
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competitive 23
analysis
Source: Adapted from Reid et al.(2009)
1 Effectuation versus Causation
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e Clarifying the concept of effectual control

e Specifying the unit of deliberate practice in developing entrepreneurial expertise
e Transitioning from effectual to causal approaches and vice versa

e Understanding goal hierarchy and pre-commitment

e Endogenizing selection mechanisms

e Delineating means and resources

e Exploring equity and co-creation

The second point on the list - Specifying the unit of deliberate practice in developing
entrepreneurial expertise — provides the strongest theoretical justification for the
present paper. The authors explain that the literature on expertise has identified the
role of deliberate practice as the mechanism through which expertise is acquired, how-
ever it has not identified the eventual mechanism for the acquisition of effectual expert-
ise in entrepreneurship. Thus, we submit that the cultural dimension of effectual
expertise is bound to be part of such a mechanism, and therefore consider this paper
to also contribute towards this ongoing research effort.

Dimensions of culture

Culture has been succinctly defined as the “collective programming of the mind which dis-
tinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another.” (Hofstede et al.,
2010, p. 6). Culture has been approached from many points of view. However, it might be
summarized as a system of established values and traditions that are substantially adopted
by the individual to become part of his personality makeup, influencing his interactions with
other people. Personality traits, the dispositional motives employed by individuals to achieve
certain goals, are thus heavily influenced by culture (Krijgsman, 2012).

Cultural dimensions are descriptive variables widely applied in cross-cultural manage-
ment literature, which can be quantitatively measured. They are made up of principles
or personal preferences that distinguish countries or regions of the world from each
other. From the various models that have been developed to approach cultural differ-
ences, Hofstede’s framework is the most widely used in management studies, and the
most cited work in the area of cross-cultural research (Jacobs, 2013). The dimensions
that have been put forward and several times revised (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al.,
2010; Minkov, 2012) are as follows: Power Distance, Masculinity versus Femininity,
Uncertainty Avoidance, Individualism versus Collectivism, Long Term Orientation and
Indulgence versus Restraint. In this research we have opted to use only the first four
dimensions put forward in Hofstede’s (2001) original work, given the simplicity with
which they describe national culture.

Given the newness of effectuation as a body of knowledge, there are very few refer-
ences to research combining Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and effectuation theory.
One of the most active centres is located at the University of Twente, in the
Netherlands (Jacobs, 2013; Kraaijeveld, 2015; Krijgsman, 2012; Stienstra et al.,, 2012;
Versluijs, 2012). Most of the studies from this centre confirm the findings from earlier
research regarding the fact that culture does affect perceptions of the entrepreneurship
process (see, for example, McGrath et al., 1992 or Swierczek & Quang, 2004): Thus, in
the present study, we have opted for sticking to the original descriptions of the four
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cultural dimensions, and to the characterization of different regions of the world (by
means of scores) by Hofstede and his associates. From this characterization, we have
identified the features of the Kuwaiti culture, as described below.

Kuwaiti culture from the view point of Hofstede’s four dimensions

In general, the culture of Kuwaiti society is conservative, with Islamic values and tradi-
tions, along with family, family obligations and commitment to traditions as dominant
factors. While a significant number of Kuwaitis feel that political and social reform
is a necessity, an equally significant percentage feels that it is only by maintaining
customs and traditions that the country can avoid social problems experienced in
the western countries such as drug abuse, high crime rates, and illegitimate births
(Al-Omari, 2008).

At the core of the Kuwaiti culture is the Diwaniyah, a separate part of the house that
serves as a venue for friends and relatives to gather and discuss, everything from polit-
ics to personal affairs. Many business deals take place in these Diwaniyah gatherings,
and most Kuwaitis prefer to rely on them, rather than formal meetings and legal con-
tracts. In the Kuwaiti business culture, the will of individuals is subordinate to the will
of the family or the tribe, and decisions depend mostly on group consensus. Therefore,
identity and leadership are greatly shaped by one’s linage, family, and close social
groups (Kabaskal & Dastmalchian, 2001).

From the view point of Hofstede’s four dimensions of culture, this cultural context
can be described as follows:

Power distance

Kuwait has a high score of 90 (out of 100) on this dimension, meaning that it is a soci-
ety where the less powerful members accept the unequal distribution of power, ie. the
hierarchical order of the society is acknowledged and expected. Power Distance ex-
presses the attitude of the people in a given society towards the inequalities found in
that social group. In organizations, hierarchy is perceived to reflect the inequalities in-
herent in the society and individuals are expected to be told what to do.

Individualism

Kuwait scores a low 25 in this dimension (out of 100), indicating that it is a collective
society. The Individualism/Collectivism dimension measures the degree of interdepend-
ence that a society builds and maintains among its members. Hence, loyalty and obliga-
tions for the members of the group (family, tribe or company) are of a paramount
importance and they outweigh societal rules and regulations, if the society is Collectiv-
ist. Decisions about promotion and hiring often take into consideration the social links

or lineage of the employee.

Masculinity

On this dimension, Kuwait scores 40 (out of 100) therefore it can be considered a fem-
inine society. The masculine end of this dimension represents a society that is competi-
tive, with an emphasis on achievement, assertiveness and material rewards, where
success is defined by being the winner or the best. In societies with low Masculinity
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people put great value on cooperation, unity, caring and quality in their operational en-
vironment. In organizations belonging to feminine societies, managers aspire for con-

sensus and disputes are settled through compromise and negotiation.

Uncertainty avoidance

Kuwait scores 80 on this dimension (out of 100), thus showing a type of society where
people are fearful of the unknown and strongly avoid uncertainty. In societies exhi-
biting high uncertainty avoidance people have an urge to be diligent and keep busy,
while clinging to strict codes of behaviour. In these cultures, unconventional ways and
ideas are not well tolerated and innovation may be resisted. In organizations, uncer-
tainty avoidance manifests itself, for example, in a marked emphasis on rules, policies
and procedures.

Methods

Research question

The research question tackled in this paper is stated as follows: does the entrepreneurial
process in Kuwaiti follow the key principles of effectuation theory, namely means driven,
non-predictive control, affordable loss, partnerships and leveraging contingencies?

Conceptual framework and research propositions

Based on the five concepts of effectuation theory and on Hofstede’s four dimensions of
culture applied to Kuwaiti society, a conceptual framework has been developed
(Table 1). The table features eight proposed intersection points, where the cultural di-
mensions are believed to have an effect on the logic of effectuation. In other words, it
is proposed that the behaviours of entrepreneurs in Kuwait may or may not follow the
patters suggested by effectuation theory, due to prevalent cultural norms.

Proposition 1: The “means driven” attribute is motivated by high power distance, fa-
cilitated by low individualism and driven by the consensus seeking characteristic of low
masculinity.

The means driven concept emphasizes developing something new using existing
means, rather than focusing on predicting aspects of an uncertain future (Sarasvathy,
2003). On the other hand, high power distance indicates that individuals perceive the
hierarchical order of the society as an integral feature of every day’s life, where everyone
has his position and status with no need for justification. Our proposition suggests that

Table 1 Proposed intersections between Effectuation theory and Hofstede’s four dimensions of

culture
Concepts/Principles of Effectuation Theory
Means Non-Predictive  Affordable  Partnerships Leveraging
Driven Control Loss Contingencies
Cultural High Power Motivates
Dimensions Distance
Low Individualism  Facilitates Facilitates
Low Masculinity Facilitates
High Uncertainty Hinders Hinders Drives Hinders

Avoidance
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in a society that is dominated by high power distance, the drive towards “means” is
high. In other words, in this type of society entrepreneurs will be more motivated to
search for means in setting up their business ventures than in a low power distance
society.

Likewise, low individualism (i.e. collectivism) is indicative of a society in which
long-lasting relationships and loyalty to direct family, close relationship, and group
membership is of utmost importance. Given that individuals are integrated in these
kinships from birth, it is expected that they will act as facilitators for a means-driven at-
titude on the part of entrepreneurs.

On the other hand, societies with low masculinity have a strong tendency towards
consensus, meaning that they prefer to settle disputes or disagreement through conces-
sion rather than through conflictual means, such as the courts. On the other hand,
means are easier to obtain through consensus than through hard bargaining, which
makes us expect that in a low masculinity society a means-drive stance will be
facilitated.

Proposition 2: The “non-predictive control” attribute is hindered by high uncertainty
avoidance.

The non-predictive approach of effectuation theory emphasizes the controllable as-
pects of an unpredictable future (Sarasvathy, 2001). The theory posits that entrepre-
neurs favour situations where the focus is on the features of the future that can be
controlled, rather than relying on predictions. On the other hand, uncertainty avoid-
ance can be defined as the extent to which individuals in the society feel threatened by
uncertain or unknown situations. Thus, high uncertainty avoidance implies that indi-
viduals in the society prefer secure and stable situations, with clear outcomes (Hofstede
& Hofstede, 2005). In this context, we propose that the high level of uncertainty avoid-
ance found in Kuwait hinders an attitude of non-predictive control and suggest that it
limits the preference of entrepreneurs to adopt a non-predictive control approach. This
cultural dimension may cause entrepreneurs to become unduly preoccupied with pre-
dicting the future, rather than trying to control and overcome the obstacles.

Proposition 3: The ‘affordable loss” attribute is hindered by high uncertainty
avoidance.

The affordable loss characteristic emphasizes a commitment at the outset to the loss
one can endure, rather than an investment in calculating expected returns (Sarasvathy,
2003). On the other hand, uncertainty avoidance can be defined as the extent by which
individuals feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations, in a given society. Low
uncertainty avoidance implies that individuals in the society are not in favour of risk
taking or embarking on something with unknown outcome, but on the contrary they
prefer secure and stable situations, with clear outcomes. Thus, we propose that the
high uncertainty avoidance of the society hinders entrepreneurs’ preference for afford-
able loss, owing to the fact that they will tend to follow a more traditional approach for
creating new ventures through careful planning and prediction of expected returns.

Proposition 4: The “partnerships” attribute is facilitated by low individualism and
driven by high uncertainty avoidance.

Partnerships refer to how an entrepreneur looks at the outside world, emphasizing
the fact that strategic partnerships and alliances overcome uncertainties and establish
barriers to entry (Sarasvathy, 2001). Low individualism (collectivism), on the other
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hand, is indicative of a society in which long-lasting relationships and loyalty to family
and group membership is of the utmost importance. Individuals are integrated in these
kinships from birth, and they act as their security and support. Thus, it is proposed that
the partnerships attribute is facilitated by the low individualism of the Kuwaiti society.

On the other hand, high uncertainty avoidance implies that individuals in the society
are not in favour of risk taking or embarking on something with unknown outcome,
but on the contrary they prefer secure and stable situations, with clear outcomes. This
characteristic should be conducive to an attitude of actively seeking partnerships or alli-
ances, as a means of limiting the exposure of aspiring entrepreneurs to uncertainties
and risk. Thus, it is proposed that the high uncertainty avoidance of the society will
drive the establishment of partnerships or alliances.

Proposition 5: The “leveraging contingencies” attribute is hindered by high uncer-
tainty avoidance.

The leveraging contingencies concept emphasizes the recognition that unforeseen
events will take place, as opposed to trying to overcome or avoid them before they hap-
pen. Effectuation theory argues that contingencies serve as measurements, against which
to evaluate decisions and goals with the purpose of taking corrective action (Wiltbank et
al., 2006). Rather than avoiding them, the effectual entrepreneur embraces contingencies
and capitalizes on the unexpected opportunities that they present. On the other hand, un-
certainty avoidance implies that individuals in the society are not in favour of risk taking
or embarking on something with unknown outcomes, but in the contrary prefer secure
and stable initiatives. Thus, we propose that the high uncertainty avoidance of the Kuwaiti
society hinders the leveraging contingencies attribute, as it limits the preference of entre-
preneurs in trying to utilize surprises and unforeseen events. Rather, we expect that uncer-
tainty avoidance will cause entrepreneurs to try to predict the future and avoid
contingencies, thus opting for a causation-type of approach.

Data collection

In order to approach the research question, semi-structured narrative interviewing was
used, a qualitative technique that enables the interviewer to reconstruct social events
from the perspective informants (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000). The interviewing period
took place at the end of 2014, conducted with 13 Kuwaiti entrepreneurs, owners and/
or partners of successful ventures, ranging in size from micro to medium size ventures.
All interviews were conducted and recorded in a face-to-face setting, ranging from 20
to 60 min in length.

The interviewees were requested to tell their own stories, with a minimum amount
of structure outlining themes, questions or language. This kind of interview allows the
researcher to tune the questions according to the interviewee responses, allowing a
two-way communication, but with strict focus on the interviewees’ accounts, in terms
of their personal stories, intentions, actions, and perceptions about their business envi-
ronments. In order to keep a good balance between what the interviewees said and the
need to gather relevant information, while attempting not to influence the narratives,
follow-up questions were use, such as “Could you elaborate?” or “Why did you choose
to do that?’ and etc. This approach ensured that the interviewer’s influence on the re-
sponses was minimized (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).
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Also, the interviews were conducted in an informal setting in order to ensure that
the interviewees “spoke from the heart”. Some interviews were conducted at cafés or
similar surroundings, and while this presented some advantages, it also created difficul-
ties due to distractions from the surroundings and background noise. The interview
guide was used as a reference during the interview, ensuring that each focus area was
covered. As regards the demographics of the sample, most interviewees were Kuwaiti
nationals, belonging to the 30-40 age group, all degree-holders, some trained abroad.
Most have either a unique, one-of-a-kind venture in Kuwait, or they were credited with
an innovative idea, which added significant value to an existing product or service in
Kuwait. For the method of data analysis and interpretation, “Nvivo” Qualitative Ana-
lysis Software assisted in the descriptive, analytical and thematic coding of the inter-
views. See Additional file 1 for further details about the interview guide and data

analysis.

Results

Propositionl: The “means driven” attribute is motivated by high power distance, facili-
tated by low individualism and driven by the consensus seeking characteristic of low
masculinity.

High power distance

Firstly, our findings reveal that the entrepreneurs in the sample exhibit the traditional
values of high power distance characteristic of the Kuwaiti culture. This means that the
participants expect and admit the unequal distribution of power in their society and
accept it as normal behaviour. Also, the findings suggest that in this type of social set-
ting, the dividing line between means and goals becomes somewhat blurred, in the
sense that while showing that they were driven by the means at their disposal, the par-
ticipants kept referring to their goals. When talking about the possible outcomes of
both the means and their actions, there was quite strong emphasis on the power and
status associated with the new venture. One of the interviewees stated “so, I achieved
one of my dreams which is to become a general manager”. Hence, authority and power
and the respect they bring in society, was frequently mentioned as a goal associated
with means and resources. While this pattern of response was consistent for the male
interviewees, for the female interviewees the issues of power and authority were men-
tioned, either as a means or a goal.

Thus, in what concerns high power distance being a motivator for the means driven
stance, there was no obvious evidence to enable us to confirm the proposition. What
did emerge was a blur, in conceptual terms, between “means” and “goals”, i.e. in order
to obtain the means, having authority was a must, and at the same time, wishing for a
position of power and authority was a natural (i.e. cultural) ambition for the male par-
ticipants. However, for the women in the sample the desire for authority and power
was not evidenced, and the means-driven stance was clearer.

Low individualism
Regarding the low individualism characteristic of the Kuwaiti society, the findings re-
veal that the commitment and loyalty to family, close relations, and network did act as
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facilitators for entrepreneurs in starting up their new ventures. In other words, having
access to means, resources and partnerships provided by their families, close relations
and networks (help, favours, financial support, and etc.) proved to be crucial.

Several of the interviewees implied that they seek help from family and friends, par-
ticularly in bringing clients to their new businesses, and/or when they need financial
support. One interviewee stated that “money is not a problem, even if I couldn’t get the
bank loan, 1 would have got the money from my family”. Thus, we argue that the low
individualism of the Kuwaiti society acts not only as a facilitator but as a catalyst in the
decision process of entrepreneurs to pursue their own ventures.

Low masculinity

Since the Kuwaiti society is characterized by low masculinity where individuals are
more concerned with security and stability in life, we expected this cultural trait to act
as a driving force for the means-driven attitude. However, the findings show a different
picture. Firstly, from the results it became clear that one of the most important means
available to the participants was time or the availability of time for setting up the new
business venture. Several participants stated that they had enough free time in which to
do their private businesses, and therefore there was no reason to leave their full-time
jobs. One interviewee stated: “I leave work whenever I want, or in the worst case at 1
pm, and I spend the rest of the time looking over my business”. Indeed, for most of the
participants, creating their own businesses was considered a part-time job and as a way
to earn some extra income.

Secondly and in parallel with the availability of time, there was the problem of taking
the decision to become a full-time entrepreneur and the finding here was that such a deci-
sion was hampered by the low masculinity of the society. Given the stability and security
of jobs and relatively high level of pay in the public sector (76% of nationals work in the
public sector), becoming an entrepreneur was not an easy decision to make, requiring the
blessing of family, relatives or close friends. Some male participants even claimed that get-
ting married or maintaining a marriage is much harder if you are an entrepreneur.

From these findings it is not possible to be conclusive about the type of link between
masculinity and the means driven principle. As regards the first big decision that
would-be entrepreneurs have to take, i.e. the decision to become a full-time entrepre-
neur, the means driven stance seems to be hindered by low masculinity. However, the
institutional set up of the country is such that it facilitates a situation where would-be
entrepreneurs can continue in their full-time employment and are not unduly pres-
sured into the decision to become full-time entrepreneurs.

Proposition 2: The “non-predictive control” attribute is hindered by high uncertainty
avoidance.

The Kuwaiti society is characterized by high uncertainty avoidance, implying that in
general members of the population are not in favour of taking risks, preferring situa-
tions with known and stable outcomes. However, our findings showed that the entre-
preneurs in the sample contradicted the trend and exhibited low levels of uncertainty
avoidance. Mostly, they are risk-takers who have invested their own money or took per-
sonal loans to finance their ventures. In most cases, they did not prepare business plans
or gave much significance to the uncertainties and risks associated with their new
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ventures. It was clear that most of the participants showed a tendency towards a
non-predictive control approach. One interviewee stated “In real life I have discovered
that planning is only one way of doing things. You have to be organized, you have to
know what you want, but plans can always change”, and added “doing a plan would
take a lot of time and you do not have enough information to plan what you will do in
the next five years. I disagree with the academic school of thought’.

Thus, it is suggested that even in a society characterized by high uncertainty avoid-
ance, entrepreneurs are still risk-takers and therefore the non-predictive control attri-
bute can be said as not hindered by this characteristic.

Proposition 3: The ‘affordable loss” attribute is hindered by high uncertainty
avoidance.

The notion of affordable loss focuses on committing beforehand to the loss the entre-
preneur can afford, rather than focusing on expected returns (Sarasvathy, 2003), while
uncertainty avoidance can be defined as the extent by which individuals feel threatened
by uncertain or unknown situations, in a society (Hofstede et al, 2010). High uncer-
tainty avoidance implies that individuals in the society are not in favour of risk taking
or embarking on something with unknown outcome, but prefer secure and stable situa-
tions, with clear outcomes.

In line with our findings in Proposition 2, the participants’ low levels of uncertainty
avoidance did not affect the affordable loss attribute, i.e. there was no evidence of con-
cerns with expected returns. One interviewee stated that “we were trying to be very
clear about producing good projects, we did not care about the returns, and we just
needed to present a valuable service. We knew the profits would come later” while an-
other said “I reached a point in my life where I was not afraid of failing. If you are
afraid to fail, you will never proceed”. This and similar statements suggest that entre-
preneurs in Kuwait are not concerned with expected return, although we did not find
enough evidence to state that an attitude of affordable loss was adopted. Nevertheless,
it may be concluded that the high uncertainty avoidance of the society does not hinder
the affordable loss attribute.

Proposition 4: The ‘“partnerships” attribute is facilitated by low individualism and
driven by high uncertainty avoidance.

Low individualism
Our findings revealed that the entrepreneurs in the sample seek partnerships or alli-
ances at some point in their venture creating process, either through their connections
and networks or through direct contacts. Most of the partnerships or alliances were
achieved through family, friends or close connections. For example, one participant
stated that “we started to contact our best friends, and we had three to join us as part-
ners”, and also added “we were a company that was poor in resources, so we needed to
find untraditional partners because the traditional ones did not need us. We were look-
ing for companies who believed in us and needed us”. These quotes are representative
of a trend whereby seeking partnerships and alliances was a key consideration when
creating new entrepreneurial ventures in Kuwait.

Hence, it may be concluded that the “partnerships” attribute is facilitated by the low
individualism characteristic of the society.
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High uncertainty avoidance

In line with propositions number 2 and 3, the tendency of the society towards high
levels of uncertainty avoidance was not reflected in the behaviour of the entrepreneurs
as reported in the interviews. Notwithstanding the low levels of uncertainty avoidance,
the participants in the study showed strong signs of a willingness to seek partnerships
or alliances. The main reasons given for the establishment of partnerships or alliances,
as expected, was the wish to diversify the risk of the venture and distribute the associ-
ated uncertainty. One of the interviewees said: “I don’t need the know-how to run the
business, I just need support; like our partners at Padron Cigars, they send us promo-
tions and samplers, this is help, but I don’t need money from them, maybe credit. This is
support”.

Hence, it may be concluded that the partnerships attribute is neither driven nor hin-
dered by high uncertainty avoidance. Entrepreneurs seem to seek partnerships or alli-
ances irrespective of their level of uncertainty avoidance.

Proposition 5: The “leveraging contingencies” attribute is hindered by high uncer-
tainty avoidance.

The analysis of the interviews reveals that the entrepreneurs in the sample were not
substantially different from entrepreneurs in other parts of the world. It suggests that
mostly entrepreneurs have a disposition in favour of leveraging contingencies and turn-
ing them into something that is beneficial for the venture. This was highlighted, for ex-
ample, by one interviewee in saying that: “The funny thing is that the whole business
changed after two years. We started very different, and even if I did a start-up today 1
will expect that it will change in one year”. Another representative comment was: “one

2

of the mottos we have is — ‘if it’s perfect, it is too late” — and added “we acknowledge
what we know and we go ahead with it, and what we don’t know we experiment ...”.
These quotes seem to suggest that the leveraging contingency attribute is not hin-
dered by uncertainty avoidance, probably due to the lack of risk aversion characteristic
of the entrepreneurs in our sample. From the responses received, it was apparent that
entrepreneurs may apply a number of measures in order to try to predict and prevent
surprises in the early stages of their start/up, but after the venture is launched they
seem to be as apt as leveraging contingencies as any others, working in different cul-

tural settings.

Discussion

Our analysis indicates that there is a clear tendency towards the adoption of the con-
structs of the effectuation model among the entrepreneurs in our sample. In some
cases, there were signs of “causal thinking” among the participants, which reinforces
the suggestion by some authors regarding the difficulty in making a clear separation be-
tween causation and effectuation (Chandler et al., 2011; McKelvie et al., 2013). How-
ever, with most of the participants in the study it was clear that pursuing their passions
was more important than paying attention to market demands, and that they were not
in any way constrained by future forecasts or business planning.

With regards to the cultural attributes of the Kuwaiti society and their effect on the
entrepreneurial process for entrepreneurs in Kuwait, our findings indicate that most of
the participants were in conformity with the prevailing high power distance, low individu-
alism and low masculinity of the Kuwaiti society. However, in what concerns uncertainty
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avoidance, the findings do not follow the same trend as the Kuwaiti society at large, and
instead show significant low levels of uncertainty avoidance. This characteristic enables
the entrepreneurs to accept the necessary risks and hence adopt elements of effectuation
theory, such as non-predictive control, affordable loss, partnerships and leveraging contin-
gencies. Thus, in not conforming to a pattern of high uncertainty avoidance, entrepre-
neurs in Kuwait display clear risk-taking tendencies, like entrepreneurs in other parts of
the world.

In consideration to the power distance dimension and its effect on the means driven
attribute, the findings show a blur in the logic of the entrepreneurs, between “means”
and “goals”. In order to obtain the means, having authority was seen as a must, and at
the same time, wishing for a position of power and authority was a natural ambition
for the male participants. The word “natural” should be understood as a “culturally nat-
ural” disposition on the part of entrepreneurs. Whist showing a tendency towards being
driven by the means at their disposal, the male participants consistently brought up the
issue of power and status as being closely associated with the search for means. How-
ever, for the women in the sample, the means driven attribute was not associated with
a quest for power.

Moreover, the findings also revealed that social pressure from relatives, peers, and so-
ciety in general makes it difficult for aspiring entrepreneurs to decide to leave the se-
curity of stable jobs. Almost all of the participants in the study were part time
entrepreneurs motivated by the desire to have an extra source of income and showing
a clear preference for keeping their full-time jobs for a considerable time after starting
the new entrepreneurial venture. This is another example of a socio-economic condi-
tion that seems to indicate that there are factors other than culture that have a bearing
on the cross-cultural application of effectuation theory.

Table 2 summarizes our findings, which are further detailed in the following.

Means driven

It is not clear that this attribute is motivated by high power distance or facilitated the
low masculinity characteristic of the culture of Kuwait. However, regarding low indi-
vidualism, we have concluded that more than a facilitator of the means-driven stance,

it acts a catalyst.

Non-predictive control and affordable loss

Entrepreneurs are risk-takers in any society, therefore uncertainty avoidance does not
seem to hinder either non-predictive control or affordable loss. As regards the latter, al-
though it was clear that participants were not concerned with expected returns, there
is no evidence to state that there was a propensity towards affordable loss.

Partnerships

In a similar fashion to the effect of low individualism on the means driven attribute,
low individualism is more than facilitator to the partnership tendency of entrepreneurs
in Kuwait. Low individualism acts a driver of partnership. As regards uncertainty avoid-
ance, this dimension seems to have no bearing on the partnership attribute.
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Table 2 Summary of the research findings

Concepts/Principles of Effectuation Theory

Means Driven Non- Affordable  Partnerships Leveraging
Predictive  Loss Contingencies
Control
Cultural High Power  Inconclusive
Dimensions Distance
Low Low Individualism, Low Individualism
Individualism is catalyst of the is driver of the
Means-Driven Partnership
concept principle
Low Inconclusive
Masculinity
High Not Inconclusive  Inconclusive Not hindered
Uncertainty hindered
Avoidance

Leveraging contingencies
This attribute does not seem to be hindered by the high uncertainty avoidance charac-

teristic of the Kuwaiti society.

Conclusions

Returning now to the question contained in the main title of this article — does effectu-
ation hold across cultures? — our key conclusion is that effectuation theory does hold
across cultures, yet it is also clearly affected by national cultures. While the core of the
theory seems to hold, a variety of postulates of the theory need to be adjusted in vary-
ing cultural settings. This agrees with the conclusions of one of the latest studies on
this topic (Kistler & Gillig, 2015) where it is posited that German entrepreneurs do fol-
low the effectual approach although to a lesser degree than their US colleagues. Fur-
thermore, it might also be concluded that other socio-economic variables, such as the
employment situation or the level of income of the population, also play a role. This, in
turn, means that the dichotomy between effectuation and causation needs to be further
researched taking into account not only cultural variables, but also variables of a social
and economic nature. As regards the broader remit of effectuation theory, our findings
contribute towards the research objective put forward by Read et al. (2016), on the spe-
cific issue of entrepreneurial expertise.

Thus, as a key contribution of the paper, we suggest that research into the cognitive
mechanisms for the acquisition of effectual expertise in entrepreneurship must take into
account the types of the cultural, social and economic variables, which form the
decision-making context of effectuation.

Limitations and suggestions for further research

This study has fulfilled its aims as an exploratory piece of research about the entrepre-
neurial process of Kuwaiti entrepreneurs, in the light of the cultural attributes of Kuwaiti
society. However, the relatively small number of participants does not allow us to make
any comprehensive statements about how effectuation theory is affected by the character-
istics of national culture. Thus, it is recommended that our results are followed up by
quantitative and qualitative studies, with a larger samples, aimed at validating the proposi-
tions raised and discussed in the present paper.
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